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Lesson 1: Student Worksheet 1

WHAT IS REAL?

1.  Look at the 4 examples below of how the word ‘real is being used’
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(a) ‘THE TABLE IS REAL’
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(b) ‘MY LOVE FOR YOU IS REAL’
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(c) ‘NUMBERS ARE REAL’
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(d) ‘GOD IS REAL’

1
What does the word ‘real’ mean in each of these sentences?

2 How would you justify or explain the word ‘real’ being used in each of these very different sentences?

3 Are there any connections between the ways in which the word is used in these four examples? What are the connections, if any? Write down your ideas.

‘There are three things that are real; God, human folly (silliness) and laughter.  Since the first two pass our comprehension (are difficult to understand), we must do what we can with the third!’  Valmiki, The Ramayana (200BC)

4
If you were to pick three ‘realities’ in the world you live in, what would you put first, second and third? 

5
Why have you chosen these three? – Explain your answers to your partner.

Some thoughts…

Somerset Maugham (1874 – 1965), said that he was never quite sure who ‘the real me is’…… Do you know who the ‘real you’ is? Consider your various moods - tired, fed-up, energetic, bored, angry, stressed, jealous, content, lazy, up-beat, hard-working. Is the ‘real you’ one of these? Or a mixture of all of them? Or independent of all of them? How do you know? The following question may help you in your thinking……

If ‘my head aches’, is the ache happening to me or to my head?

6
Describe yourself in a paragraph, trying to use ideas and phrases which get to the ‘reality’ which is you, and which others in your class would recognise.

Realism  can be described as an understanding that the scientific process is one of DISCOVERY and EXPLANATION – discovery of ‘truths’ or of ‘entities’, or of relationships (eg. electrons, genes etc) that were there before, and explanation of the world’s observed behaviour, in terms of theories.  

The theories explain given phenomena. For example, the discovery of genes ‘explain’ how descendants inherit characteristics and personal traits, and so they point us in the direction of reality.  Evolution ‘explains’ the fossil record, and so it does the same: we can make factual claims about the world and our claims point to theory-independent truths and to real phenomena and objects.  Realism is linked to a process known as IBE, ‘Inference to the Best Explanation’. In other words, there may be several explanations for a given  phenomenon but the ‘best-fitting’ one offers the most likely hold on reality – for the time being at least!

Naïve realism is one of these sub-divisions and claims that when science uses data, descriptions and theories to describe the universe, there is no ‘slippage’ between the descriptions/models used and the phenomena they point to. In other words, if I describe the sun as being “at the centre of the universe” as a Polish Astronomer called Copernicus (1473-1543) did, there is a physical reality corresponding to my statement. A naïve realist says, “My senses give me direct knowledge of reality. If I see a chair, it is because there is a chair physically where and when I see it. If I sit at a table, I put my legs under and my arms on top of a solid wooden shape.”
But a table is also a vacuum plus electrical charges! Which is the ‘real’ table? How do we know?

7 Can you think of any ideas or beliefs/theories which you claim are true and real, even though you cannot prove them? Try to think of two, and be prepared to argue your case when you are asked to feed back to the class. 

8 How might you try to persuade others of the reality of your views?
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