
[image: image1.emf]3a: [14 - 16] Early Influences           What contributions have early cultures made to science?     Unit Overview     Background information / abstract   This module will give students a broad overview of some ancient  civilisations   and some of their key features.      Teac her support materials     Background information   It is important to emphasise during this unit that direct evidence about  ancient civilisations is often limited.  A lot of our knowledge is based on  reconstructing the past from examining remains of buildings a nd fragments  of writing/pictures.      This unit focuses on ways in which the religions and cultures of great ancient  civilisations have influenced the development of science.  We are looking for  some interplay between religious beliefs, cultural life and wha t we call  ‘scientific’ thinking.  Students will need to have a basic understanding of  what we mean by ‘scientific’ in this context  -  a brief discussion is found in  the student material.       It is important ,  of course ,  to see life in these ancient civilisati ons for what it  was,  and to understand the context in which the ancients used their terms.  We must be careful not to expect to find ‘modern science’ but rather to see  developments in context.  We need to ask ourselves what constraints there  were on the way  these civilisations developed.  Perhaps they actually  developed some important pre - scientific notions that led to  further  understanding later on.   It might be interesting to consider students’  assumptions about how these ancient civilisations  understood  t he world  around them.  Do they  think of  them as in some way primitive?  Or  advanced  in any ways?  How did some of their thinking find its way into later cultures  such as the ancient Greeks?       The unit focuses on thr ee civilisations: (A) Egyptian  (B) Mesopo tamian (C)  Meso - American (Central American/Mexican, Olmecs, Mayans etc.)  There are  some key features of these cultures that pupils could focus on.  The  pyramids and their construction are  one example; b eliefs about the afterlife  and preserving the cor pses  of the dead form another; u sing the natural  flooding cycle of the river Nile is yet   another example of how the ancient  Egyptians had more than just a simple understanding of natural processes.   They were clearly a sophisticated people with a very successf ul civilisation.       There are some interesting themes which all three civilisations share and  which  students will  consider.  Each had a centralised , city - based  system of  administration.  Each needed to know where they were in the cycles of time  they percei ved.  Agriculture was usually a strong feature and this was often  tied to irrigation methods.  The fact that these successful civilisations had  methods for recording and transmitting information beyond the spoken word  is significant.  Information about thi s is provided in the material.    

 

The key learning areas in this unit are to do with how practical these people were.  They had cities to build, people to feed, empires to administer and rituals to perform and do not seem to have been too concerned about speculating or thinking up theories of how the world worked.  There are some attempts to do this but they are mainly mythological and symbolic.  Many of their explanations for how the world worked were drawn from the world of religious imagery.  Having said that, there are early signs of thinking which sought to understand the appearance of stars and planets and it is clear that this knowledge was used accurately to predict what could be observed in the skies.  At this early stage in human history it is interesting to note how all aspects of life were integrated and not seen as separate.  The priests were often those with the job of observing and understanding the skies.  Science and religion are words familiar to us in the modern era but would have had no meaning for the cultures of the past.  We have to wait a very long time indeed before the worlds of religion and science begin to be seen as essentially different ones.

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· a good knowledge of the distinctive features of several major ancient civilisations 

· a good understanding of some of the ways in which these cultures began to explore their world and how they recorded their knowledge

· explored the relationship between the ‘scientific’ activities of these cultures and their religious beliefs

Some will not have progressed as far but will have:

· a limited knowledge of the major civilisations included in this unit
· some understanding of how these cultures began to explore their world and how they recorded their knowledge

· explored something of the relationship between the ‘scientific’ activities of these cultures and their religious beliefs

Others will have progressed further and will have:

· an excellent knowledge of some of their distinctive features of several major ancient civilisations 

· understood the early ‘scientific’ explorations of these cultures 

· assessed the relationship between these and their religious worldviews

Key Concepts

· ‘scientific’

· civilisation

· worldview

· astronomy

· calendar

· calculations

· embalming

· anatomy

· Semitic

· astrology

· magic

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· to learn about some of their distinctive features of the major ancient civilisations covered in this unit

· to have a good understanding of some of the ways in which these cultures began to explore their world and how they recorded their knowledge

· to explore the relationship between the ‘scientific’ activities of these cultures and their religious beliefs

Resources

Books

Ronan, Colin The Cambridge History of the World’s Science (Cambridge 1983)

Websites

http://freepages.history.rootsweb.com/~catshaman/13Sumerian/03Sumerian2.htm (for Sumerian symbolism)

http://freepages.history.rootsweb.com/~catshaman/14Egyptian/04Egyptian.htm (for Egyptian symbolism)

http://www.fsmitha.com/h1/map01mes.htm (for map of ancient Mesopotamia)

Science and Religion in Schools Project – 3a: Early Influences


_1211729945.doc
[image: image1.png]



3a: [14-16] Early Influences



What contributions have early cultures made to science?


Unit Overview

Background information / abstract


This module will give students a broad overview of some ancient civilisations and some of their key features. 


Teacher support materials


Background information


It is important to emphasise during this unit that direct evidence about ancient civilisations is often limited.  A lot of our knowledge is based on reconstructing the past from examining remains of buildings and fragments of writing/pictures. 


This unit focuses on ways in which the religions and cultures of great ancient civilisations have influenced the development of science.  We are looking for some interplay between religious beliefs, cultural life and what we call ‘scientific’ thinking.  Students will need to have a basic understanding of what we mean by ‘scientific’ in this context - a brief discussion is found in the student material.  


It is important, of course, to see life in these ancient civilisations for what it was, and to understand the context in which the ancients used their terms. We must be careful not to expect to find ‘modern science’ but rather to see developments in context.  We need to ask ourselves what constraints there were on the way these civilisations developed.  Perhaps they actually developed some important pre-scientific notions that led to further understanding later on.  It might be interesting to consider students’ assumptions about how these ancient civilisations understood the world around them.  Do they think of them as in some way primitive? Or advanced in any ways?  How did some of their thinking find its way into later cultures such as the ancient Greeks?  


The unit focuses on three civilisations: (A) Egyptian (B) Mesopotamian (C) Meso-American (Central American/Mexican, Olmecs, Mayans etc.)  There are some key features of these cultures that pupils could focus on.  The pyramids and their construction are one example; beliefs about the afterlife and preserving the corpses of the dead form another; using the natural flooding cycle of the river Nile is yet another example of how the ancient Egyptians had more than just a simple understanding of natural processes.  They were clearly a sophisticated people with a very successful civilisation.  


There are some interesting themes which all three civilisations share and which students will consider.  Each had a centralised, city-based system of administration.  Each needed to know where they were in the cycles of time they perceived.  Agriculture was usually a strong feature and this was often tied to irrigation methods.  The fact that these successful civilisations had methods for recording and transmitting information beyond the spoken word is significant.  Information about this is provided in the material.  


Key learning areas in this unit are to do with how practical these people were.  They had cities to build, people to feed, empires to administer and rituals to perform.  They seem not to have been too concerned about speculating or thinking up theories of how the world worked.  There are some attempts to do this but they are mainly mythological and symbolic.  Many of their explanations for how the world worked were drawn from the world of religious imagery.  Having said that, there are early signs that there was some thinking going on which sought to understand the appearance of stars and planets and it is clear that this knowledge was used accurately to predict what could be observed in the skies.

At this early stage in human history it is interesting to note how all aspects of life were integrated and not seen as separate.  The priests were often those with the job of observing and understanding the skies.  Science and religion are words familiar to us in the modern era but would have had no meaning for the cultures of the past.  We have to wait a very long time indeed before the worlds of religion and science begin to be seen as essentially different ones.


Aims of the topic


At the end of the topic most students will have:


· a good knowledge of several major ancient civilisations and some of their distinctive features


· a good understanding of some of the ways in which these cultures began to explore their world and how they recorded their knowledge


· explored the relationship between the ‘scientific’ activities of these cultures and their religious beliefs


Some will not have progressed as far but will have:


· a limited knowledge of the ancient civilisations included in this unit

· some understanding of how these cultures began to explore their world and how they recorded their knowledge


· explored something of the relationship between the ‘scientific’ activities of these cultures and their religious beliefs


Others will have progressed further and will have:


· an excellent knowledge of several major ancient civilisations and some of their distinctive features


· understood the early ‘scientific’ explorations of these cultures 

· assessed the relationship between these and their religious worldviews


Key Concepts


· ‘scientific’


· civilisation


· worldview


· astronomy


· calendar


· calculations


· embalming


· anatomy


· Semitic


· astrology


· magic


Learning Objectives / Outcomes


· to explore some distinctive features of several major ancient civilisations 


· to have a good understanding of some of the ways in which these cultures began to explore their world and how they recorded their knowledge


· to consider the relationship between the ‘scientific’ activities of these cultures and their religious beliefs


Resources


Books


Ronan, Colin The Cambridge History of the World’s Science (Cambridge 1983)


Websites


http://freepages.history.rootsweb.com/~catshaman/13Sumerian/03Sumerian2.htm (for Sumerian symbolism)


http://freepages.history.rootsweb.com/~catshaman/14Egyptian/04Egyptian.htm (for Egyptian symbolism)


http://www.fsmitha.com/h1/map01mes.htm (for map of ancient Mesopotamia)
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