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Lesson 2: Student Resource Sheet 2

Is it right to be sure?
 Scientific fundamentalism: some issues

We have seen how scientism is the belief that science will eventually explain everything. There is no room for religious experience or religious explanation within scientism. In this way it is a form of fundamentalism because it has decided at the outset what counts as evidence and what can and can not be known. There are, however, some significant questions and issues to be faced by scientific fundamentalists. Here are some of the main ones to consider: 

1.  The idea that the universe is ordered and ‘understandable’ by us to some extent comes from a religious outlook. The scientific discoveries of the 16th and 17th centuries were made by scientists, most of whom believed that there was a creator God at the heart of things, a God who had created an ordered universe with laws discoverable by human beings. 

2.  Can we be absolutely certain that our scientific theories capture the whole truth about the world?

3.  That the world ‘out there’ should be open to being understood is the basis on which scientists do science. But this is often taken on trust and cannot be proved by science itself. The intelligibility of the universe is really an article of faith for the scientist.

4.  Scientific fundamentalists assume that the laws of the physical universe are uniform. That means that they do not change. But is there an explanation for why the laws are as they are? 

5.  There is not one perfect scientific method. Throughout history, scientific communities have based their experiments on the ideas of the time. The questions they have asked have depended on the current beliefs and theories of their day. What scientists are looking for may affect what they see. Their assumptions influence how they conduct an experiment and what evidence they select or ignore. Science may not be able to say anything about religion, or poetry or great art. Does this mean that religion, poetry and art have no meaning?
6.  What if someone provided convincing evidence that the normal way in which the universe behaves had been changed for an instant and a miracle had happened which ‘violated’ the so-called laws of nature. How would ‘scientific fundamentalism’ cope with this ‘evidence’? Would it be possible to treat it seriously, or would it be dismissed as necessarily false evidence, because it does not fit with the set of beliefs held by science?
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