1c: What is an Explanation?
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Student Resource Sheet 4[LA]: The secret of my success

How do you measure success in an area of study? Below are several possibilities. Put a number between 1 and 8 next to the possibilities to indicate how important you think that factor is (with 1 being the most important). If you think that there are more that should be included, then add to the list.

· Amount of money made for the economy.

· Number of patents registered in that area.

· Number of people working in the subject.

· Depth of understanding.

· The extent to which the subject has pushed into new areas of understanding.

· The number of TV programmes made about the subject.

· The number of books published in the subject and related areas.

· Intellectual satisfaction.

Note that some of the factors above are easy to quantify (measure - how may people working) but some are not (the depth of understanding). Have you tended to think that the easier factors to quantify are the more important? If you have, do you think that this is right?

The next thing that you need to do is to think about some of the subjects that you have studied in school and apply what you have decided above. When you do this, you should come up with an idea of how ‘successful’ some of the following subjects are (make sure you are not influenced by how much you like the subject!):

· Science

· English

· Geography

· Drama

· Music

· Theology/RE

Level Playing fields

Why is it that some subjects are more ‘successful’ than others? Is it because the cleverer people work in the subject? 

Surely there are two more likely reasons

· that some subjects cannot be measured in this fashion 

· secondly that some subjects are harder than others. 

By the measures that we have been discussing, it is likely that Science is a very successful subject. Probably by the same measure, Theology is not.  In fact, it is the success of Science that has led to people trying to apply the same standards and measures to other subjects, which hardly surprisingly, come up short. Consequently it is a valid question to ask what gives Science its level of success?

The R word…

Reductionism.

Reductionism is a technique used in Science to understand complicated systems: 

· Break a complex whole down into any simpler parts from which it is made 

· Study these parts more or less in isolation. 

· A complete understanding of the parts should tell us how they link together 

· From that insight an understanding of the whole follows. 

Probably the best example of reductionism comes from Physics, which attempts to understand the whole universe in terms of sub-atomic particles and the forces between them. This is a very ambitious project. Physicists speak confidently of a “Theory of Everything”, the equations of which would happily fit on a T-shirt [1].

Look at the bullet points above. Write down what you think is meant by the following words as used in the paragraph.

· Simple

· Complex

· Part

· Whole

· Isolation

Which of the following to do think are complex and which are simple (indicate with a ‘C” or a ‘S’). In each case that you think is complex, write down what the parts are.

· Music

· A city

· A painting

· An animal

· An atom

Often when the relationship between Science and Theology is discussed, reductionism is a dirty word. The problem is that the success of science has led to some people suggesting (in some cases forcefully asserting) that reductionism works in every context. Can a piece of music be reduced to the notes that it is made of? Does a complete understanding of each note tell us anything about the piece as a whole? The point here is that the ‘pieces’, the notes, loose something when they are separated from the whole. The whole is more than the sum of its parts. The context adds something. 

Now music is a very simple example of an area where reductionism fails. As such it is often quoted. Even a hardened reductionist scientist would agree that the technique does not quite work in this case. 

The reductionist believes that reductionism will always work unless shown otherwise

The anti-reductionist believes reductionism has to be shown to work in each case. 

The real battleground lies in what it means to be a human.

To ‘err’ is Human

It makes you think; we do not actually know what we are. 

There are lots of books around suggesting that the nature of humanity is pretty much sown up [2]. But you can tell that this has not worked. There are so many different books, that a consensus (agreement has not been reached!


Some computer scientists think that we are ‘computers made of meat’.


Freud thought that we are animals obsessed with sex [3].


Adler thought that we are driven to seek power. 


Biologists think that we are machines for making DNA.

In each case, the whole of humanity is reduced to a single defining principle; but a different one in each case. There may well be some truth to each one. The problem is that in each case aspects of the human condition are missed, omitted, ignored or considered not to be real in order to accommodate the picture that is being imposed. Theology generally aims to defend a broader view of human nature. [4]Many scientists seek to reduce human nature so that it will fit into the concepts and techniques of their subject.

Questions

1. “Science is different from Theology. To a scientist, the way to establish that God holds the world in being from moment to moment is to remove God and see what happens to the world.”
Does this statement effectively summarise the difference between Science and Theology? Write a short comment.

2. What characteristics must an object have if it is to be successfully studied by reductionism? (made of parts for example?)

3.  Does Science work because the objects that it has studied so far lend themselves to understanding by scientific reductionism? Has Science succeeded by deliberately restricting itself to precisely the sort of objects that can be studied in this way? Discuss and comment.

4. As human beings we experience the world in terms of sights, sounds, smells and touch. The world that science describes does not contain these sensations. It deliberately excludes them on the grounds that a person’s experience cannot be easily measured or repeated. Which world is the more real? What do you think? Does Theology exist only in the personal world?

5. Using the Internet and whatever other resources are available, look into the views of people like Freud, Adler, Skinner and Reich as far as human nature is concerned. Prepare a short account on one of these to present to the other members of your class.

6. Is God simple or complex? What might these terms mean in the context of God?

Learning Outcomes

As a result of this lesson you should:

· Understand that success in a subject can be measured in different ways;

· Appreciate the role that reductionism plays in science and the assumptions on which it depends;

· Appreciate some of the views of human nature that have been suggested.

Notes

[1]. 
Should “able to fit its ideas onto a T-shirt” be one of the criteria of success missed out at the start of this sheet?

[2]. 
“Consciousness explained” by D. Dennett, “The Astonishing Hypothesis” by F. Crick.

[3].  
Or that we feel guilty for wanting sex, or that we feel guilty for not wanting sex, or that we are wanting to have sex with the wrong people. One way or another, it is all to do with sex.

[4]. 
There is a lot of theological reductionism about, where my problem say is simply a matter for prayer, or whatever, when in actual fact it is better understood using other disciplines entirely.
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