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Commentary Workshop Presentation
Those who have handled sciences have been either men of experiment or men of dogmas. The men of experiment are like the ant; they only collect and use: the reasoners resemble spiders, who make cobwebs out of their own substance. But the bee takes a middle course; it gathers material from the flowers of the garden and of the field, but transforms and digests it by a power of its own. Not unlike this is the true business of philosophy; for it neither relies solely or chiefly on the powers of the mind, nor does it take the matter which it gathers form natural history and mechanical experiments and lay it up in the memory whole, as it finds it; but lays it up in the understanding altered and digested.

[Bacon, Francis, The New Organon or True Directions Concerning The Interpretation of Nature (1620) XCV.]
Francis Bacon spent a great deal of his life in public service and was involved in the politics of his day. "Francis Bacon was a member of Parliament in 1584 and his opposition to (Queen) Elizabeth's tax program retarded his political advancement; only the efforts of the earl of Essex led Elizabeth to accept him as an unofficial member of her learned council"
.

Most of the work for which Bacon is known was written during his retirement, after his political career had ended. It seems that Sir Francis spent a great deal of his life in and out of trouble; in fact, it was only by narrowly avoiding imprisonment in the infamous Tower of London that he came to the relatively reflective and productive times later in his life. 

He also was under the constant scrutiny of his peers and critics.  Bacon's contribution to philosophy was his application of an inductive method of modern science, urging full investigation in all cases and avoiding theories based on insufficient data. And yet he has been widely censured for being too mechanical, failing to carry his investigations to their logical ends, and not "... staying abreast of the scientific knowledge of his own day... "
.

It was Sir Francis Bacon's goal to “reset” the method by which one arrived at realizations about the world. As is evident in the introduction to the Novum Organum, he took great umbrage to the processes that had preceded him and his revolutionary notions of inductive reasoning. “Those who have taken upon them to lay down the law of nature as a thing already searched out and understood, whether they have spoken in simple assurance or professional affectation, have therein done philosophy and the sciences great injury. For as they have been successful in inducing belief, so they have been effective in quenching and stopping inquiry.”
 

In an earlier section of The New Organon, Bacon bundles the Greek philosophers -- not only Aristotle, Plato and Socrates but all of their contemporaries, teachers and students -- under the category of “Sophists”
 . But in the above passage, he divides them into two groups, i.e. men of experiment or men of dogmas. Using an analogy from the 

natural world, he refers to the former as ants, who “... only collect and use ... ”
; the latter he calls “... spiders, who make cobwebs out of their own substance.”
  Both of these creatures, he implies, are limited in their focus. The ants are mechanical, repetitive and dully practical; the spiders spin self-referential fantasia that lead nowhere but back to themselves.

In the bee, however, which “transforms and digests [matter] by a power of its own,”
  Bacon finds a creature worth emulating. Someone who pursued philosophy by gathering material and data, experimenting with it and then carefully contemplating the results -- this was something new and, according to Bacon, long overdue.
  [GW]

Bacon sees errors in the realm of human understanding, and does his best to diagnose and explicate those problems. These errors, he believes, are the result of a fundamentally flawed method for discovering and interpreting knowledge and truth.

By dividing the intellectual community into two groups — the ants and the spiders — Bacon expresses his dissatisfaction with both of these approaches to attaining knowledge, and he offers a third analogy as an example of the solution. He calls this “true philosopher” the bee.

The bee neither collects knowledge for its own sake nor bases truth upon assumptions and rumors. Rather, the bee processes knowledge for the sake of understanding it in order to apply it toward some greater purpose. This is an ideal approach which Bacon believes, if pursued, would transform the “... mere medley and ill-digested mass ... ”
 of human knowledge into something which would actually benefit humanity. The realms of experimental science and philosophy (rational thought) must be combined in an ordered and universally acceptable way if we are to avoid the continuance of errors in method which perpetuate errors in human understanding.

It seems unfair, somehow, to group all of the great thinkers of the past as mere "ants" and "spiders," making mention solely of their inadequacies. Without their work, Bacon would never have been able to do his. Because of Bacon's expressed frustration with the way inquiry has been conducted in the past, it may seem that he is disregarding the work of great philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle. Rather, Bacon is standing upon their shoulders in search of a way to improve their methods, not to discount them completely. While many could question Bacon's authority in making such a claim, he is merely expressing what he believes is a solution to man's search for knowledge. While there is no doubt that Aristotle and Plato were educated men, it is arguable whether their work yielded any great cumulative benefits for humanity. Bacon proposes that inquiry should be conducted specifically to further this purpose. [CM]

To this end, he suggests a method in which it is better to presuppose nothing (induction) rather than to begin with a conclusion and then search for evidence to support it (deduction). This hinges on the ability of our senses to perceive the world around us. (Not that our senses are perfect, but that they are, with a little help from a good method of 

inquiry, satisfactory to the task
 ). Bacon believes that Truth can be found through experimenting.

Differentiating here between experimentation and empiricism, he assumes that truth is present and visible in the natural world (as opposed to Plato and Aristotle's thinking of the realm of Forms as the only truth). Bacon suggests the senses are the starting point for a series of experiments or “stages of certainty”
. By starting from “ ... the simple sensuous perception ... ”
, we must assume that empirical experience has to be trusted, presuming that our faculties are of a sound nature. Further, it must be assumed that we are capable of examining the universe through reason and experience while not being limited to either exclusively — certainly not limiting ourselves to dogmatic theology or to pure logic — as neither alone can reveal true knowledge. [AS]

In The New Organon, Bacon paves the way toward a new, modern mode of thought and a new approach toward experiments. Up until this point the school of thought was lead by Aristotle; Bacon sees this as flawed due to the apparent skewing of priorities in investigating. He does not feel that final cause should be concerned solely with the individual but rather with the good of the whole community. Bacon lays a lot on the line by turning a new page in philosophy. The previous scholars had been highly regarded as the final authority but now this modern, fairer way of thinking creates an entirely different approach to the scientific method. [SE]

Bacon anticipates two effects in the readability of his thoughts in the passage. He takes many abstract arguments from throughout the text, and in this one passage, solidifies them into one collective idea. He uses the three terms, ants, spiders, and bees, to create an axiom that personifies his idea. By putting the idea of three different methods of science into three well-known animals, Bacon makes it easy for the reader to visualize his point.

Also, Bacon anticipates that his reader will come out of reading The New Organon with a whole new outlook on the fields of philosophy and science, as well as the world. He says that “...to lead them by the hand with their good will … I will proceed with my plan of preparing men’s minds ... ”
. Bacon then compares himself to Columbus, as a man who will be “ ... the causes and beginnings of great events ... ”
. Bacon anticipated that his work would revolutionize the sciences, thus creating a “New World”, just as Columbus had. [JW]

Despite occasional professions of humility
 , it seems clear from the context of the passage that Bacon believes himself to be one of a modern swarm of bee-like philosophers who can synthesize understanding by using his intellect to investigate the natural and mechanical realms. Such a person would be fit to pursue what Bacon believed to be the true goal of science, namely “... that human life be endowed with new discoveries and powers.”
 

In comparison, Plato tells Glaucon that he and others like him have been educated so that they might become “ ... rulers of the hive, kings of yourselves and of the other citizens ... ”
. The bee/hive analogy implies a productive society, hierarchical yet harmonious, with wise royal bees escorting drones up out of the “general underground abode.”
  (In addition to which it seems to indicate that a.) either the ancient Greeks didn't know that bees were "ruled" by a queen, or b.) that they were willing to flout the laws of nature to fit a desired analogy.) Bacon subverts this vision of noblesse oblige by stressing the more solitary activities of a bee: gathering, ingesting, digesting. When the bee enters society again it is ready to contribute its sweet packet of accumulated knowledge for the betterment of the hive. [GW]
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