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Unit Overview

Background information / abstract

Throughout this topic we have seen how religion and early attempts at something like science have existed at different times in history. The ancient Egyptians, the ancient Greeks, The Golden Age of Islam, Christian Europe in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries have formed part of this study. The way in which religion and science (even if these words were not always used for them) have existed side by side has not been straightforward. We cannot say that religion and science have always been uncomfortable with each other, but nor can we say that religion and science have consistently got on like ‘a house on fire.’ It is never that simple. 

An interesting development took place in the twentieth century which has had the effect of making – for its adherents - the divide between religion and science more marked. This development is often called ‘fundamentalism.’ The word is used mainly to describe a religious attitude in which beliefs supposed to be fundamental (such as the literal truth of scripture) are felt to beyond debate, beyond a critique.  Surprisingly perhaps, those who adopt this approach in their religious life can include scientists just as much as anyone else.  But the word is also used occasionally to refer to a scientific fundamentalism – or, in other words, science held in such high and exclusive regard that it is completely beyond challenge from any other form of knowledge.
Fundamentalism can be an emotive word.  The media constantly makes connections between fundamentalism and terrorism, for instance, whereas terrorism is only one possible consequence of a very extreme fundamentalism, held by a tiny minority. 
This unit will enable pupils to consider some of the features of both religious and scientific fundamentalism - and to evaluate them thoughtfully having considered some of the key questions which challenge these two positions. The main theme is ‘Can one method of explanation do justice to the complex world in which we live?’  The final question of the unit is ‘Can you be both a Christian and a scientist?’  
Teacher support materials

Background information

Fundamentalism is a difficult word in modern parlance because it can mean different things to different people. The term originally derived from a series of twelve volumes containing eighty three articles entitled ‘The Fundamentals’ which were written in the USA and widely distributed in the English speaking world between the years 1910 to 1915. They were a re-statement of orthodox Christianity over and against the liberal theology and modernism of the time. Interestingly they attempted to be broad and well-rounded documents which were both tolerant and considerate of those that they criticised. Of particular interest to students of science and religion is that one of the authors, Professor James Orr of Glasgow University, wrote that some form of evolutionary theory may describe how God created living creatures, including humans. It is perhaps ironic, therefore, that many current day fundamentalists within Christianity are recognised by their vocal opposition to all forms of evolutionary theory.

As with many linguistic terms, ‘fundamentalism’ has undergone a change of meaning in recent decades and is now widely used in the pejorative sense of one who is opposed to some aspect of modernity, be it evolutionary theory in science, liberal social practices or, as in the case of so-called Islamic fundamentalists, the West in general. This is regrettable, and more nuanced accounts are quick to point out that fundamentalism has a designation that is so diffuse as to be hopelessly imprecise, or, as in the case of Islamic fundamentalism, overlooks the fact that there are many Muslim groups seeking to incorporate those aspects of modernity not regarded as detrimental to Islam. Neither is it necessarily the case that conservative theology is against political or cultural change.

Similarly, the ready identification between politically right wing stances and fundamentalist religious outlooks (in the USA, in particular) is by no means a helpful one. For instance, the Sojourners movement, founded by Jim Wallis, is grounded in traditional evangelical Christian theology but is left wing and radical in its politics, focussing, as it does, on empowering the poorer citizens of Washington DC. 

So, care needs to be taken that when the term ‘fundamentalist’ is used, it is not carelessly used and it is not automatically heard as a term of abuse. In this unit, care should be taken to explain that the word ‘fundamentalist’ is shorthand for a set of attitudes characterised principally by an opposition to alternative ways of seeing the world. In the case of religious fundamentalism, this is a complex set of oppositions to a range of issues. These have included the findings of biblical criticism, evolutionary views about origins, social changes such as the women’s movement, gay rights, and legalised abortion. Thus social and political issues weave in and out of matters of religion and science. They are intricately connected with each other. 

The belief that only science is capable of discovering true knowledge lies at the heart of what some term ‘scientific fundamentalism’. Such ‘scientism’ is effectively a philosophical view which believes in the superiority of science as a method of arriving at the truth. It is fundamentalist in its opposition to alternative ways of looking at the world, especially religious ones. These are rejected as ‘not scientific’ and the model of the relationship between science and religion here is one of conflict. 

Thus, both scientific and religious fundamentalists are defined as much by what they oppose as by what they believe. They have been characterised as essentially confrontational and are convinced that they are right. It is often difficult therefore to have dialogue with fundamentalists because of dogmatic stances that seem impervious to open thought, questioning and criticism. A selective use of evidence is a common technique used by fundamentalists - choosing to emphasise those interpretations that fit their received view and rejecting those that are inconsistent with them. 

It is hoped that students will develop an honest and open approach to evidence as they explore this material and that any judgements they arrive at will be informed by study. 
Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· understood the main features of both religious and scientific fundamentalism

· understood how an issue such as the origin of the world might be approached from these positions

· contributed several ideas to a persuasive argument

· reflected upon their own thoughts about fundamentalism

Some will not have progressed as far but will have:

· understood some of the main features of religious and scientific fundamentalism

· a limited understanding of how an issue such as the origin of the world might be approached from these positions

· contributed an idea or two to a persuasive argument

· reflected upon their own thoughts about fundamentalism

Others will have progressed further and will have:

· understood the main features of both religious and scientific fundamentalism and will have evaluated their relative strengths and weaknesses

· gained a good understanding of how an issue such as the origin of the world can be approached from these different positions

· contributed a significant number of ideas to a persuasive argument, and been able to suggest possible responses from each position

· reflected upon their own thoughts about fundamentalism

Key Concepts

· fundamentalism

· literalism

· truth

· interpretation

· scientism

· explanation

· symbolic

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· to understand the main features of both religious and scientific fundamentalism

· to gain a good understanding of how an issue such as the origin of the world might be approached from these positions

· to contribute several ideas to a persuasive argument

· to reflect upon their own thoughts about fundamentalism
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