
The new atheists and many of their fans define 
“God,” “faith,” “reason” and “science” in ways that 
are bound to produce conflict. 
We’re told we must choose between reason and 
science, on the one hand, and unquestioning belief 
in an invisible, controlling superman, on the other—
there is no other alternative. 
We may question whether there is no other 
alternative as far as faith and God are concerned. 
But what do they mean by “reason” and “science”? 
I want to suggest that there is a dogmatism at work 
here which can be just as dangerous as religious 
dogmatism. 
And I want to propose that, just as there is more 
than one way to look at God and faith, so is there 
more than one way to look at reason and science.

More Than One Way to Look at Reason & Science



As best I can tell, the new atheists all 
uncritically buy into a very popular modern 
myth, which goes this way:  
Once upon a time (around the 1600s), 
people finally woke up from their dogmatic 
slumbers and discovered what reason truly 
is.  
Reason is being scientific—refusing even 
to entertain anything not supported by 
science.  
And science is simply following an 
impersonal procedure: framing the 
simplest hypotheses possible, testing them 
through observation, and simply accepting 
the results.  
The simplest hypothesis of science itself is 
that we will eventually explain everything 
we experience, even ourselves, as nothing 
more than products of lifeless particles 
moving in lifeless patterns.  
Only science can tell us exactly how 
trustworthy any idea can be.  
And only irrational people question this. 
Reason as science (and science as a 
simple procedure) is the simplest solution 
to all our complex problems.



This is definitely a myth—a master narrative that tells us 
ultimately where we came from, where we need to go, and 
how to get there. 
What is dogmatic and dangerous about it? 
Like some forms of religious orthodoxy, it closes off any critical 
questions.  
If you question it, you will be labeled, not as a heretic, but as a 
hopeless romantic, or dangerous fanatic.  
You must believe it as the final account of reason and of 
science. 
Oddly, however, there is no way to test it by its own standards 
without arguing in a circle—“science,” as the myth describes it, 
cannot tell us how trustworthy it is. 
And confirming the myth’s central hypothesis would amount to 
dismantling science and reason themselves—none of our 
conclusions would be anything more than products of lifeless 
particles moving in lifeless patterns. 
It also is not clear, if we live by this myth, why we should not 
treat persons as nothing more that lifeless particles moving in 
lifeless patterns—it may try to explain (as in sociobiology) why 
we do in fact desire to treat persons as more than that, but not 
why we should continue to live by that desire (if indeed we 
have any reason even to use words like “should” any more). 
It overlooks the way in which science and reason cannot be 
cultivated apart from the most basic and urgent concerns and 
aspirations of persons and their communities. 
But there is another way to look at reason and science, a way 
that does not discount the importance of either.

For further reading:

Mary Midgley 
The Myths We Live By 
London: Routledge, 2004



Well before the rise of modern science, Socrates 
implied that reason is living an examined life. 
Reason is cultivating a capacity for self-criticism, 
learning to respond with honesty and without 
defensiveness to even the most inconvenient 
questions, and to revise our stance as needed. 
When questions can be answered by testing 
hypotheses, that is an incomparably valuable way to 
respond without defensiveness. 
But some of the most important questions can’t be 
answered that way. 
Example: Is life more than the product of lifeless forces 
moving in lifeless patterns? 
What sort of experiment could settle that? 
But it is still possible to have a reasonable discussion 
about it—people can give reasons for answering one 
way or another, and they do; they can listen honestly 
and nondefensively when others disagree, and they 
may change their minds. 
If that is not an example of reason at its best, what 
would be? 
But it is not science as the term is popularly used. 
It is a good example of philosophy, at least to some 
philosophers.

Reason Is Much More Than Science

Socrates

For further reading: 
Stephen E. Toulmin, 
Return to Reason 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2001



Central Theories

Peripheral Theories

Interpretive Observations

Science Is Much More Than Testing Hypotheses
Strictly speaking, there is no such thing as 
“science” in general. 
There are a variety of sciences—physics, 
chemistry, biology, psychology, sociology, 
anthropology, cosmology, etc. 
Scientists and philosophers do not agree on how 
the sciences are interrelated. 
Scientists and philosophers do not agree on 
exactly what distinguishes a scientific field from a 
non-scientific one. 
The central theories of a scientific field are never 
directly tested, only the peripheral theories.  
Changing the central theories usually requires 
protracted debate about how well they illumine and 
integrate practitioners’ day to day work. 
Observations used in testing peripheral theories 
are interpretive experiences, never simply “given.” 
Sciences are justified by reasoning that lies 
beyond their areas of expertise, not vice versa.

For further reading:  
Imre Lakatos & Alan 
Musgrave, eds., 
Criticism and the Growth of 
Knowledge 
Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1970



Central Ideas

Peripheral Ideas

Interpretive Experiences

Is Theology a Science?
Maybe, maybe not.  
Some ways of pursuing theology compare favorably with 
the way sciences are pursued. 
Like scientists, theologians work with a cluster of central 
ideas that are not directly tested and are not likely to 
change overnight. 
But these central ideas are more elusively stated than 
most scientific theories. 
They also have more peripheral ideas which are more 
easily changed. 
Like scientists, theologians can and do change their 
central ideas in the course of protracted conversation and 
debate about how well they illumine and integrate 
practitioners’ day to day work. 
But such changes seem to remain debatable in a way that 
they usually are not in most sciences. 
Like scientists, theologians rely on interpretative 
experiences to assess their ideas. 
But the experiences are usually too complex and 
debatable to be called observations. 
So there are reasons for calling theology a science, but 
they are not compelling. 
On the other hand, there seems to be no good reason, 
beyond prejudice, for denying theology some sort of status 
as an academic field. 

For further reading: 
Ian G. Barbour 
Religion and Science 
San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1997


