2c: Wholes or parts?
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Lesson 1: Student Extension Sheet

Wholes or parts?

What’s in a phrase?

Very few reductionists, however committed, would claim that it is always appropriate to reduce ideas, thoughts and conversations to scientific language.  They accept that this would be very clumsy and confusing.
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Consequently the higher-level subjects/areas of study would never in practice be reduced or replaced by science (ultimately physics). Similarly, although (to the reductionist) the mind is nothing more than the actions of the brain, psychology would never be reduced to neurology. The key point here, though, is that we are talking about what might or might not happen in practice. Keen reductionists would claim that the reduction of every high level concept to a lower one from science is possible. On this view, emotions like love and hate are nothing more than the glands squirting chemicals into our bloodstream and the brain firing off some neurons.

Not surprisingly, theologians and some philosophers object to this view. They would contend that the reduction of some concepts (justice, truth and morality for example) to forces and particles is not simply impractical but also impossible. They would claim that in attempting to reduce these concepts, something vital is lost. Some would go even further and suggest that when science starts to apply its reductionist technique to some very complex systems (for example human beings) it will find that the method does not work. Studying the parts of humans does not give a full idea of how the whole works. This is because we are conscious – and understanding consciousness is the hard problem that science has yet to crack. This is something that is taken up in the next lesson.

Questions

1. Make a list of some other areas of study which are not scientific. Consider whether these other subjects/areas of study can be arranged in some order to suggest that there is a hierarchy by which one could be reduced to another.


2. Theological thinking is almost always opposed to reductionism. There are many reasons why this is might be the case:

a. it denies human freedom and so moral responsibility

b. it inevitably leads to atheism

c. it leads to a very bleak view of life, robbing it of much of its joy

d. it gives no room to the notion that we are made in God’s image

Consider these four reasons for a theologian’s difficulty with a reductionist view of the world and rank them in order of importance. Give reasons for the order you have chosen. In order to delve even further into the thinking behind these four complaints, outline an argument that you might use to defend each one.


3. Write a short conversation between two people, one of whom is using scientific ideas rather than everyday language (as in the cartoon above). Try to make it humorous.

Oh, darling! I love you too!





My endocrine system just accelerated hormone production and I think that the blood flow to my hindbrain increased!








Science and Religion in Schools – 2c: Wholes or parts?


