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2c: Media portrayal of S&R


Unit overview

This unit gives students the opportunity to reflect on how issues concerning Science and Religion are covered in the media. They will look at the kind of stories the media cover on this issue and see the extent to which this coverage displays a polarised position. Science and Religion are usually represented as completely opposite modes of knowledge. They will look in particular at the coverage that has been given to the teaching of science at Emmanuel College, Gateshead (a Christian foundation set up with private money by the car dealer, Reg Vardy, in 1990 as one of the government’s City Academy Schools. Its day to day running is funded by the state). They will analyse two different cases to see what beliefs are explained in newspaper articles, using a questionnaire to help them make comparisons between the two articles. In the following lesson they will use an investigation sheet to judge the extent to which these articles are biased. In a further lesson they will look at a wider range of articles to assess the strengths and weaknesses of journalistic comment. In their final lesson the students will be given a scenario and have the chance to give an idealised way in which Science and Religion could be presented in the media.

Learning Opportunities

Lesson 1. The students examine two articles about the science teaching at Emmanuel College, Gateshead, and within the Kansas Education Authority. In Lesson 2 they will carry out an investigation into the extent to which these two articles are biased. 

Lesson 3. The students will have the chance to apply their skills of investigation developed in the previous lessons by evaluating some more news reports on the issues of science and religion.

Lesson 4. In this final lesson, the students will be given an imaginary situation to which they have to respond in the role of different categories of news reporters.

Background Information 

Creationism and Fundamentalism (see 4c_background 3 Evolution and Creationism)

1. Strictly speaking all who believe that God created the universe are creationists, but the word has come to be restricted to those fundamentalist Christians who believe that the world was created in six days about six thousand years ago and who are opposed to evolution. 

2. Fundamentalism was originally applied to a group of conservative scholars who wrote a series of booklets in the early twentieth century to defend the ‘fundamentals’ of the Christian faith. These fundamentals included the belief that the Bible was the inspired and inerrant Word of God and that Jesus, as the Son of God, was born of a virgin, worked miracles, died for man’s sin and rose bodily from death. They were not necessarily opposed to evolution. In fact the geologist George Wright believed evolution strengthened the design argument for God’s existence and B.B.Warfield that it could be God’s method of creation.

3. The modern creationist movement had its roots in America in the 1920s when the United States was changing from a nation of farmers to one of city dwellers. Rural America seemed isolated and many looked back to a ‘golden age’ of simplicity. Modern education was blamed for turning people away from God and the apparent increase in immorality. The blame was often laid at the foot of ‘Social Darwinism’, with its pseudo-biological use of the notion of the ‘survival of the fittest’ to account for the changes in society. Many in the United States reacted negatively to modernity and sought to return to fundamentalist Christian ways. 

4. They often blamed the teaching and content of evolution for the ills of society.    One manifestation of this anti-intellectualism was the so-called ‘Monkey Trial’ on John Scopes in 1925.

5. The success of creationism owes much to the publication of The Genesis Flood by John Whitcomb and Henry Morris in 1961 and to the controversy provoked in the United States of America by the demand that public schools should give equal time to the teaching of so-called ‘creation science’ as it does to the teaching of the theory of evolution. Evolutionists opposed this on the grounds that it allows religion in by the ‘back door’ and that erroneous teaching was given the status of science.

6. Creationism has been kept before the public by lectures and an apparently never-ending series of popular books.

7. Scientific creationism appeals to the Christian lay public because it presents evolution as both false and also as a threat to Christian beliefs and values.

‘Creation Science’


The Bill presented to the State of Arkansas in 1981 defines ‘Creation science’ in the following way:

(1) ‘Creation-science’ means the scientific evidences for creation.

(2) Creation-science includes the scientific evidences and related inferences that indicate: 

(a) Sudden creation of the universe, energy and life from nothing; 

(b) The insufficiency of mutation and natural selection in bringing about development of all living kinds from a single organism.

(c) Changes only within fixed limits of originally created kinds of plants and animals.

(d) Separate ancestry for man and the apes.

(e) Explanation of the earth's geology by catastrophism, including the occurrence of a world-wide flood (Noah’s Flood).

(f) A relatively recent inception of the earth and living kinds. 


From this definition it is obvious that creationists have a negative and positive agenda. The negative agenda is to undermine the evidence for evolution and the positive agenda is to give an alternative creationist view of origins.  

Creationist Critique of Evolution

Creationists have criticised evolution on a number of counts among which are the following: 

(1) Evolution is based on a circular argument. Creationists claim that fossils are assigned dates on the basis of the rocks that contain them and the rocks are dated by the fossils they contain. This is not true. Because the sequence of fossils is always essentially the same, geologists are able to infer that rocks bearing the same fossils are the same age. Interestingly the early geologists who introduced stratigraphy were all creationists in the broad sense of the term. Scientists also using dating methods, which are independent of the fossil record, thus providing non-circular reasons for the dating of strata.

(2) Dating techniques are unreliable. Creationists have criticised the dating techniques employed. In fact scientists never rely on just one dating technique and have found that a series of dating methods taken together give a great age for the earth. Even where allowance is made for error in radiometric dating the earth is still given an age of several billion years. The existence of coal and oil deposits and coral reefs, which accumulate over a vast period of time, also give a great age for the earth.

(3) Lack of ‘missing links’. Creationists constantly maintain that there are no fossils linking different species, genera or higher groups. This again is not true and has been admitted by many scientists who are also Christians. 

There is limited ‘evolution’ within created ‘kinds’, (micro-evolution) but not from ‘kind’ to kind (macro-evolution). Creationists have sought to find a fit between the ‘kinds’ observed in nature and the statement in the Genesis creation story that God created sea creatures, birds and animals “according to their kind.” The problem is defining the meaning of ‘kind’. Darwin was concerned with the origin of species and sometimes creationist writers want to restrict ‘kind’ to species but, at other times, want to extend it to scientific genera or families. They are inconsistent and are motivated by theological concerns i.e. their denial that the closely related great apes are one ‘kind’ because they insist that humans are a unique species created in the image of God.

The Creationist Thesis

(1) Creationists believe the features of the earth were formed in one week of seven days. The sun and the moon were not created until the fourth day so that the light energy that bathed the earth on the first day did not come from the sun. 

(2) They adopt the ‘appearance of age’ view first put forward by the Christian naturalist Philip Gosse, a contemporary of Charles Darwin. Gosse entitled his book ‘Omphalos: An Attempt to Untie the Geological Knot.’ Omphalos is the Greek word for navel. Gosse asked if Adam was created with a navel, because if he was then it would give the impression that he had once been attached to his mother, which of course was not true. Gosse argued that, if God created the world as it is, then it would have been created with the appearance of age. On each day whatever was created would appear mature; the rocks would appear to be much older than they are, plants would have been created with all the necessary chemicals to begin photosynthesis and man (Adam) would have been created an adult with the ability to walk and talk even though he had not learned how to do these.

(3) Creationists believe that fossils are the remains of creatures, which perished in Noah’s Flood. This ‘Flood Geology’ is fraught with problems:

(a) If water covered the entire globe then where did it all come from? Did Noah literally take onto the Ark two of every kind of animal that could not withstand the Flood? They believe that there were up to 35,000 animals on the Ark, which according to the Biblical data would have a deck area of some 96,000 square feet. All the animals conveniently migrated towards the Ark and hibernated while on board during the year of the Flood.

(b) They claim that prior to the Flood there was a water canopy that surrounded the earth which gave uniform warm temperatures that accounted for the long lives attributed to people at that time both in the Bible and in other ancient literature. Even if this seems superficially plausible, detailed analysis of the whole scenario makes it an impossibility. The water canopy was supposed to increase the volume of water in the oceans by thirty percent. This means that it would have occupied 75 million cubic miles and would have raised the atmospheric pressure to 970 pounds per square inch and the temperature to 265 degrees centigrade. 

(c) There are far too many fossils to be accounted for by the Flood. The fossilised animals would represent over two thousand to the acre and it is estimated that just the fossilised shellfish, if they were all resurrected and placed on the earth's surface, would cover the entire planet to a depth of half a metre.

(d) Creationists believe that dinosaurs were contemporary with mankind. and claim to have discovered tracks of human alongside those of dinosaurs. The fossilised impressions are of dinosaur tracks and what look like human footprints about half a metre long and have been identified as belonging to the ‘giants’ who lived at the time of Noah (Genesis 6.4.) The footprints are too far apart to have been made by humans but do fit the stride of three-toed dinosaurs, which walked upright. Creationists have now admitted they these were probably not human footprints.


Intellectual Integrity.

One of the most distressing things about creationism is its apparent lack of intellectual integrity. Creationists see themselves as the carriers of truth into a world of error, but the reality is very different. Creationists often misquote evolutionists to give an entirely wrong impression of what they are saying. It is interesting to ask the question why such a desperate position is taken up by creationists. The answers are many and varied, but a basic one is to do with the way in which creationists read Genesis. Because they are committed to a literal reading alongside their belief in the infallibility of Scripture regarding everything in it, it is almost inevitable that a conflict with evolutionary science will ensue.

Can Evolution and Creation be Compatible? (see 4c_background Can Evolution and creation be compatible? ) 
Many Christians, including those who would accept the title of creationist, are prepared to accept that a belief in God as the creator does not necessarily exclude a belief in the theory of evolution. Some of the original fundamentalists (see topic 3 (d) ‘Fundamentalism in Religion and Science’), like George Wright and Benjamin Warfield, thought that belief in evolution could strengthen the design argument and argued that evolution could be considered as God’s method of creation. Some Christians, like the writer Charles Kingsley, were theistic evolutionists. He wrote to Darwin saying, “We knew of old that God is so wise that He could make all things; but behold, He is so much wiser than even that, that He can make all things make themselves.” He believed that the choice was between believing in “the absolute empire of accident, and a living, immanent, ever working God.” A God who made a world that could make itself, he believed, was more worthy of worship than one whose creation was fixed from the outset.

Darwin rejected theistic evolution (evolution as God’s method of creation). Darwin saw the cruelty and waste in nature as an argument against a benevolent and all-powerful God. Natural theologians before Darwin often argued that remarkable adaptations in nature were the result of design, but Darwin and Darwinian evolutionists have attributed these to natural selection. One of the arguments they put forward is that adaptations, like the panda’s thumb, are second best solutions. The panda, being descended from five-fingered bears, lacks an opposable thumb. Instead it has evolved an extension of a bone in the wrist which can act as an immovable thumb to strip away bamboo shoots. A designer would have done a better job. Such an argument does not take sufficient account of the complexity of each organism and the entire ecosystem in which it functions and the changing circumstances into which it needs to adapt. Kurt Wise uses an analogy from human manufacture. In putting armour plating on the side of a warship a designer needs to balance the need for protection and also the need to keep the weight down. It is a ‘trade-off’ situation. Perhaps the panda’s thumb would be more open to injury if it was an opposable thumb than it would as a wrist extension.

Theistic Evolution.

Cosmologists have revived a form of the design argument in the Strong Anthropic Principle, which is dealt with in another topic, ‘The Origin and History of the Universe’. The Strong Anthropic Principle states that our universe must be one that will eventually lead to the creation of intelligent observers. They came to this conclusion on the basis of the Fine Tuning Argument. The mathematical physicist, Professor Paul Davies, has written about this in several books.   In The Accidental Universe (Cambridge, University Press 1982) he pointed out that the relationship between gravity and the nuclear forces allowed the universe to expand at a steady rate. The accuracy required for this to happen is a fine tuning of one part in 10 billion, billion, billion, billion. This is the equivalent to a marksman hitting a one inch target from a distance of twenty billion light years. In another book, Other Worlds (London, Penguin 1990) he lists a series of properties, some unique to the earth, which makes life possible in what appears to be a ‘tailor-made world’. What is remarkable is that Davies does not see himself as a conventional believer in God and yet he can say, “The hypothesis of a God provides a simplifying and unifying description of the reality that improves on the ‘package’ acceptance of a list of laws and initial conditions. The laws of physics may be only able to take us so far, and we could then seek a deeper level of explanation … personally I feel more comfortable with a deeper level of explanation than the laws of physics.” (The Mind of God,. London: Simon and Schuster 1992, 189.) Not all scientists are convinced by the fine tuning arguments. Some Christian philosophers would argue that, at best, the arguments can demonstrate that if a person is open to belief in God, then the way the universe appears to be coheres with a belief in a God who in some sense designed the universe.

Biologists have tended to be less inclined to attribute apparent design in nature to a God because living organisms, unlike chemicals and physical forces, have the capacity to adapt themselves. Nevertheless the hypothesis of Intelligent Design has been suggested to account for what is considered the ‘irreducible complexity’ of life. Michael Behe has argued the case from a range of biochemical examples (Darwin’s Black Box, London, Simon and Schuster 1996) Richard Dawkins admitted that, “The neo-Darwinian concept of random variation carries with it the major fallacy that everything conceivable is possible …(and) All changes are held to be possible and all equally likely.” (The Blind Watchmaker London. Longmans 1986 307) Even so Dawkins still wants to “ …persuade the reader, not just that the Darwinian world-view happens to be true, but that it is the only known theory that could, in principle, solve the mystery of our existence.” (ibid. x) For him resort to God as an explanation doesn’t help because it leaves God unexplained. Dawkins is here committing the common fallacy of confusing types of explanation, and assuming that it is either God or evolution, when in fact the two are not logically opposed.

The Case for Theistic Evolution

Professor Keith Ward has made a case for theistic evolution in his book, God,  Chance and Necessity (Oxford, One World.  1996). It can be account for all the facts, including the emergence of conscious life forms, summarised as follows;

(1) Darwinian natural selection claims that it can recourse to God.

(2) Evolutionists admit that large mutations vastly decrease the chances of survival of an organism and wholly random mutations would completely undermine cumulative selection.

(3) Natural selection doesn’t make the emergence of conscious life inevitable as gravitation makes certain physical effects inevitable. In fact consciousness, with the introduction of pain on reproduction, could have an adverse effect on survival.

(4) Natural selection doesn’t make any particular evolutionary pathway more probable than another, but suggests that only if all the conditions are right then conscious beings will arise. This is consistent with God creating these necessary conditions. 

(5) For the Darwinian there is no way of knowing what will survive or which way evolution will go. Darwin was inconsistent. He wrote in The Origin of Species “I believe there is no law of necessary development”, but then later wrote, “As natural selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection.” And “I can see no limit to this power in slowly and beautifully adapting each form to the most complex relations of life.”

(6) Darwin saw nature as a battlefield with higher animals emerging from famine and death, but also as an interconnecting web of relationships, adapted to one another and developing into a complex harmony. In fact the two are related. If the process is goal-directed (i.e. designed) but not deterministic, then the best way to achieve this is to have a random element and apparent waste. 

(7) For atheists mutations are random mistakes carrying no bias towards improvement. All improvement must come from the cumulative effect of natural selection. However, if there was a designer who supervised the process, mutations would be preserved with a specific goal in mind.

(8) For the emergence of a community of conscious free beings it is necessary to have the non-deterministic processes of nature. In such a world, God could allow for responses to continual change without determining the actual outcome. 

(9) The origin of consciousness is one of the greatest mysteries in modern biology. The most reasonable explanation of consciousness, according to Ward, is in terms of purpose, which is best explained on a theistic basis.

(10) For Darwin the existence of evil and apparent waste in nature is an argument against theistic evolution. Why would a good God allow such things? Might the answer  be that these are the necessary conditions for the development of self-awareness and conscious relationships and that their existence is justified because the ultimate goal is worthwhile? A rational being might choose sensual pleasure and excitement that entails the risk of suffering, but would not knowingly choose a course which he knew would lead to endless pain.      

Key Quotations (if applicable)

“One can be a Christian and an evolutionist, just as one can be a Christian thief, or a Christian adulterer or a Christian liar.”  (H.M.Morris, King of Creation, San Diego Christian Literature Press)

“Recent creationists (i.e. those who believe in a young earth) … by partial and selective quotations, by disregarding context, and by ignoring the great mass of evidence that does not suit them, they build up a picture of modern science that is altogether misleading.” (Alan Hayward, Creation and Evolution, London SPCK 1985, 203) Alan Hayward is a Christian who believes in creation but rejects creationism. 

“ Suppose we measure the power of a scientific theory as a ratio: how much it explains divided by how much it needs to assume in order to do the explaining. By this criterion, Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection is second to none. Think of what it explains … the form, diversity, and apparently designed complexity of and elegance of all living things, not only on this planet but probably wherever in the universe organised complexity may be found.”  (Richard Dawkins in his introduction to the 2003 Everyman edition of the Origin of Species ix)

“Evolution as a fact has the same status as the fact that the earth is round and not flat (though people can be found to call either ‘mere theories’). It is Darwin who conclusively showed to the world that evolution is true.” (Dawkins, ibid xxix)

“The results of two generations of this evolutionary indoctrination have been devastating … if the child is led to believe he is merely an evolved beast, the man will behave as a beast, either aggressively struggling for supremacy himself or blindly following aggressive leaders... Evolutionary teaching is not only harmful sociologically, but is false scientifically and historically.” (H.M.Morris (a creationist writer) King of Creation, San Diego Creation Life 1980 iii) 

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic we hope that most students will understand/have thought about: 

· The kind of stories which the media cover in science and religion

· The ways in which science and religion are portrayed as polarised and representing completely opposite modes of knowledge /experience.

· Ways in which the media might explore science and religion questions further, drawing upon genuinely academic and representative viewpoints.

Some will not have progressed as far but will have had the opportunity to: 

· Look at some of the stories concerning science and religion covered by the media

· Work out the views these stories take about science and religion.

· Imagine how a scenario concerning science and religion could be covered by the media.

Others will have progressed further and will have had the opportunity to:

· Compare the ways in which beliefs concerning science and religion are shown in different cases.

· Analyse the means by which the media convey a polarised position between science and religion.

· Think constructively of strategies which could be adopted in order to avoid prejudiced positions being portrayed.

Key Questions

· What is creationism?

· How did creationism arise?

· What is ‘creation science’?

· What criticisms do creationists bring to evolution?

· What alternative views do they give to explain the origin of life on earth?

· Can the views of creationists be taken seriously?

· What is meant by evolution?
· Can one believe in evolution and also believe in creation?

· What are the kind of stories which the media cover in science and religion?

· In what ways are science and religion portrayed as polarised and representing completely opposite modes of knowledge /experience?

· How could the media explore science and religion questions further, drawing upon genuinely academic and representative viewpoints?

Learning Objectives

· To analyse the reporting of the controversy concerning Emmanuel College, Gateshead.

· To make comparisons between different portrayals of this and other cases.

· To complete a questionnaire about two media reports.

· To have carried out an investigation of different articles/news reports to asses the bias shown in them

· To have taken part in an imaginary scenario as news reporters for different kinds of news reports.

Outcomes

· To have formed opinions about the way the media represents issues concerning science and religion.

· To have developed skills to analyse news reports.

· To have reflected on the different cases covered by the news reports, in particular those surrounding Emmanuel College, Gateshead.

· To have clear ideas as to what an idealised news report would look like.

Resources

Note: Due to copyright restrictions the newspaper articles are only introductions. You need to have access to the Internet to be able to use these with your pupils. All the articles are available. You many also like to search on the websites of the Guardian and Telegraph for other articles in the same area.

· 2c_overview

· Student Resource 1
Newspaper Article 1

· Student Resource 2
Newspaper Article 2

· Student Resource 3
Questionnaire for group discussion

· Student Resource 4
Investigation Sheet

· Student Resource 5
Newspaper Articles 3 and 4

· Student Resource 6
Newspaper Article 5 

· Student Resource 7a
Newspaper Article 6

· Student Resource 7b
Newspaper Article 7

· Student Resource 7c
Newspaper Article 8

· Student Resource 8a
Newspaper Article 9
· Student Resource 8b
Newspaper Article 10
All the following give useful background information on the issues. Lower Ability (LA) sheets are also available for each of these background papers.

· Resources from 4c_1
What is Evolution?

· Resources from 4c_2
Modern Evolutionary Theory
· Resources from 4c_3
Evolution and Creationism
· Resources from 4c_4
Can evolution and creationism be compatible?
Books

Creationist Books.

· Gish Duane Evolution: the Fossils Still Say No!, El Cajon Institute for Creation Research 1985
· Mitchell Colin The Case for Creationism, Grantham Autumn House 1994
· Morris H.M. Scientific Creationism, San Diego Creation-Life Publishers 1974 
· Whitcomb J.C. and Morris H.M. The Genesis Flood, Philadelphia Presbyterian and Reform Publishing  1961

Books Critical of Creationism (Christian)

· Berry R.J. God and Evolution, London Hodder 1988
· Hayward Alan Creation and Evolution, London SPCK 1985

· Johnson Michael Genesis, Geology and Catastrophism, Exeter Paternoster 1988

· Moreland J.P. (ed) The Creation Hypothesis, Downers Grove IVP 1994

· Spanner Douglas Biblical Creation and the Theory of Evolution, Exeter Paternoster 1987

· Young D.A. Christianity and the Age of the Earth, Grand Rapids Zondervan 1982

Books Critical of Creationism (Not specifically Christian)

· Futuyma Douglas Science on Trial, Sunderland MA, Sinauer 1995
· Ruse M. Darwinism Defended, Reading Mass. Addison-Wesley 1982
· Ruse M. Taking Darwin Seriously Oxford Blackwell 1986

Websites

· http://users.mstar2.net (gateway site)

· http://www.talkorigins.org
· http://www.icr.org (creationist)

· http://www.guardian.co.uk 

· http://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/index.jhtml 
· http://education.independent.co.uk/ 
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