[image: image1.png]


2e:
How is language used in science
and religion? 


Unit Overview

Background information / abstract

This unit attempts to clarify some of the complexities and confusions that affect stories and narratives in both scientific and religious domains.  It is full of a variety of stories and narratives that will engage students and help them to consider the way in which language is used by science and religion. 

Teacher support materials: background information

How language is used:

When the Royal Society was founded in the later seventeenth century, the members agreed to avoid using figurative language: “They (the Royal Society) have extracted from all their members, a close, naked natural way of speaking, positive expression; clear senses; a native easiness, bringing all things as near the Mathematical plainness as they can”. 

R.F. Jones noted that this decision had a permanent effect on English prose and (ultimately) on poetic style: “More than any other linguistic defect, scientists objected to a word’s possessing many meanings or the same meaning as another, especially to the use of metaphors. The desire to make the word match the thing or action, explains their exaggerated antipathy to metaphors and such figures of speech”.

The words used to describe things or relationships between things in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were intended to be logical, objective and clear. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, metaphorical speech fought back, especially in the hands of the poets of the Romantic Movement. 

The study of philosophy until recently, in British universities at least, was called Anglo-Saxon or analytical philosophy. “The aim of philosophy is to subject language to a rigorous logical analysis that would purge it of all ambiguity and metaphor, and that would, it is claimed, approximate the rigour of natural science.” Continental philosophy was less stricken by this somewhat arid approach.

The assumption is that science, being strictly objective and telling the truth directly, is superior to other forms of discourse simply because it is assumed to describe reality more accurately. This view, held by many in schools, not least science teachers, can and should be challenged. One reason for challenging such a belief is that to attempt to understand religion in such terms is impoverishing.

THREE EXAMPLES

1) An example from GCSE physics: “The current flowing in this wire is 0.2 Amperes”.

2) An example from a poem by Robert Burns: “My love is like a red, red, rose….”

3) An example from the New Testament (John 10:14): “I am the good shepherd”.

Example 1: This example from physics uses words metaphorically, the words ‘current flowing’ being drawn from the world of water, of rivers and seas. Another topic in this project looks at the use of models and metaphors in science – this metaphor used to describe and measure electricity is just one example among very many. 

Example 2: Burns uses a simile: his love is like a rose. She is not a rose. One wouldn’t plant her in the garden and water her and apply manure to her roots. And she is a “red, red rose”. What is Burns saying here? What does describing her as a rose tell us about the woman with whom Burns is in love? What more does he convey by describing this ‘rose’ as ‘red’? And by using the word twice? Could he have conjured up the same image in his readers’ minds and conveyed the same strength of feeling by using language stripped bare of all simile and metaphor? Challenge students to transform the words “My love is like a red, red, rose….” into the “close, naked, natural way of speaking” which the Royal Society urged. Is it possible? If so, is anything lost? Is anything gained?

Example 3: C.S. Lewis, a famous Christian writer, said, “No one could claim to take the Bible literally who knew what ‘literal’ meant”. In this third example, we have another metaphor. Do students think it possible to convey the same idea about the relationship between Jesus (the shepherd) and his followers (sheep) by using language free of symbol? This sheep/shepherd metaphor is a recurring one in biblical literature - see Psalm 23 for example. Can the same depth of concern and care be evoked using words stripped bare of simile and metaphor? 

As God is by definition unknowable, it is only possible to speak of him in symbolic language. Paul Tillich (twentieth century theologian/philosopher) was unequivocal: “The language of faith is the language of symbols,” he said.

Key Quotations 
“No one could claim to take the Bible literally who knew what ‘literal’ meant.”

 C S Lewis

“More than any other linguistic defect, scientists objected to a word’s possessing many meanings or the same meaning as another, especially to the use of metaphors. The desire to make the word match the thing or action, explains their exaggerated antipathy to metaphors and such figures of speech.”

R F Jones

“They (the Royal Society in the 17th century) have extracted from all their members, a close, naked natural way of speaking, positive expression; clear senses; a native easiness, bringing all things as near the Mathematical plainness as they can.”

R F Jones 

“The language of faith is the language of symbols.”   Paul Tillich

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· identified the varied use of language in story

· clarified the different uses of language in scientific and religious narratives

· applied linguistic tools to stories from various disciplines

· considered for themselves how effective language is at expressing meaning

Some will not have progressed as far but will have:

· identified that language can be used differently in different stories 

· understood in simple terms that language is used differently in scientific and  religious narratives

· applied linguistic tools to two different stories - one from science and one from religion

· considered for themselves how effective language is at expressing meaning

Others will have progressed further and will have:

· identified the varied use of language within a range of stories

· clarified with examples the different uses of language in scientific and religious stories

· successfully applied linguistic tools to stories from various disciplines, showing excellent levels of understanding

· considered for themselves how effective language is at expressing meaning

Key Questions

· How does science use language?

· How does religion use language?

· Can religion and science ever understand each other?

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· to identify the varied use of language in story

· to be able to clarify the different uses of language in scientific and religious narratives 

· to apply linguistic tools to stories from various disciplines

· to consider for themselves how effective language is at expressing meaning

· to apply critical thinking skills to areas that can be controversial for science and religion

· to understand with greater clarity the different ways in which science and religion use language and to see if this understanding diffuses the controversy

· to reflect on their learning within this unit of work

Resources

Books: Mark Haddon The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time
Science and Religion in Schools
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