
A scientist and a linguist board a helicopter ... 
Amanda Mathieson 

ASCientist and a linguist board a 

helicopter, and the scientist says 

to the linguist, 'What is the cornerstone 

of civilisation, science or language?' 

It might sound like the opening line 

of a joke, but it's actually from the 

opening sequence of the film Arrival 

(2016). In the film, aliens have landed 

on our doorstep, and our scientist and 

linguist have been chosen as suitable 

emissaries to establish contact. The 

scientist, perhaps wishing to size up 

his new colleague, then poses the 

question. Whose field has been more 

important to t he advancement of the 

human race? Science or language? 

In reality, t hey are both wrong (or 

both half-right ). It is t rue that language 

was necessary for us to organise as a 

species, forming complex networks 

of cooperation over vast distances 

and time. Without specialising our 

efforts and collaborating, we could 

not have built our great structures, 

supported large communities, or 

migrated over all continents. Yet, 

without science, without improving 

our understanding of the natural 

world, we would still be at its mercy. 

Science is the tool we use to change 

circumstance. When populations are 

dying from an infectious disease, we 

create a vaccine. When we're unable 

to grow enough food to support 

ourselves, we develop a better 

strain of crop. When we struggle 

to transport materials over great 

distances, we create machines that 

will do it for us. Science is our secret 

weapon, transforming problems 

into possibilities. However, science 

alone means little. If innovation dies 

with its creator, who does it help? 

Science must be communicated 

to others before it can make a 

difference in any meaningful way. 

It would be incomplete to bestow 

language or science with the title 

of 't he cornerstone of civilisation.' 

It was science communication that 

really drove our development. And I 

don't just mean t his in the external 

sense. After all, is the transfer 

of genetic information from one 

generation to the next not science 

communication? What are we but a 

biological game of Chinese Whispers, 

the message mutating through each 

host but somehow continuing to 

make sense over millions of years? 

The human race not only 

benefits great ly from science 

communication; we are the 

product of it. It is embedded into 

our biological and cultural hist ory. 

Proof that it is not just knowledge 

but the sharing of knowledge 

that is the real root of power. 

Hopefully the aliens agree. [j 
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