IMPACT OF RELIGION ON SCHOLARSHIP
Religious roots of research by a biosocial psychologist
by David Booth
Themes for oral presentation at the Workshop
[Material in brackets need not be presented unless it becomes relevant in subsequent discussion.]
First, David conveys his great regret at being unable for family reasons to be at the Worksop as he originally planned.
David's precirculated paper testifies to a profound influence of his traditional understanding of the Christian Bible on his academic research. Those religious roots of his professional scholarship sprouted their early shoots in his first weeks as a chemistry undergraduate.  It took 30 years or so to produce a mature bush. The bush has still bear a full crop of scholarly fruit in reports and reviews in the research literature – work in progress in the 2010s from a large backlog of data, analyses and interpretation.
Theme 1: theoretical mechanisms
Francis Bacon (1561-1626) characterised science as the study of God's power, in the words “Our Saviour saith, 'You err, not knowing the Scriptures nor the Power of God'” (Matthew 22:29, KJV). On Paul Helm's account in The Providence of God, Calvin understood the Creator to sustain causal powers, not fundamental particles. From childhood, David was given a fascination with ideas about how things work, based on observations of how they perform (even though he is not much good at making things himself!). Furthermore he may some talent for invented simple new ideas of the mechanisms that could generated the achievement observed. This led him eventually to Themes 3 and 4.

Theme 2: how a human life works
After a secondary schooling in the physical sciences, David was introduced to a laboratory science for investigating how human beings organise their lives (called Experimental Psychology at Oxbridge), with correctives from philosophical analysis of how we use words successfully in our social and material worlds (Conceptual-Analytic Philosophy in the tradition of the later Wittgenstein). This struck him as the best available way to work out what makes people tick - the part of the creation that God values most highly.

     In all the sciences (including engineering and even social sciences), evidence is gathered by selection of observations for relevance, sometimes with manipulation of a key aspect of the situation. David's research in psychology simulates as closely as feasible in the laboratory what occurs in life, in its material and social aspects. This is in order to understand the mechanisms that usually operate.  Hence there is no real borderline between basic and applied research. The distinctions are among others' uses of the findings.

Theme 3: body mechanisms ruled by the mind in society
Jesus pointed out that the body gets rid of the unusable part of what a person takes in; the real issue is what comes out of the depths of a person. Theme 4 is how we decide what we do. As it happened, the initial research job I took in psychology was about the first part of Jesus' saying – the roles of the body and the brain in choices among foods. Eventually that led to this Theme 3. 

     One of the first theoretical discoveries in biology was that we use foods as fuel. Since Lavoisier, industrialisation has built prosperity by us sitting in front of machine and being carried by them over long distances fast, rather than walking around, and digging and harvesting our gardens, farms and forests.  The body can't get rid of all the fuel and stores it under the skin in bags around our middles. My group has developed the unique measure of how much these fat stores change when we change how often we eat or exercise in a locally recognised pattern. Nobody has yet gathered this basic biosocial evidence for attempts to slow the rise in obesity.

     Being very fat can be bad for long-term physical health, costly to employment and transport , and miserably stigmatised. The same applies to effects of any habit on any aspect of “health wealth and happiness.”  Our calculations on what people say and do can be programmed to run interative websites that enable anyone to test how a change in habits works for them on any improvement in wellbeing that their community can specify.

Theme 4: how a mind works
From the start of my scientific work, I sought first to interpret the raw observations from a single session with a single case, before seeking to generalise or differentiate across cases or sessions, to take averages, count frequencies etc. This practice led me to discover the fundamental mechanism of the mind.  This is a causal process that transforms an incoming pattern of information into a (different) outgoing pattern.  

     The input or the output to this sort of process can only ever being within an individual's mind at a particular instant.  However the information may be extracted from or imposed onto the environmental flux of either material causation (via the senses or the muscles) or societal causation (via symbolic communication in words, pictures, gestures, faces etc.).  Anybody (including I) can observe these environmental sources and sinks of information that a person is processing.  Such observation can be used to test among alternative hypotheses of what is going on in that person's mind in the observed situation.  This is identical to the use of evidence in any other science to test among hypotheses deduced from a theory that has survived previous empirical tests.

      Although the mathematics is simple arithmetic, the specific theory and evidence on how a mind works is unique at present, although its basic principles have been implicit in psychological science since its start in the 1830s (with E.H. Weber), and major advances such the formalisation of Weber's co-variation of output with input by L.L. Thurstone in 1927.  It will be an inexpressible privilege if I am anywhere near understanding the Lord's provision of the causal powers through which our lives operate as embodied and acculturated mortals. 

Further notes (if discussion turns in any of these directions)
“Is David an ?????-ist?” 
David believes that what matters are specific arguments and evidence, not the classification of ideas, positions and people. He is comfortable with the scholarly identity of an academic psychologist and the religious identity of a biblical Christian (or 'Jesus person'!).

Whole-hearted professional engagement with Psychology has not stopped him being highly critical of major positions in (and on) that field.  These reservations about much of the university discipline of Psychology are encapsulated in the (so far unique) soubriquet of “biosocial” psychologist.
     From Moses and the prophets to Jesus and Paul, the Bible makes clear that public actions, thinking and emotion (the 'heart') are what make a person (Gk. psuche, a soul).  Nevertheless from Genesis to Revelation it is equally clear that a human being is both a biological organism and a member of society, as well as responsible agent and experiencer.
Five types of reductionism 

i) Can science study the human soul?
Our conscious identities are those of partly self-determining members of a society and of a species. When God ends the time of each of us whom God began, God can raise us to individual life within a new social and material world. The spiritual dynamic between God and a human being is known only to God. What observably recurs in this world is open to scientific investigation whenever that causation is active. What occurred at a particular time and place is open to historical investigation from the residues of that past. Scientific generalities and historical particularities (with other humanities) now increasingly interact.

     Far from being a reductionist, I am a dualist of the Creator and the creation, and within the unitary created world, I am an anti-reductionist pluralistic of multiple types of causal system.  Competently done science does not reduce human beings to material objects.   

ii) Physicalism
Like every other part of Western culture, academic psychology has been afflicted by materialist metaphysics: only matter exists. [Philosophers call this reductionist ontology 'physicalism.']
    The existence of the mind has been denied by behaviorists who claim that what comes out into the environment is always determined by what goes in from the environment. 'Mentalists' like myself point out that what comes out is information (meaningful patterns) that have been transformed from other information (different patterns) coming in at present and remaining from the past. There are many options, including rational processing evaluatable by anyone (including God). Which options a person took can sometime be calculated from the situation and what they said and did in it.  That does not make the actual processes any less options (or not) for that individual. 
     Many people acts as though the science of the brain will replace the science of the mind.  Very few people who hold such views have published substantial research in journals with psychology in their title, whichever academic department they are based in. 

iii) Blindness to culture
Much laboratory psychology (and even a good part of questionnaire psychology) has used words (and drawings or photograph) with total neglect of their origin and impact as cultural symbols.  Even those who study 'semantic features' of 'verbal stimuli' treat the meaning of the word as a theoretical diagram, rather than a creatively open use of the word to handle diverse social situations.

iv) Literary deconstructionism
There is no limit in principle to the number and types of interpretation that can be put on a piece of text. This includes text that has been given a specialised interpretation by representatives of an open professional community. 

     Nevertheless, members of the same community can dispute whether a particular interpretation is right or wrong.  The truth or reality is what is disputed - not if the text is meaningless, scientistic, realist or in breach of the conventions of a clique.  

     These latter are doctrines of some Qualitative Psychologists. They rightly object to conceptually impoverished number-crunching but in rejecting any numbers (they can't get rid of quantities!), and even any implication that there is a reality to be investigated, they have thrown out the lively baby with the dirty bathwater.   

