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1a: What is Real?

Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 5 [LA]

Anti-realism

Some religious writers say that religions are just collections of values and stories which help us to live in the world, not attempts to describe reality.  

According to the anti-realist, science not an attempt to describe the real world.  What is “true” is what is agreed within the scientific community.

At different times scientific communities have held very different views (or paradigms) about the nature of “reality”. The move from one view (paradigm) to another (e.g., the Ptolemaic to the Copernican) is like a “conversion experience” which involves a complete switch from one way of viewing the world to another.  

The anti-realist will conclude that different paradigms represent different ways of seeing the world which are relative to a particular culture.  Things can only be true or false relative to the paradigm or world-view.  There is no such thing as absolute truth or truth independent of a particular framework or world-view. 

Is this a reasonable view of science?

The main difficulties of this approach are as follows:

1. Anti-realism is against what most scientists think they are doing and it cannot account for the extraordinary success of science.  For example, why is it that modern medicine is more successful than the ideas of witch-doctors in curing the sick?


2. The claim that scientific knowledge is a social construction is itself just a social construction.  This being the case, why should we take the claim seriously? Anti-realists effectively “saw off the branch they are trying to sit on”!

It is important to recognise that beliefs and assumptions affect what we “see” but ant-realists take it too far.
Instrumentalism (Pragmatism)

One form of anti-realism is Instrumentalism.

According to instrumentalism, the test for a scientific theory is not Is it true? but Does it work?

According to instrumentalism, scientific theories are best seen as instruments or tools.  The “truthfulness” of a theory is how well it gives predictions that produce results.  Science effectively generates pictures or models of the world that are reliable for particular purposes.

Does it work?  Should this be the only test of scientific theories?  It is certainly true that we want scientific theories because of their practical applications.  We want to know which medicines are effective etc.  But scientists are often having to put out theories about what they think might be the case .  

Some religious writers have maintained that a religious belief is legitimate if it has practical consequences.  

What benefits may religious beliefs bring?

Is this sufficient reason for religious commitment?

Problems with Instrumentalism

1. Surely the success of the various sciences suggests that they do manage to show something of the complexity of reality, however provisionally, in a way that is open to ever-new discoveries.

2. It is simply not true that no scientific theory is any better than any other.  There are criteria which are widely accepted, such as the following:

· The comprehensiveness of the theory in taking account of all known data regarded as relevant.

· The consistency of the theory – being free of internal contradictions.

· The compactness of the theory – not ‘doing with more what can be done with fewer’.  In other words, a bias towards the simplest theory available which accounts for the data.







Science and Religion in Schools Project: Unit 1a What is Real?


