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Chapter 3
Notes, Activities, and Web Resources
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Intellectual legacy of Francis Bacon

Science and knowledge should serve people and help them improve their lives. This idea by Francis Bacon (1561-1626), an influential philosopher and powerful government official serving at one time as the Lord Chancellor of England, represents his teachings very well. Since his youth, he was fascinated with the power of education and scientific knowledge. He criticized philosophers preoccupied with abstract theories. Bacon compared them to spiders: they spun knowledge out of themselves and had little contact with the world. He believed people had to turn to reality and clear their perceptions from common intellectual distortions, which Bacon called “idols.” In the book entitled New Organon, he distinguished four types of idols, or, if we turn to contemporary language, cognitive errors. 

The first was the idols of the den (cave): these were distortions that occur when people rely too much on the things that are convenient and comfortable to them. For example, people tend to respect certain authorities or prefer to use particular theories, while rejecting others, just because they do not want to examine new ideas or facts. 

The second type was the idols of the marketplace: distortions arising from the use of language. People often use unclear or ambiguous names, words, abstract labels, or jargons that are understood differently by different people (using a contemporary example, we can say that someone is “cool”; what does it actually mean?). 

Bacon referred to the third type as idols of the tribe: typical distortions that are based on common human weaknesses, such as the inability to see in the dark or a natural proclivity to believe in what we want to be true. 

And finally, the fourth type referred to the idols of the theater: misjudgments rooted in passing experiences. 

Francis Bacon has made an early contribution to social psychology, particularly the branch called social perception, which was formally developed in the Twentieth Century. A great variety of contemporary empirical studies show that people indeed have a tendency to distort the events and facts they deal with without being aware of these misrepresentations. Bacon believed that people are frequently misled by these idols (cognitive distortions). He believed that nature is designed for people to use for their own benefit. But it should be used wisely, with reasoning that is free from cognitive errors. 

In their own words. Francis Bacon on idols: “The idols and false notions which are now in possession of the human understanding, and have taken deep root therein, not only so beset men's minds that truth can hardly find entrance, but even after entrance is obtained, they will again in the very instauration of the sciences meet and trouble us, unless men being forewarned of the danger fortify themselves as far as may be against their assaults.” 

Source: Bacon. Novum Organum, 1620
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Read about Margaret Cavendish, a prolific writer, essayist, and critic in a male-dominated society of the 17th century’s England 

http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/cavendish/index.html 
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Religion, witchcraft, and gender
In the “Hummer of the Witches,” the book on witchcraft sanctioned by the Church, on page 41 there is a discussion of why there were so many female witches, but only a few males. The explanation was that a woman is by nature quicker to waver in her faith, and consequently quicker to abandon the faith, which is the root of witchcraft. A woman’s natural will is different of that of a man. When a woman hates someone she acts with anger and impatience as the waves of the sea are always heaving and boiling. Women, as it is claimed, also have weak memories and it is natural vice in them not to be disciplined but to follow the old impulses without any sense of what is due. All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable. Therefore there are more women than men are infected with a heresy of witchcraft. Overall, there are three basic sins in women, such as infidelity, ambition, and lust. The Devil, of course, can attack men. He invisibly lures men by means of persuasion. However, some men are more vulnerable than others due to their natural inclinations.

The Malleus Maleficarum online:

http://books.google.com/books?id=8NE7AAAAcAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=The+Malleus+Maleficarum&source=bl&ots=lADSg7RBu-&sig=XL79mxBOYzib9BLa4-Ont-tMbOw&hl=en&ei=wwB0TKicJ8SBlAfemZTICA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=7&ved=0CEgQ6AEwBg#v=onepage&q&f=false 
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Playwrights of the 16th century and their contribution to psychological knowledge

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) was not only one of the world’s most famous authors, he was a sophisticated psychologist who created dozens of immortal images and gave an unprecedented analysis of psychological roots and manifestations of love, betrayal, passion, rationality, and psychological disorders. For example, he wrote a detailed description of major depressive episodes in Hamlet, perhaps the most recognized of all his plays. Symptoms of age-related dementia were described with poetic accuracy in King Lear. Brilliant descriptions of social psychological phenomena including gossiping are found in Much Ado Aabout Nothing.

Lope de Vega (1562-1635), the Spanish playwright, in hundreds of plays and essays, contributed to the popular perception of the complexity of human emotions and behavior, mistakes in the pursuit of individual choices, and the power of certain personality traits.  A Certainty for a Doubt, The Girl with Money, and The Gardener's Dog depict comprehensive psychological profiles of his contemporaries. 

The character of Don Quixote was created by Miguel de Cervantes (1547-1616), a renowned Spanish playwright who provided the reader with a detailed and sophisticated account of psychological features such as idealism, honesty, and honor. He was among the first writers to seriously question the demarcation line between normal and abnormal behavior, rationality and “madness.”

Jean-Baptiste Poquelin, better known as Molière (1622-1673) was an outstanding French playwright, director, and actor.  A grand master of comic satire, he gave spectacular descriptions of psychological profiles of his numerous characters in Tartuffe, Don Juan, The Misanthrope, The Learned Ladies, and in many other plays. 

Scores of theaters around the world continue to stage these authors’ plays.  You can easily rent or check out in your school library videos of several productions of plays written by William Shakespeare, Lope de Vega, Miguel de Cervantes, or Molière. Check, for example, Shakespeare’s Hamlet (with Mel Gibson and Glen Close), or A Midsummer Night’s Dream (with Kevin Kline, Michelle Pfeiffer, and Stanley Tucci). Every major bookstore contains the works of these authors translated in many languages. 
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Rene Descartes (1596-1650): A brief biographical sketch
From the beginning of his life, Descartes sought new ways of understanding life and people’s role in it. As many members of his prominent family, Rene Descartes studied law and received a degree in civil law in the age of 20. In 1618, at the age of twenty-two, he enlisted in the army of Prince Maurice of Nassau and most likely (historians don’t know exactly) was engaged in military education or engineering. In 1619, he recalled having three strange dreams that revealed to him a new vision of science.  By 1622, he sold the inheritance left him by his mother. The money helped him to have an income through most of his life so that he could dedicate himself to research and education. For most of his life he was a freelance scholar not affiliated with a university. Descartes encouraged students to be critical of the knowledge they received. His teachings challenged theology and undermined the traditional views of ancient philosophers. Descartes was aware of the controversy and resistance that his works caused at home. In 1630 he moved from France to the Netherlands and settled in Amsterdam, and later in Leiden, where he published, in 1637, one of his famous books, the Discourse. Despite the popularity of his teachings, many scholastic scholars made efforts to undermine his work and. In 1643, the academic Senate of the University of Utrecht officially disallowed Rene Descartes’ teachings. Church authorities prohibited his views from being taught to students in Catholic schools. Some Protestant universities followed suit. He died in the early morning of February eleventh, 1650, while visiting Queen Christina of Sweden who had offered Descartes a position in her court. He was just fifty-three years old.
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Benedict de Spinoza: A brief biographical sketch

Benedict (a modified version of the original Latin name, Baruch) Spinoza’s life was different from the lives of his many famous contemporaries who had also contributed to science, philosophy, and medicine. He was not wealthy, did not have key connections in royal palaces, did not tutor the rich, and his major book, The Ethics was published after his death. He was born in Amsterdam in 1632 to Jewish immigrants from Portugal who escaped persecution of the Inquisition (a tribunal formerly held in the Catholic Church and directed at the suppression of religious dissent). After the early death of his parents, he pursued a career as a rabbi but could not accept religious customs and dogmas. At that time, he developed contacts with many independent thinkers who would meet together on a regular basis to discuss philosophy, religion, and science. He subsequently developed atheist beliefs and maintained a strong interest in Cartesian philosophy. Although the Netherlands was known for its tolerance of different religions and ideas, within religious communities intolerance was common. Spinoza’s atheist ideas resulted in his excommunication from the Jewish community at the age of 24. He earned a living by teaching and tutoring and then settled in a small town as a grinder of optical lenses and maker of telescopes and eyeglasses. He continued to write until his premature death at the age of forty-five. 
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David Hume: A brief biographical sketch

David Hume was born in 1711 in Scotland. Trained as a lawyer, he chose a career in literature and philosophy. His good manners, sharp logic, intriguing ideas, broad knowledge, and openness brought him respect and popularity at home and abroad, especially in France where he spent a significant part of his life. David Hume is known today primarily because of his books such as Treatise of Human Nature and Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion and essays such as Of Polygamy and Divorces, Of National Characters, and Of Passive Obedience. During his life, however, these particular works were not particularly well-known. He was mostly recognized as a brilliant historian and his most read book was History of England. David Hume also contributed to psychobiography: a detailed description of a person’s life including the description of the psychological makeup, character, and motivations. For example, Hume composed a detailed psychological profile of Robert Walpole, Prime Minister of Great Britain. Psychobiography later in the Twentieth century has become a psychological method of investigation of politicians and extraordinary personalities. 
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Hume on national character
David Hume made detailed observations about what he called national character. Although today these descriptions seem very stereotypical and thus inaccurate, they show us how educated people in Eighteenth Century Europe perceived cross-cultural similarities and differences in behavior, personality types, and emotional expressions. For instance, Hume wrote that people in Switzerland were probably more honest than those in Ireland. He declared that greater wit and humor was frequently found in a Frenchman and less frequently in a Spaniard. People in England were determined to be more knowledgeable than people in Denmark. However, he felt that territorial boundaries alone could not determine the national character of people living in a particular country. As an example he used European Jews who, according to his observations, had a different character from those Christians who lived near them. He went on to say that differences in language and religion could keep any two groups of people inhabiting the same territory from mixing with each other. As a result of such a separation, these groups preserve their unique manners and customs. Hume provided several speculative illustrations. He wrote about the integrity, gravity, and bravery of the Turks. He pointed out the deceit, levity, and cowardice of the Greeks of the Eighteenth Century. On the other hand, national characters of people in the ancient Greek states were examples of ingenuity and industry. Likewise, the ancient Romans were known for their bravery and love of liberty, which was not the case, in Hume’s view, in the modern inhabitants of this region. The more communication, the more similarity occurs between two nations. The Muscovites (or Russians) known for experiencing extreme jealousy had somewhat altered their manners after they started to communicate with Europeans. Hume believed that communication, commerce, and travel help people to acquire similar manners.
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