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2d: Scientism and Materialism

Unit Overview

Background information / abstract

Scientism will accept only scientific explanations of reality. If science cannot (potentially at least) explain something, then it is either not knowable or it does not exist.

Materialism attempts to explain everything in terms of physical objects and events, and denies the reality of anything which cannot be reduced to them.

This topic explores these two philosophies, and highlights some differences between them and science itself.   
Background information

What is Scientism?  Scientism is an extreme view of the power of science to offer explanations of the world; its adherents believe that scientific descriptions are the only ones which we can accept as real knowledge.  All other types of explanations are considered to be invalid and worthless.

Scientism has grown out of modern theories of evolution, genetics, neuroscience, computer science and quantum physics. This has led to claims such as that of zoologist and geneticist Richard Dawkins that humans are simply machines for propagating DNA; and that of physicist Stephen Hawking that if we were to discover a complete theory linking all the physical forces, then we would have an insight into the mind of God.

Concern has been expressed over this so-called ‘category confusion’.  The concern is that conclusions such as those mentioned above cannot be drawn from science alone. They involve some sort of personal belief and are an expression of a world view. Philosophers may argue that the appropriateness of different types of explanation is dictated by the context. The moral philosopher Mary Midgley uses as an analogy, the fact that in an atlas, there are several different maps of the same territory. She asks us to reflect on why we need so many maps of the same place and suggests that each map concerns itself with answering a particular set of questions, and thus gives only a partial picture of the territory it describes.

Behind Scientism lies the philosophy of Materialism, which argues that nothing is in existence over and above matter and matter-in-motion. The material world is all there is. A materialist sees the mind as a physical attribute, and rules out ultimate meaning or purpose, and therefore the possibility of a non-physical or extra-physical God.  

The scientific beliefs commonly held within a particular time period will always have an effect on the society of that time, and Scientism and Materialism have strongly influenced social attitudes in the 20th and early 21st centuries.

It is important for individuals to be given the opportunity to reflect on how such beliefs affect our human values and relationships with each other, and on whether, indeed, the material world is all there is. 

In this KS3 topic pupils are encouraged to understand that there are more ways of describing an object, concept or event than in purely physical terms. They are also encouraged to consider some connections between science and the human moral will.

Some see adherents of Scientism and Materialism as elevating science to the realm of a new faith. One aspect of this will be discussed in Lesson 2 – the desire for immortality.

‘Physics, like the North Pole, is a terminus. It is where you should end up if you are making one particular kind of enquiry – namely a physical one. It is no help if you are trying to go somewhere else.’
Mary Midgley, ‘Pluralism: the Many Maps Model’ Philosophy Now April 2002

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· been able to explain what is meant by the terms Scientism and Materialism

· understood that ways of describing objects, concepts or events differ according to the types of question being asked

· critically analysed statements of belief

· considered the limits of science

· reflected upon what they are
Some will not have progressed as far but will have:

· been able to explain simply what is meant by the terms Scientism and Materialism

· understood something of the fact that ways of describing objects, concepts or events differ according to the types of question being asked

· critically analysed statements of belief in a simple way
· considered – in a simple way - the limits of science 

· reflected upon what they are
Others will have progressed further and will have:

· been able to explain in detail what is meant by the terms Scientism and Materialism

· understood that ways of describing objects, concepts or events differ according to the types of question being asked

· made detailed critical analyses of statements of belief

· considered the limits of science

· reflected upon what they are
Key Questions

· What is Scientism?

· What is Materialism?

· Is science the only way of finding out about the world?

· Can science tell us how we ought to live?

· Can science solve all our problems?

· Is science a new faith for some?

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· To know what is meant by the terms Scientism and Materialism

· To understand that ways of describing objects, concepts or events differ according to the types of question being asked

· Critically to analyse statements of belief

· To consider the limits of science

· To reflect upon what they are
Resources

Books

(for teachers) 

Stenmark, Mikael:  Scientism: Science, Ethics and Religion [Ashgate, 2001]

Dawkins, Richard The Selfish Gene [Oxford University Press, 1989]

Midgley, Mary Science and Poetry [Routledge, 2001]

Video

Any clips from science fiction films in which intelligent machines are portrayed would be useful for part of Lesson 2: for example, I-Robot, Star Trek (with Data), Red Planet, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. 

Web  
www.cis.org.uk/resources/articles/article_archive/alexander_science_friendfoe.htm  Christians in Science website: (Science – friend or foe?)

Curriculum Links
 

QCA RE Unit 7A  
Where do we look for God?

QCA RE Unit 5D (primary)  
How do the beliefs of Christians affect their actions?

QCA History Unit 21  
From Aristotle to the atom: scientific discoveries that changed the world.

QCA RE Unit 9B  
Where did the universe come from?
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