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Do Emotions Shape the Clever World of
Scientific Stupidity?

ENnN Kasak

Abstract

An ordinary person can be stupid, but is it ever permissible for a scientist? This is-
sue is quite uncomfortable because, as noted by Clifford Geertz, we seem to have
the least tolerance for doubt in our abilities of comprehension. Let us leave aside all
other kinds of stupidity and observe only the epistemological stupidity of a wise per-
son defined by James Welles as the failure to gather and use information efficiently;
therefore it is aided and abetted by self-deception. Hence, let us define scientific stu-
pidity as epistemological stupidity occurring in scientific activities. Robert Sternberg
emphasizes that stupidity is not merely a trait of personality but can also manifest
itself in a person’s activities. The status of a certain statement as evidence of stupidity
or wisdom does not solely depend on facts: it seems, rather, to be a value judgment or
emotional judgment, often given much later using new paradigmatic context. Fran-
cis Bacon’s concept of idola tribus demands that the scientists should depart from
their emotions. Antonio Damasio assures us that emotions are a part of scientific
process. Therefore, it is quite possible that without scientific stupidity (in Bacon’s
sense), science as a creative process might be all but impossible.

Keywords

Bacon’s idols, beliefs, emotions in science, stupidity, stupidity in science, religiosity
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LONGSIDE THE SECULARIZATION PROCESS in Western society, there is

a growing demand for science to answer the questions that were

formerly dealt with by philosophy and religion. Perhaps it is pre-
cisely the need to refrain from examination of existential problems which
has brought the philosophers of science to a more accepting position re-
garding religion than they had half a century ago. This might become one of
the motivators for initiating and continuing dialogue between science and
religion. As there are no other authorities left to turn to, scientists nowadays
are obliged to know the order of things in the world in the firmest and most
exact way.



64 Enn Kasak

Yet from the experiences of my colleagues and myself, I can affirm that the
questions presented to scientists by the general public force them to leave
their comfort zone in their chosen scientific disciplines. Thus it may happen
that a scientist presents metaphysical views that are based on their personal
worldview. Where a devoted and true scientist would feel themselves per-
plexed by this, a professional science propagandist might be better suited
to answer the grand expectations of the public. For them, it is evident that
in the interests of truth a little lie might also be acceptable, i.e. not telling
the whole truth at once. That’s how things are presented, often involuntar-
ily, both by scientists, when they step up as metaphysicians, and by propa-
gandists, when they step up as scientists. Evidently, we have to distinguish
between the scientist as a scientific researcher and the scientist as a human
being, because as a person, they might know things in a different way than
as a researcher. On a closer look, we see this distinction is also relevant
within the boundaries of science.

Modern philosophy of science has withdrawn the demands that science
should seek after ultimate truth, and that scientists should be constantly
wise (van Fraassen 1980: 12). It is rather expected that science should present
information that is objective and useful either actually or potentially. In sci-
entific activities, one has to follow the rules that were partly set by Francis
Bacon in his “Novum Organum”. Along with his rules for scientific research,
he also formulated the idols that prohibit a scientist from doing decent sci-
ence. Idols of the Tribe “have their foundation in human nature itself, and
in the tribe or race of men”: these are the perceptions, and the human un-
derstand itself that “distorts and discolors the nature of things by mingling
its own nature with it”. Idols of the Cave “are the idols of the individual man
...owing either to his own proper and peculiar nature”. Idols of the Mar-
ket Place exhibit the power of language on our thoughts, these are mostly
revealed in our communication, or as Bacon says, “commerce and consort”.
Idols of the Theater are born from “various dogmas of philosophies, and also
from wrong laws of demonstration” (Bacon 1620: Book 1, §§ 38—-44).

With his four idols, Francis Bacon presented inhuman demands to scien-
tists: to separate their scientific thought from their being human, individual,
communicative, and having a theoretical background. On the other hand,
these demands have proven themselves in the scientific tradition. It seems
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that if a scientist wants to be successful in their profession, they have to
be inhuman as a scientist. As science is still conducted by human beings,
we have to differentiate between a scientist as a person, living their life as
humanly possible, and a scientist as a scientific researcher. A human being
cannot do science all the time, just as divers cannot spend their whole lives
under the water. A diver differs from a layperson by being able to work un-
der water, and a scientist differs from a layperson by being able to work in
science; but in their private lives, both have to stay human. (Perhaps that’s
why many scientists in all kinds of commissions and councils are standing
out by their parvanimity, ineptitude, and dogmatism.)

Amongst Bacon’s idols, we might be most interested in his concept of Idols
of the Tribe, which demands that amongst other aspects of “all perceptions
as well of the sense as of the mind”, scientists should set aside their emotions.
If this is a mistake, it is quite close to “Descartes’ error”, as analyzed by A.
R. Damasio (1994).

The qualities that give a person the ability to function as a successful sci-
entist are, in common thinking, associated with larger-than-average intel-
lectual capacities: in other words, with wisdom. The general public insists
that scientists must be wise, so they are punished with a lifelong slavery
to wisdom. An ordinary person can be stupid, but is it ever permissible for
a scientist? This issue is quite uncomfortable because, as noted by Clifford
Geertz (1993), we seem to have the least tolerance of doubt in our abili-
ties of comprehension. We have an intellectual allergy to being shown to be
stupid, and this seems to be present also in the context of science, especially
concerning our scientific stupidity. As has been asserted by the author of a
presentation at the last ESSSAT conference, (quasi)religiosity, which is in-
herently immanent in science, can be viewed both as scientific stupidity and
as an impelling power (Kasak 2014). Unfortunately, our intellectual allergy
tends to mask (quasi)religiosity in science, which is why scientists cannot
recognize its influence.

Defining stupidity is partly hindered by the intellectual allergy to this
term, best demonstrated by the history of science and philosophy. There
is a tremendous number of books and articles on wisdom, but very few ad-
equate systematic discussions of stupidity. There is no such discrepancy in
the oppositions between beauty and ugliness, honesty and dishonesty, etc.
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Another obstruction has been shown by J. Welles in his study of stupid-
ity: the field of meaning of the term “stupidity” is so wide that comprehen-
sive definitions tend to be empty (Welles 1986). Similar problems are met
in defining all widespread and overburdened terms, like “myth” or “love”.
It is possible to construct a working definition, though, if we restrict the
field of meaning only to the aspects interesting in the context of our field of
study. Hence, let us leave aside all other kinds of stupidity and observe only
the stupidity of a wise person which is not necessarily contrary to wisdom.
Of course there are other kinds of stupidity in science but these are not in-
trinsic to science. This wisdom-compatible stupidity, on the other hand, is
ubiquitous in science.

In its expression, scientific stupidity can be seen in two aspects: social
and epistemological. Social stupidity has been defined by C. Cipolla as one’s
habit to cause losses to another person or to a group of persons while de-
riving no gain for oneself and even possibly incurring losses (Cipolla 1988).
Epistemological stupidity has been defined by Welles as “the failure to gather
and use information efficiently and [it] therefore is aided and abetted by self-
deception”: this question has been discussed in length by G. Livraghi (2010).
As shown by Mary Midgley (1992), scientific ideology has tried to play the
role of religion and proven itself notably stupid (after Cipolla’s definition).
All in all, we can define scientific stupidity as the epistemological stupidity
evident in scientific activities.

Here, we have to pay attention to a widespread misunderstanding. Usually
people think of stupidity as a personal trait that enables us to place it at a
certain point on an imaginary scale of stupidity, comparing stupid persons
to other people. Concerning scientific stupidity, however, this conception
definitely does not work. As R. J. Sternberg has stressed, stupidity is not
merely a trait of personality but rather a quality of peoples’ actions, includ-
ing the demonstration of knowledge. Throughout the history of science, we
can indeed find a lot of scientific stupidity related to the most outstanding
scientists, including Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein. The status of a cer-
tain statement as evidence of stupidity or wisdom does not solely depend on
facts: in general it rather seems to be a value judgment or emotional judg-
ment, often given much later on the basis of a new paradigmatic context
(Sternberg 2003). If we equate knowledge with wisdom, we are bound to re-
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peat our mistakes. In realizing that, we also do a lot to ease our intellectual
allergies.

Antonio Damasio (1994) assures us that emotions are a part of scientific
process. Therefore, it is quite possible that without scientific stupidity (in the
sense of Bacon’s Idols of the Tribe), science as a creative process might be
all but impossible. It might very well be that emotions, indeed, do shape the
world of scientific stupidity.

During research, a scientist should be able to get over their intellectual
allergy to their own stupidity. Maybe we should add another idol to those of
Bacon: an idol of seeing oneself as wise. As with the four idols of Bacon, get-
ting rid of this would be inhuman, but it might still be necessary to conduct
creative science successfully.

References

Bacon, F. 1620. Novum Organum, http://www.constitution.org/bacon/
nov_ org.htm [Accessed 10 March 2014].

Cipolla, C. M. 1988. Allegro ma non troppo, Bologna: I1 Mulino.

Damasio, A. R. 1994. Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain,
New York: Avon Books.

Geertz, C., 1993. “Religion as a cultural system”, in The Interpretation of Cul-
tures: Selected Essays, London: Fontana Press.

Kasak, E. 2014. “The Presence of Religious Dimension in Science”, in Evers,
D., Fuller, M., Jackelén, A., and Seether, K.-W., Studies in Science and The-
ology, Vol. 14, 155-162.

Livraghi, G. 2009. The Power of Stupidity, M&A, http://books.google.ee/
books/about/The_Power__of Stupidity.html?id=bjFPPMnLXqQC
&redir__esc=y [Accessed 10 March 2014].

Midgley, M. 1992. Science as Salvation, London and New York: Routledge.

Sternberg, R. J. 2002. Why Smart People Can Be So Stupid, New Haven &
London: Yale University Press.

van Fraassen, Bas C. 1980. The Scientific Image, Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Welles, J. F. 1995. Understanding Stupidity, Mount Pleasant Press, http://
www.stupidity.net/story2/index2.htm [Acessed 15 October 2013].






Author Biographies

Hans-FERDINAND ANGEL was Professor at the Technical University Dres-
den, Germany. Since 1997 he has been Professor of Catechetics and Religious
Education at the Karl-Franzens University Graz, Austria. He was the orga-
nizer and leader of an international and interdisciplinary research project
(2002-2006) “Understanding Religiosity”. He is member of the advisory com-
mittee of the Initiative of Brain Research in Styria. He was section editor
in the editorial board of the Encyclopedia of Sciences and Religions (2006-
2013).

IvaN CoLAGE took his PhD at the Pontifical Gregorian University of Rome,
Faculty of Philosophy. He now teaches logic as well as topics in philoso-
phy of science and anthropology at the Faculty of Philosophy of the Pontif-
ical University Antonianum, Rome, Italy, where he also currently leads an
interdisciplinary research project funded by the John Templeton Founda-
tion. Currently, his research is mainly focused on the implications of recent
neuro-scientific findings for the topic of human uniqueness, and in particu-
lar on the relationships between culture, brain and evolution.

Paoro D’AMBRosIO carried out his doctoral studies at the Pontifical Gre-
gorian University (Faculty of Philosophy). His dissertation concerned the
philosophical implications of modern evolutionary biology as rooted in the
Darwinian theoretical framework. Paolo is a team member of the research
project The Human Specificity: Tools, Symbols and Culture among Neu-
roscience, Philosophical Anthropology and the Religious Attitude towards
Creation supported by the John Templeton Foundation and hosted by the
Pontifical University Antonianum.

ArrLan EMRrEN, PhD, studied mathematics, theoretical physics, chemistry,
and physical chemistry at the University of Goéteborg, Sweden. He was a



264 Author Biographies

lecturer and research engineer in Physical Chemistry and Nuclear Chem-
istry at the University of Goteborg and Chalmers University of Technol-
ogy. Research areas: Interaction between radiation and matter, renewable
energy sources driven by entropy changes, theoretical groundwater chem-
istry, safety in nuclear power, medieval music, and physics and chemistry
as tools in theology.

Jay R. FEIERMAN has a B.S. in Zoology, an M.D. degree, and three years of
post-doctoral residency training in psychiatry. He has retired as Clinical
Professor of Psychiatry at University of New Mexico. For 18 years he was a
consultant to the Roman Catholic Church for psychosexual issues in priests.
Since his retirement in 2007 he has focused his interests on the evolution of
religion. He has organized a number of paper sessions at conferences on bi-
ological and evolutionary aspects of religion. He also edited and contributed
to The Biology of Religious Behavior: The Evolutionary Origins of Faith and
Religion (Praeger/ABC-CLIO, 2009).

SYBILLE FRITSCH-OPPERMANN studied Protestant Theology, Social Science
and Musicology in Géttingen, Frankfurt/M and Munich. She undertook re-
search in Japan and afterwards published a PhD on “Christian Existence in
a Buddhist Context/Katsumi Takizawa and Seiichi Yagi”. She works as an
author, journalist and researcher and taught Ecumenical Theology and Phi-
losophy of Religion at Hamburg University. She has delivered guest lectures
in Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Czech Republic, Russia, Turkey, Malaysia,
Japan and the US. From 1991-2001 she was director of studies and director
of two Protestant Academies in Germany (Loccum, Rheinland). Her fields of
research are: Philosophy of Religion, Hermeneutics, Science and Theology,
and Buddhist-Christian Studies. She also works as parish priest in her home
church in Germany.

PHILIPPE GAGNON teaches at the College of Adult & Professional Studies
at Bethel University, Minnesota. He received a PhD in Philosophy of Sci-
ence from Laval University, after receiving both PhD and D.Theol degrees in
Fundamental and Philosophical Theology from Dominican University Col-
lege, Ottawa (Canada). He has previously taught at the Ecole Polytechnique



Author Biographies 265

in Montreal, at Saint-Paul University, Université de Sherbrooke, University
of St. Thomas, Gustavus Adolphus College, and St. Catherine University.
He counts philosophy of biology, philosophy of physics, probability the-
ory, philosophical theology, and science and theology as his areas of special
interest. He contributed to the Blackwell Companion to Science and Chris-
tianity (2012) and to Encyclopedia of Sciences and Religions (2013).

ENN Kasak qualified from the University of Tartu in 1981 as theoretical
physicist (specialization in astrophysics). In 1981-1995, he did research on
the physics of galaxies and cosmology at Tartu Observatory. He acquired a
Ph.D. in astrophysics in 1990. Kasak worked as the director of Voro Institute
from 1995-1997, helping create the orthography and grammar for his na-
tive language — Voro. From 1998-2007 he was an associate professor in the
University of Tallinn and the Institute of Law. Initially, he studied the early
history of science and pseudo-science in Ancient Mesopotamia, later he de-
voted himself to the problems of logic and argumentation. Since 2007, he has
been an associate professor of the methodology of science at the University
of Tartu. In 2014 the University of Tartu Press published his book on logic
(in Estonian). Lately, he has also worked on questions of reality, religiosity
of science, and scientific stupidity.

Lapisiav Kvasz is currently Professor of mathematics education at the Ped-
agogical faculty of the Charles University in Prague, Czechia, and Jan Evan-
gelista Purkyne Fellow at the Institute of Philosophy of the Academy of Sci-
ences of the Czech Republic. His research interests include history of math-
ematics, philosophy of science, and the relation between mathematics, art,
and theology. His book Patterns of Change, Linguistic Innovations in the De-
velopment of Classical Mathematics, Birkhduser 2008, won the prestigious
Fernando Gil International Prize 2010.

Javier LEacH studied Philosophy at the Facultad San Francisco de Borja
(Barcelona) from 1961-65. From 1965-1970 he studied Mathematics at Uni-
versidad de Zaragoza. From 1970-1973 he studied Theology at the Philosophisch-
theologische Hochschule Sankt Georgen in Frankfurt am Main (Germany).
He took a Doctorate in Mathematics in 1977. From 1987 he was Professor



266 Author Biographies

at the Universidad Complutense in the area of Computer Languages and
Systems. Since 2012 he has been retired Professor and Honorary Collabo-
rator in the area of Computer Languages and Systems. His research inter-
ests include: Automatic demonstration of Theorems through the Use of the
Computer, Automatic Deduction Systems based on Tableaux, Declarative
Programming with Constraints, Hereditary Harrop Formulas, and Science
and Theology.

WiEestaw M. MAcek is Ordinary Professor at Faculty of Mathematics and
Natural Sciences, Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University in Warsaw, Poland,
and at the Space Research Centre, Polish Academy of Sciences. He also has
a Ph. D. in theology. He was a member of the Plasma Wave Science team
on the Voyager mission to Neptune in 1989. His recent research interests
focus on nonlinear dynamics, deterministic chaos, and fractal structures in
space plasmas, and include studies in theology in the context of contempo-
rary science. He has published about 70 papers including in such journals
as Nature, Science, Physical Review Letters, and Astrophysical Journal Let-
ters. Recently, he has delivered a general university lecture on Science and
Religion.

MaRrk PrRETORIUS has been a senior academic at the South African Theo-
logical Seminary (SATS) for the last 4 years, having served before that as its
senior assessor since his appointment in 2002. He holds a Ph.D from the Uni-
versity of Pretoria (UP) in the discipline of systematic theology and ethics.
He is also an extraordinary lecturer at UP, and a lecturer in ethics at the
University of South Africa (UNISA). He has approximately 13 years full-time
teaching experience in the discipline of theology, specifically in systematic
theology. He also has a strong interest in the discipline of science and the-
ology, and oversees the SATS M.Th. in science and theology. So far, he has
published 12 scientific and 4 popular articles. He has also published 4 books,
and co-authored three.

BILL SHOEMAKER is a neuroscientist who received his Ph.D. from the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and has held positions at the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health, the Salk Institute in La Jolla, CA, and cur-



Author Biographies 267

rently at the University of Connecticut Health Center in Farmington, CT. He
is in the Psychiatry faculty, where he teaches residents and medical students,
and in the Neuroscience Graduate Program. He has authored more than 100
scientific research publications. Recently, he has been writing concerning
the interface between neuroscience and religion.

JonN A. TEskE is Professor of Psychology at Elizabethtown College, Eliz-
abethtown, Pennsylvania, USA. He is a past President of the Institute on
Religion in an Age of Science (IRAS), and has published regularly in Zy-
gon: Journal of Religion and Science, including “From Embodied to Extended
Cognition” (2013), and “Neuromythology” (2006). He is also on the Joint Pub-
lication Board. He was voted an Academic Fellow of IRAS in 2010, and a
member of the Institute for the Study of Science and Religion (ISSR) in 2013.
He was co-organizer for an IRAS Conference on “The Mythic Reality of the
Autonomous Individual” in 2009, and will be again for “More Than We Can
Know: Worldviews, Lifeways, and the Limits of Science” in 2016.

BERGE J. TRABOULSI is an Associate professor of History, Religion, and In-
tercultural Studies at Haigazian University, Lebanon. His current research
interests are in the following areas: Religions, Human Rights, Citizenship,
Applied Ethics, Leadership and Change Management, and Modern Church
Challenges. He has participated in several local, regional and international
conferences and presented papers on intercultural, interreligious, and social
issues.

Hans Van EvGHEN studied Theology and Religious Studies and Philoso-
phy at the Catholic University of Louvain, Belgium, and is currently PHD-
candidate at the Free University of Amsterdam, Netherlands.

KeNNETH WiLsON is an Honorary Senior Research Fellow in the Jubilee
Centre for Character and Virtues, School of Education, College of Social
Sciences, University of Birmingham, UK. Research interests: the public un-
derstanding of theology, ecclesiology; moral philosophy, especially virtue
ethics; religion and science including the social sciences.






