SCHOLASTIC ILLUSIONS

from "Wars of Families of Minds"

by William Lowe 3ryan

Yo theory completely embraces all the conditions determing any action,
Some conditions are omitted unintentionally because of ignorance, Some
conditions are excluded intentionally, on the one hand as disturbances
whiclh interfere with the accuracy of experimental results, on the other
hand as complications which interfere with the nossibility of mathematical
or logical treatment, The intentional exclusion of disturbing or complica~
ting conditions is not a procedure which requires defense. Its defense is
found in the whole history of learning, and after that in the history of
the practical applications of learaing., To make any progress, we must focus
for certain things and be temporarily blind to environing things.

It may be, however, that in arriving at a theoreticael result, either
because of my ignorance, or becanse of the very efforte to be exact or to
be logical, I shall leave out of account conditions which are not in fact
insignificant, which will not be absent when my bit of theory is tried,
which will be there to upset all my previ31ons and to bring me to confusion,
¥y airship will not fly. In such a case, the best fortune is immediate
and decisive practlcal trial. Decisive failure destroys our illusions, if
we have them, and sets us looking for conditions which have been overlooked.
Unhappily, however, decisive trial of theoreetical results is often indef-
initely vostponed. In this case, the scholar must be of extraordinary con~
stitution if he escave the historic disease of his kind, namely, blindness to
realities which his method has not embraced.

‘I wish to consider two types of this illusion of the scholar. One of
them, which may be called the illusion of gogsistencx is generally recog-
nized. The other, not so generally recognized, I shall call the illusjon
of precision., I wish to show how in both cases these illusions spring
directly out of the nainstaking employment of methods which must be em=-
ployed to discover the truth, and how, when they have risen, they render
the scholar blind to certain aspects of truth which are not insignificant
either in theory or in practice.

The Illusion of Consistency

I am, let us suppose, a scholar who is impressed above all things
with the necessary self-consistency of the truth., Accerdingly, I have snent
years in developing a system of greater or less extent, which, to my mind,
has the auality of complete self-consistency., I have made its consistency
explicit, by stating everything in exact loglcal or perhaps mathematical
form. ZEvery term, every proposition or eouatlon, every syllogism or problem
is perfectly defined and the whole stands, to my mind, flawless and self-
evidential, Iverything in it hangs together, EIverything in it can De
shown to be as certain as the most cerﬁain_thing in it and that thing no
sane man can doubt. Here is the truth, final and clear, and here, within
the field concerned, is the law for action,

Vhether such a system be finally credited with great value or with
small, it is sure to have certain characteristics which limit its value,
Its salient merit of exact logical or mathematical consistency was brought
at a prices That price was the exclusion of conditions too complicated to
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be dealt with by the logical or mathematical mothods cmployed. That price
was peid by Spinoza in one ficld and by Ilowton in anothcrs The »nrocedurc
rcquires no defensce It is nccessary. Thore is no doefinition without
negations

However, a lifctimec spent in developing end contemmlating such & system
makes it casy to forget and ignore altogether what thoe method has excluded,
Bvery clecar idca, as we know cxperimontally,-makes it hardor to do justico
to impreossions just unlikc those which belong with that idoa. A system of
such idoas 1is selfunrotectlné soncwhat after the analogy of a living organ-
ism, Evory item in tho systom is felt to be proof of and nrovod by all the
othors. Bverything in the systcm comes to the point of attack, makos mo
abnormallv sonsitive for faint oxpricnces of the right sort, and abnor-
mally oblivious to salicnt facts of tho wrong sorte In a word, there is
perhaps no hypnotic agent morc powerful to sherncn the sight or to dull it
than a systom of idoas which onc has made for himsclf, end whosc truth scems
guarantced at cvery turn by commlcte intornal consistoncy.

Vory likely this hypnotic illusion of consistcney is strongest whon
the systom concorned is belicved to be all-cmbracing—-a vhilosovhy of Godl,
tho world, man, what not; and the illusion is the lcss likely to be brokoen
bocausc decisive trial is so difficult if not quitc impossible. Howevoer,
it is not simnly tho philosgnhers who, along with their systems of beliefs,
dovolop the illusion of consistoney. ilo doubt overy man docs so in a de-
groe and mon of scicnce along with tho rcst. The hiestory of scicnec is
full of cxamples. It is scldom that a scientist is ablec to do justice to
facts which controvert his most important thoorics. For this rcason thero
is sober truth in the eynieal romark that the progross of scionce requirces
the death of scicntistse

The illusion of consistoncy, as I have said, is very well lmown, for
it svorings out of conditions whieh have boen legitimatoly and conspicuously
prosent throughout the history of leoarning. And so for conturics this
illusion has becon notorlous as a limitation of the scholar's knowledgo
and practical Jjudgment.

I turn to an analogous illusion which is less gencrally rocognized.
The Illusion of Prcecision

To takec a typical casc, let us supposce that I am not a logician but
an cexperimental scicntists I cultivate a distrust for philosophy. I am
wary of all claboratc argumenteation. ZILogic is a trape I have studicd
facts purc and simplee I have lived in tho laboratory. I do nothing
cxeept with instruments of precision, I have lcarncd how to shut out dis-
turbing conditions with the last degroc of refincment. iy results arc
strictly guantitative., ZBverything has boon verified over and over and is
verifiablo by whom you pleoasc zd. 1ibitum he outcome is not mootry, not
a gucss, not a spoculation, It is scionco and, within its ficld, it is
the law for action,

It would be idle in this prescnco to insist upon the valuc of such
procedures and such outcomes. The chicf merit of our time lios doubtless
in tho fact that we have succceded botter along these linos than mon ever
did beforce 4nd yet dircetly out of thc methods which scicnee must amnloy
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there rises ovor and over again an illusion which stands between the
scholar and the truth and which may make him a failure in practicc.

Thoso disturbing conditions which werc with infinito pains slut out
may be practically insignificante Or the scicntist may take adecquate
account of thom in a scparatc studye. But somotimos they arc not insignifi-
cant and somotimes, after having carcfully shut them out of his laboratory,
the scicntist forgets thoem altogother and doecs not drecam that they are
weiting outside his laboratory door rcady to teale revonge when his formilac
comc to trial, Unhappily tho necessary practical tests are often long de~
laycd or indecisive. Tals is true in cvory ficld of scicnec and there is
no ficld of scioncc whiere such delay docs not permit the illusion of pre-
cision to survive.

But vhen the phenomena concernod arc very complicatoed, when, for e~
ample, we confront the complexitics of humen naturc in the individual and
in sociocty, when we attack by cxact scicntific method the problems of nsy-
chology, cthics, political cconomy, or any scicnce dealing with human life,
and. thorcupon undertake to tcll men vhat to do, wo have then the best
vossible conditions for the dovelopment of the illusion of preeision.

For on the onc hand it is possible in all these ficlds to be as pro-
ciso as ono will, Thore arc meothods from the older scicnces to sorve
as analogical models. CThere are, if you llkc, instruments of tho highest
ovrecisions One has only to be scrupulous, persistent, intolerant of crrors.
One will end by sccuring rcesults which, vhatover elsc may be truc of them,
are at any ratc cxact. All this tcnds to cstablish in the man who docs it
a faith which cannot bc shakens. There is oy machinc. There is my mathe-
matical mothod. Thero arc my statistics, There is my surc conercte fact
which no ong can dony, which all the world may verify. Therc is a bit of
scicnee which will stand $ill the judgment day and talic its place along with
all the rost, How can there be any illusion is this? Is not this preeiscly
the death of illusions? 1Is not this incoming of cxact scionce the begin-
ning of the end of cvery orroncous concention of human life?

So be it. Thore rises herc novertheless an illusion from which fow
of us altogothor cscapc. If I would remember just what my sciontific work
has actually madc khown to mc, nemcly, a fragment, viich cxists nover in
isolation but always in flux with innumerablec other things which have not
been scientifically determined, that would guard me against serious illusion—
that would kecep mo, as a sciontist, from belivving or from advising or from
prophcsying oxcept within the safc and narrow limits of my scientific
Imowlcdses

But in fact it is fatally casy to forget how little I !mow, to forgot
tho whole tanglc of things vhich I have loft out through ignorance or shut
out in the intercst of accuracy, to belicve in a word that tho wholo complex
effair from vhich I have painfully abstracted and defined a fragment gocs on
by rules laid down in my monogranhs

The 1ife of the scholar tonds to unfit him to succoecd practically in
any ficld, tonds to make his advico inadoquato in ovory ficld, unlcss his
work as scholar is tostcd, corrccted, and brought into duc porspective with
things outside his spceialty by thorough-going vpractical experienco. A life~
time speont in developing a systom whose criterion of validity is its internal
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logical or mathcmatical consistency may bring about a signal advance toward
a finally valid view of all truth, In like mannar a lifctime spont in in-
telligont scientific rosocarch mekes its contribution to theoretical and ia
the long run to practical knowlcdgos But ncver, I believe, docs cither of
these proccdurcs or both of thom combincd determine all the conditions of
any action, Always somec of thesc conditions arc shut out through ignorance
or for the sakec of consistency or for the sake of accuracy. ZFrom thesc ox-
cluded conditions the oyc of tho scholar is holdon so that ho cannot see
them, And whon from tho height of his lcarning ho tells tho foolish multi-
tude wit to do, it is not simply the multitudc which replics that he also
is foolish. It is over and over again the greator roality which, snecaking
through the cvent, brings him to confusion.
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