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Unit Overview

Background information / abstract

This unit looks at some of the models that are used in Science and Religion. These can include the ‘virtual reality’ world of I.T. models and advertising. Michael Poole emphasizes that models have to engage the pupils with familiarity, if they hope to succeed in clarifying concepts – they are not literal representations, but they do have a reality as pointing to something, representing something and/or revealing something. 
Teacher support materials: background information

Reality can be defined as ‘the totality of what is, as opposed to what merely seems to be’. But, of course, people will differ widely in what extra entities they would include in the ‘totality’, and thus we immediately reach a difficulty with definitions.  For pupils’ understanding at this level, realism can be defined as ‘finding out about something which is actually there’ (‘A Guide to Science and Belief’, Michael Poole, Lion, 1997, ISBN 0 7459 3941 4 – p. 83).

REALISM

Realism can be portrayed as a belief that the scientific process is one of DISCOVERY and EXPLANATION – discovery of ‘truths’ or better, 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, genes ‘explain’ how descendants inherit characteristics and personal traits, for example, and so they are ‘true’. Evolution ‘explains’ the fossil record, and so it is true; we can make factual claims about the world and our claims point to theory-independent truths, and to real phenomena and objects.  Realism may be linked to a process known as IBE – ‘Inference to the Best Explanation’, where a phenomenon/phenomena may be explained by a number of stories, but the ‘best-fitting’ one is the true one, given the empirical data (see Critical Realism).  Hume (18th philosopher) used a version of this argument to refute miracles – ‘A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature…the proof against a miracle…is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined’.  (See M. Poole ‘A Guide to Science and Belief’, Lion Manual ISBN 07459 3941-4 £7.99, p7).  The no-miracles argument is for Hume, the ‘best fit’ and therefore points to reality, or at least, to what is most likely to be real.  The more humble realist, however, will acknowledge that theories are in flux and are capable of being overthrown or found wanting; approximations and ‘best fit’ may not mean the ‘only fit’ and a flexible, receptive mind is a greater benefit than any theory which may act as a straight jacket or a blindfold.

TYPES OF REALISM

A) NAIVE REALISM

In the textbook ‘God, Humanity and the Cosmos’, Authors (C. Southgate et al) Publisher – T. and T. Clark Ltd. 1999, 2003. ISBN 0 567 08679 8. P.17).  Naïve realism in science is defined as a belief that “every scientific discovery directly corresponds to a truth about the world”.  Science, as it were, ‘maps out’ the world for us, and its claims are real; theories are literally, and objectively, the “way things are”.  Ian Barbour, in a fascinating chapter on ‘Physics and Metaphysics in the 17th century’, remarks that Newton’s world (1642-1727) was a world of ‘naïve realism’ – ‘in the Newtonian era scientific concepts were assumed to be literal representations of the world, reproductions of objective reality as it is in itself….Newton’s laws of motion and gravity seemed applicable to all objects from the smallest particle in the laboratory to the farthest planet.  This was still a harmonious order, as in the Middle Ages, but now it was a structure of forces and masses rather than a hierarchy of purposes.  It suggested an image of the world as an intricate machine following immutable laws, with every detail precisely predictable! (Ian Barbour. Issues in Science and Religion. SCM Press 1966, P. 35-36).  Theories mirror reality and the naïve realist is a passive observer and spectator of the world.  To many 21st century minds, however, this is a view which can no longer be held, and hence, variations of realism have stressed “critical realism” or “non” or “anti-realism” as being more suitable, scientifically and philosophically, to a complex and changing world.

B) CRITICAL REALISM

Critical realism allows for the possibility of ‘slippage’ between scientific data and the nature of the world – the way we ‘map’ the world is a PROVISIONAL one, and is partly the results of the observers mapping, the theories they bring to the mapping, and the way the observers themselves affect 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; ‘Best fit’ is time-limited and sits uneasily on the throne – a scientific discovery today, as Ian Barbour observes, (Ian Barbour ‘Issues in Science and Religion SCM 1966. ISBN 334 00737 2. P. 286) ‘raises a dozen new questions, and each problem solved becomes the starting point of a dozen others.  It looks more like a divergent than a convergent series; far from tapering off, science seems to be following an accelerating curve.  There is a sense of inexhaustible challenge, of surprises yet to come, and of permanent mystery remaining.’  Critical realism seems to be for many, the only response to this mystery.  

In religion too, a “critical realist” methodology would argue that data are considered, claims are tested, explanations are mooted, in ways similar to science.  But others, eg. John Polkinghorne would argue that religion works less with ‘best fit’ and drawing up conclusions, than with unique, unrepeatable events in the believers’ lives, which are not subject to realist examination of any sort.  (For a detailed discussion of this, see ‘God, Humanity and the Cosmos’ T. and T. Clark, 2003, ISBN 0-567-08679-8, p. 19ff)

For the students aged 14-16, what will be important is conveying the different views of the ‘naïve’ realist and the ‘critical’ realist at their level.  Try developing the idea of a “naïve” – or ‘simple’, ‘artless’, ‘ingenious’ – person, and a “critical” – or ‘decisive’, ‘fault-finding’, ‘judging’-person.  How might a student understand these differences? A story to illustrate these two ideas is the Parable of the “Lost Son” – Luke 15 (compare the father with the elder son), will be a useful starting point to examine NAÏVE/CRITICAL borders – the first has a confidence that what seems to be is what is and the second, that provisional best-fits are the most we can accept.

C) ANTI-REALISM/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 the theories may not be true – rather, they may merely be schemes for SUMMARISING, CLASSIFYING, ORDERING and PREDICTING phenomena.  (eg. the way the solar system behaves, atoms’ behaviour, the fossil record).  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’, but others may not.  Why is our perception of a good explanation likely to be true just because it is ours?  Anti (non) realists would say that realism is no longer a tenable theory; it fails to understand how data can be laden with our own theories; it fails to allow satisfactorily for the possibility of new models (or, in Thomas Kuhn’s famous phrase, new “PARADIGMS”) and it fails to see that it is impossible to detach the data from the designs which produce it.

In religious thinking, too, realism has given way to “critical” or “anti(non)-realistic” forms, and to interpretations of religious texts as containing models, metaphors, schemata, mythological material, symbolic shaping and community-based theories.  To the student, this means that the ‘truths’ of scripture have been exposed to analysis, interpretation, decontextualising and demythologising.  The German theologian Rudolph Bultmann argues, for example, that we ‘cannot use electric lights and radios and, in the event of illness, avail ourselves of modern medical and clinical means and at the same time believe in the spirit and wonder world of the New Testament’.  (1985 – ‘New Testament and Mythology’ in “New Testament and Mythology and other Basic Writings” ed. and translated by S. M. Ogden (London, SCM Press).  Obviously there would be those still today who would disagree with Bultmann, and say that they are happy to believe in both, and what’s more some of these people would be scientists and religious!

There are, of course, strengths and weaknesses in all the views discussed – REALISM, (Naïve and Critical), and ANTI-(NON) REALISM.  But their relevance, in an age dominated, not by a predicted disbelief but by a return to fundamentalism, is crucial, and the notion of ‘reality’ one of prime importance, in our modern world, described earlier as complex, changing and challenging.

MODELS IN SCIENCE AND RELIGION

On this part of the topic, students will find Michael Poole’s little book, ‘A GUIDE TO SCIENCE AND BELIEF’, (Lion pub. £7.99, ISBN 0 7459 3941 4 by M. Poole) very useful, and I recommend teachers to obtain a copy, if possible.

A model can be defined as – ‘a representation in three dimensions of an existing person or thing, or of a proposed structure, especially on a smaller scale; a simplified description of a system for calculations etc’ (Oxford Dictionary).  This is quite helpful for understanding terms which the student will be able to access.  The students can begin to think of:- 


a) 
what a model is (include, but distinguish the use of ‘models’ in fashion!).

b) 
what models have they seen and made?-and their experiences of model-making.

c) 
why are models sometimes so helpful in developing our imaginations and understanding? – and sometimes unhelpful?-and;

d) 
what are the limitations, and the benefits, of constructing/using models?

They can include the ‘virtual reality’ world of I.T. models and advertising.  Many advertisements are creative, effective and stimulating in their use of models and synthesised ‘reality’.  Introduce the students to the term ‘in silico’ i.e. a ‘computer model’ of something.  Teachers could also use a CD ROM to show pupils a ‘virtual tour’, for example – how can we distinguish the ‘virtual’ from the ‘real’?

e.g. www.curriculumonline.org  produces “Interactive Places of Worship” – Christianity, Islam and Judaism – contact www.birchfield.com – and this resource is one of many similar virtual resources.

Michael Poole emphasizes that models have to engage the pupils with familiarity, if they hope to succeed in clarifying concepts – they are not literal representations, but they do have a reality as pointing to something, representing something and/or revealing something.  He uses scientific models, such as a) planetary or solar system for atoms (electrons going round a central nucleus like planets round the sun) b) light ‘bending’-as waves bend, and c) electricity having a ‘flow’, like water, to make his point.  These ideas can be used, and developed.

In religion too, models are potentially very useful.  They are not literal, but, again, do have a reality as an aid to understanding and perceiving truths which often lie beyond the physical and empirical.  God can be modelled on our own fathers, for example, or on a ‘judge’, a ‘shepherd’ and a ‘rock’ – these words are literary devices, with a degree of provisionality (“yes but”…..) built into their use.  C.S. Lewis (Ibid. see Poole P. 72), warns his readers against the temptation to alter models of God without realising how the model used can negatively affect understanding – calling God a ‘force’, for example, rather than a personal God, allows images of winds, electricity and tides into the picture; calling God a ‘Being who moves through us all’ rather than father, allows images of gases and fluids into the picture! 

We must be careful with our models, or we fall into the ‘tapioca trap’! This ‘trap’ is when a model fails to help understanding and, rather, leads to bewilderment and uncertainty - the ‘substance’ of God being interpreted as a ‘vast tapioca pudding’ by one perplexed young lady of Lewis’ acquaintance! The models we use demand imagination, care, and sensitivity.  Good luck!   See also: BARBOUR I – Issues in Science and Religion. SCM. 1966. ISBN 334 00737 2.

SOSKICE J – Metaphor and Religion Language. Clarendon, 2002. ISBN 0 19 824982-9.

Key Quotations 

W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM (1874 – 1965)

‘There are times when I look over the various parts of my character with perplexity.  I recognize that I am made up of several persons and that the person that at the moment has the upper hand will inevitably give place to another.  But which is the real one?  All of them or none?








(A Writer’s Notebook, 1896)

T.S. Eliot (1888 – 1965)

‘Between the idea and the reality 

Between the motion and the act, Falls the Shadow’.








(The Hollow Men, I)

‘Human kind cannot bear very much reality’.








(Four Quartets, Burnt Norton, 1)

P.B. Shelley (1792 – 1822)

‘Earth and ocean seem to sleep in one another’s arms and dream, of waves, flowers, clouds, woods, rocks and all that we, read in their smiles, and call reality’.



(Epipsychidion)

‘What is truth?’ said jesting Pilate, and would not stay for an answer. 
(Essays – ‘Of truth’)

Francis Bacon (1561 – 1626)

(Quotations taken from ‘the Penguin Dictionary’ of Quotations by J.M. and M. J Cohen Penguin 1960.  ISBN 014 051 016 8).

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· explored the nature of reality and understood what people mean when the word ‘real’ is used

· been able to simply articulate the distinctions between ‘types’ of realism a) naïve b) critical, and c) non/anti-realism

· been able to make simple critical judgements about the differing notions and levels of ‘reality’

· been able to ask fundamentally important questions about the nature, both of reality and of language

· been able to, if not always to know the right answers to these questions, to at least to begin to ask the right questions about reality

Some will not have progressed as far but will have:

· explored the nature of reality and understood something of what people mean when the word ‘real’ is used

· been able to make simple judgements about the differing notions and levels of ‘reality’

· been able to ask questions about the nature of reality 

· been able to, if not always to know the right answers to these questions, to at least to begin to ask the right questions about reality

Others will have progressed further and will have:

· explored the nature of reality and understood what people mean when the word ‘real’ is used

· been able to articulate with detail the distinctions between ‘types’ of realism a) naïve b) critical, and c) non/anti-realism

· been able to make complex critical judgements about the differing notions and levels of ‘reality’

· been able to ask fundamentally important questions about the nature, both of reality and of language

· been able to, if not always to know the right answers to these questions, to at least to begin to ask the right questions about reality

Key Questions

· How can we know what is real and what is not?

· Is experience enough to touch reality?

· Does how we understand reality affect what we perceive of reality? 

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· to explore the nature of reality and what people mean when the word ‘real’ is used

· to understand the distinctions between ‘types’ of realism a) naïve b) critical, and c) non/anti-realism

· to make pupils more literate and articulate in their understanding and use of these concepts

· to help them make critical judgements about the differing notions and levels of ‘reality’

· to ask fundamentally important questions about the nature, both of reality and of language

· to give them the capacity, if not always to know the right answers to at least, to begin to ask the right questions

Resources

Books

McGrath, Alistair  A Scientific Theology. Vol 2. ‘Reality’ [Continuum 2002]

Cupitt, Don  The sea of faith [SCM Press, 1994]

Poole, Mike  A Guide to Science and Belief [Lion, 1995]

Note to teachers for lesson 3 there is an activity that needs students to be given a bag of thrown away items that they could use to create a model expressing a value or belief that their group shares.  You will need time to collect these things or to ask others to do so in the class.

Curriculum Links
 

Students of all abilities should respond at some level to this unit.  The themes contained in it will build on work done in English, History, R.E and Science and will lead the student into GCSE work and beyond.  Links with English skills, philosophy, science and critical thinking are clear, but there should be benefits across the pupils’ curriculum development, and emotional literacy.
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