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Lesson 2: Student Worksheet 1: How real is real?

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.  

Realism as a branch of thinking has a number of sub-divisions:-
A) 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?

B) Critical Realism

Critical realism allows for the possibility of ‘slippage’ between scientific data and the nature of the world. Critical realists say that the way we ‘map’ the world is a PROVISIONAL one, and is partly the result of the observer’s mapping, the theories he brings to the mapping, and the way the observer himself affects the observed data.  Experiments cannot lead to ‘proofs’, only to ‘probabilities’, so the critical realist will follow, tentatively, the “best explanation” for given phenomena, aware that other explanations may come along and displace the last model.

C) Anti-realism or Non realism

This view takes the process a stage further and argues that scientific theories help us to predict the observed behaviour of the world but that they may be not so much mirroring reality as offering schemes for SUMMARISING, CLASSIFYING, ORDERING and PREDICTING phenomena  (eg. the way the solar system behaves, the behaviour of atoms).  In other words, says the anti-realist, theoretical statements are not making factual claims about the world, but are INSTRUMENTS, MODELS and TOOLS. The anti-realist is sceptical of claims of ‘absolute truth’ and would be happier with a phrase such as –‘appears to be true’ or is ‘the view we hold’. 

There are, of course, strengths and weaknesses in all these three views but which one we choose makes a difference to how we make sense of this world.  So whether we are a scientist trying to find out about the world or someone exploring religion, it is important to think about what we mean by real/reality and how we will decide what is real.

1. 
Design a diagram which summarises the main differences between naïve realism, critical realism and anti-realism.

2.                  “SCIENCE STUDIES WHAT IS, NOT WHAT OUGHT TO BE”.  

“SCIENTISTS ARE SPECTATORS, RELIGIOUS PEOPLE ARE ACTORS”.


What do you think might be meant by these two sentences? 



Do you think there is truth in them or not? 


Do you think scientists ought to be concerned only with the results and implications of their experiments and observations? 

3. “Religious people cannot talk about reality.  Unlike those operating in a scientific context, religious people have so many beliefs that get in the way of seeing clearly.”

Discuss this statement showing that you have thought carefully around all aspects of it, showing how it might be both justified and refuted, and ensuring that you offer and explain your own views.

EXTENSION WORK
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Ian Barbour gives an example of a man who, late at night, ‘endlessly searched the ground in the circle of light under a street lamp looking for his lost keys’, a passer by asked, ‘Are you sure you lost them here?’ and the man replied, ‘No, but here I can see better!’ 

‘Issues in Science and Religion’ by Ian Barbour SCM. 1966. p. 266. ISBN 334 00737 2 

4. Science has been accused of omitting important details from its theories and pictures – can you think of ways in which this has been true in the past?

5. “No-one can see clearly, we all come to any observation with a set of values, beliefs and views.  We all see the world and reality through tainted glasses.”  Do you agree with this view?  Explain your thoughts making sure that you refer to some of the key words you have learnt in this lesson.
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