
Some Signs Of Our Era

"Rational discourse can be divided into four categories: didactic, dialectical, peirastic, and eristic..."

  It is no longer surprising, for me and for a minority of others, how many people in this modern technological age:

§ seem to lack the ability to use logical reasoning when writing about or discussing a subject;
§ do not research a subject for themselves using scholarly methodology and primary sources;
§ commit fallacies of reasoning such as appeal to authority and ad populum; {1}{2}
§ use an Internet resource such as 'wikipedia' as a source of information about a subject even though it is a
tertiary source and thus is based on interpretive secondary sources.

Scholarship And Primary Sources

For centuries in the West, primary sources - not secondary nor tertiary sources - have been regarded as the means for
an individual to acquire a scholarly, an unbiased, knowledge of a subject, or a person, or a group or of some event
historical or otherwise.

Primary sources include contemporaneous manuscripts, books, writings, letters, diaries, memoirs, personal journals,
interviews, speeches, and other materials that individuals have used to describe (i) events in which they were
participants or observers, and (ii) ideas or creations - such as a philosophy, music, literature, or art-work - which they
were responsible for. The more primary sources used the more scholarly the work, with  the criteria of scholarship
being: (i) a detailed, meticulous, unbiased original research on and concerning a specific topic or topics or subject
undertaken over a period of time, usually a year or more in duration and involving primary source material; (ii) an
ability to be able to read primary sources in their original language; and (iii) a rational assessment of the knowledge
acquired by such research, with such conclusions about the topic, topics, or subject being the logical result of the
cumulative scholarly learning so acquired. If the researcher cannot read primary sources in their original language and
has to rely on the translations of others then their conclusions are not original and not scholarly just as if they commit
logical fallacies - such as the fallacy of Incomplete Evidence - then their conclusions are also not scholarly.

Secondary sources are those whose authors have not used only primary sources and drawn logical conclusions from
those primary sources, but who reference and use the opinions, the interpretations and the conclusions of others,
and/or who present their own opinion, interpretation, of a scholarly work or works by an author or authors who has or
have only used primary sources.

To be learned, to be a scholar in the traditional sense, is to have a profound knowledge gained by study.



Learned:

However, in this era where the interpretations, the opinions, the often fallaciously made conclusions, of others are
readily available by means of printed articles and books, by the Media, and by mediums such as the Internet, this
personal, scholarly, rational, slow way to acquire a balanced knowledge and understanding of a subject is a dying,
unpopular, Cræft {3} even in academia. For the designation 'academic' in this era does not necessarily imply that a
person who is employed in academia is learned, erudite, in a particular subject. Instead, it is often the case that a
published work by a modern academic is not based on their own detailed scholarly research using primary sources but
on the opinions and/or on the conclusions and/or the interpretations of others, and thus often on fallacies such as
Appeal to Authority. {1}

The Ability Of Logical Reasoning

An illustration of how the ability to use logical reasoning seems to have declined in the past hundred or more years are
questions about Euclidean geometry asked of candidates for entry into the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, in the
1860s. For Euclid's Στοιχεῖα dating from c.300 BCE is a masterpiece of logical reasoning. It begins with definitions and
axioms; then propositions are stated with the necessary logically derived proof of the propositions. In the English-
speaking world textbooks such as the one titled The Elements of Euclid, first published in 1862 with reprints published
until 1903, were used in schools and centres of learning in order to develop the ability of logical reasoning.



Hence why candidates for Sandhurst were asked questions such as the following in order to show their ability to use
logical reasoning.



How many people living in the West - from candidates to the Armed Forces, to politicians, journalists, academics,
'experts' and lay people who pontificate about a subject they have not personally researched in a scholarly manner
using primary sources - could answer questions such as the above? How many could logically present arguments for
their publicly expressed opinions and beliefs regarding a subject or a person?

Very few, with the majority committing fallacies of reasoning such as appeal to authority and ad populum, and/or
supinely using an Internet resource such as 'wikipedia' as a source of information regarding a subject about which they
are publicly expressing opinions.

Conclusion

This inability, by those publicly pontificating about a subject or about a person, to use logical reasoning, to not
personally undertake research using scholarly methodology and primary sources; this committal of fallacies of
reasoning such as the  appeal to authority and ad populum, and this use an Internet resource such as 'wikipedia' as a
source of information about a subject or a person, is not only an indictment of our modern era and societies but also of
how far our modern societies, despite their often mandatory schooling of children and their tertiary educational
system, is a departure from the cultured, rational, way of personally acquiring a balanced knowledge and
understanding of a subject or of a person.

In many respects such public pontificating is often reminiscent of the 'witch trials' in less enlightened times when
individuals were accused of witchcraft based on hearsay and statements by those motivated either by an ignoble
zealotical religious belief and/or because of some personal ignoble reason. {4} In our era, it is often adherence to
some political belief, or a lack of the ability to use reason and personal research as a personal guide.

Whatever the cause, there is a 'following of the crowd', or a naive believing in what some 'authority' or 'expert' or
spokesperson of some government or policy group or secondary source or some medium such as a newspaper or some
digital resource such 'wikipedia' or 'social media' states about a subject, a topic, or about a person. 

That is, there is the same unfairness, the same lack of reasoning, the same use of rumours, as occurred during those
witch trials. Will we human beings, therefore, ever en masse adopt the maxim of being fair, honourable, and thus
remain silent about what we personally have no rationally acquired or direct personal knowledge of?

For, thousands of years ago, Sophocles wrote: οὐκ οἶδ᾽ ἐφ᾽ οἷς γὰρ μὴ φρονῶ σιγᾶν φιλῶ, "I do not know, [and] about
things I cannot judge for myself, I prefer to be silent." (Oedipus Tyrannus, 569)

Similarly, centuries later, and in a Hadith, it was recounted that the Prophet Muhammad said: "He who believes in Allah
and the Last Day should either speak honourably or be silent..." (Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj al-Naysaburi, Book 1, 47a)
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{1} Cræft: this older spelling implies more than the modern usage associated with the word 'craft'.

Cræft

{2} The fallacy of appeal to authority, also known as the fallacy of Argumentum ad Verecundiam, is somewhat
misunderstood in this age of the Internet. It is not only citing or quoting a person or persons who is/are regarded, by
the person citing or quoting or by others, as an authority or 'expert' on a subject but also citing or quoting the opinion
given by some institution, or 'policy/advisory group' or similar, on a subject, regardless of whether or not the 'expert' or
institution or whatever has their opinion published by some means or some medium regarded as 'mainstream',
academic, or 'respectable' or authoritative.

The crux of the fallacy is a reliance by someone or by some others on who or what is regarded in a particular society as
an authority on or as having a detailed or 'expert' knowledge of a subject or subjects.

Thus a modern statement such as the fallacy of appeal to authority "is when the opinion of a non-expert on a topic is
used as evidence" is itself fallacious because although it appears to be a decisive statement regarding 'authority' it is
logically not so having not only restricted the fallacy to those are not 'experts' but does not define what an 'expert' or a
'false expert' is or are or who or what person or institution, or 'policy/advisory group' or similar has the 'authority' to
declare someone an 'expert' or a 'false expert' in a certain subject or subjects, and from whence a person or an
institution, or 'policy/advisory group' or similar derives their own authority to make such declarations.

The opposite of the appeal to authority is personal research by scholarly means of a subject, or of person, using only
primary sources.

{3} The fallacy of ad populum is when a person either 'follows the crowd' and believes or claims that because so many
others have claimed or believe something it is probably true, or when they are convinced, usually emotively, by a
propagandist or politician or by some populist speaker that something is true or that someone or some many are guilty
or culpable.

{4} The trials at Salem, Massachusetts, have been well-described. For an account of the less well-known Scottish



trials, qv. Julian Goodare, The Scottish Witch-Hunt In Context. Manchester University Press, 2002.

An account from 1696, a year after the execution by hanging and then by bonfire of Katherine Campbell, replete with
the prejudices, intolerance, and the religious fervour of the period, is provided in the reprint titled A History Of The

Witches Of Renfrewshire published in 1877. For example:

The Christian religious fervour of belief of the era is evident in such passages as:
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