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Science supposedly seeks true knowledge or, simply, truth. Much has been written
regarding the scientific method. But what about the sources of science? In the history
of science, both the textual and the empirical have been favorites. This article poses
the question which is the proper, superior or even supreme source for the study of
mankind. An integrative solution is proposed: poetic science.

Science is the poetry of reality[1]

1 Introduction

As so often, the fundamental question makes its appear-
ance only after more applied questions have already been
addressed. This looks like putting the cart before the horse.
Apparently, in “normal science” this is not only very well
possible, but it even seems to be required.
The most fundamental question is about the starting point
of science[2] or, if you will, the source of the study of
mankind.[3]

2 Question

In his An Essay on Man Alexander Pope stated: “The
proper study of Mankind is Man.”[4] Almost two hundred
years later, Aldous Huxley teasingly rephrased Pope’s pro-
nouncement: “The proper study of mankind is books.”[5]

The question that we will have to confront, thus, reads:
What is the Proper Study of Mankind? Man or Books?
In other words: Should the student of mankind observe or
read?
This question does not ask which science or academic dis-
cipline is the via regia to truth about mankind. It is rather
about the more elementary problem: Which source of sci-
ence is the royal road to truth?
Is it empirical – concerning observation – evidence that we
should trust most? Or should we rather trust textual – con-
cerning reading – evidence? In other words, is empirical or
textual evidence worthier of our credence?
The idea that textual evidence should be regarded as supe-

rior to empirical evidence may to contemporary scientists
appear a little odd and outdated. Even if it seems outdated,
it is not manifestly crazy. In fact, textual evidence was re-
garded superior during the greater part of history.[6] The
Bible, the Church Fathers and the ancients, e.g., Plato and
Aristotle, Hippocrates and Galen, were considered primary
sources of truth. Only relatively recently, only gradually,
and only locally, confined to certain provinces of human en-
deavor, empirical evidence has taken precedence over tex-
tual evidence.
Nowadays, as a matter of course, observation holds prior-
ity over reading. Therefore, we must ask whether there is
a good reason for the contemporary favorite status of the
empirical? Let us now then systematically weigh the argu-
ments for the empirical and for the textual, for Man and for
Books.[7]

3 The Case for the Empirical

For clarity’s sake, while running the risk of appearing flip-
pant, I will adopt once more a simplified position.
A famous and often misunderstood classical maxim main-
tains: “Art imitates Nature” or “Art imitates Life”.[8] This
is called the mimetic viewpoint. In response, Oscar Wilde
proposed the reverse idea: “Life imitates Art”.[9] Wilde’s
anti-mimetic stance, is taken a stage further in the popular
saying “Life is stranger than Fiction” or “Truth is stranger
than Fiction”. This counter-intuitive idea becomes the more
credible when we realize that “Truth is stranger than Fic-
tion [. . . ] because Fiction is obliged to stick to possibili-
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ties; Truth isn’t.”[10] Put slightly differently: “Truth must
of necessity be stranger than fiction, [. . . ] for fiction is the
creation of the human mind, and therefore is congenial to
it.”[11] In short: “Human imagination is immensely poorer
than reality.”[12] One instance will, in the spirit of naïve ver-
ificationism, suffice to confirm the rule that Life is stranger
than Fiction.
In March 2012 a baby rabbit was born without ears. This
is rare. When the bunny was being filmed by a news team,
a cameraman accidentally stepped on the unfortunate ani-
mal. The accident was fatal. The bunny didn’t suffer, said
the distraught director of the zoo in Limbach-Oberfrohna,
Saxony, who had hoped to turn this rare rabbit into a media

star.[13] Possibly, the bunny had not heard the cameraman
coming. Is this “bitter irony” as one German newspaper put
it?[14] I think it is even more than that; it is the perfect illus-
tration of the idea that “Life is stranger than Fiction”. Even
though we do not bat an eyelid when we read that Gregor
Samsa had transformed overnight into a big uncanny bug
if an author of fiction had included the improbable incident
of the “Rabbit Without Ears” in a novel or a short story, we
would consider it an attempt to overstretch our credulity.
And so this case forcefully suggests that we should be wary
of Life. In other words, we should be skeptical of observa-
tion and the empirical.

Figure 1: The “Bunny Without Ears” before the tragic mishap.

4 The Case for the Textual

Not everyone will agree that “The world was made in order
to result in a beautiful book.” However, books, those chil-
dren of the brain, can actually be both beautiful and true.
Many will agree that a book, beautiful or otherwise, can
make the world, in the sense that we may see the world
radically differently after reading that book. Books are ide-
ally the condensed experience and wisdom of writers. Or
as one author put it “[. . . ] personal experience comes often
at a high price and it is always late; it is therefore useful
to profit by the experience of others. It is in books that one
finds this knowledge.”[15] If the empirical has the fatal short-
coming that it is often stranger than fiction, the textual has
none of this drawback. Instead, reading offers a safe and
fast track to knowledge and wisdom, while enabling us to
avoid negative experiences.[16] Hence, if we agree that we
may prefer books to life that we may favor the textual over
the empirical, then the next question arises. What kind of
books should we use to arrive at the truth? Should we read
Non-Fiction or would we profit more by reading Fiction?

5 The Case for Non-Fiction

Non-Fiction is the form of any narrative, account, or other
communicative work whose assertions and descriptions are
understood to be factual, as Wikipedia succinctly if some-
what priggishly puts it.
In exactly this spirit, Mr. Drystubble stated:

I am not accustomed to write novels or works of that
kind. [. . . ] Not only that I never wrote anything
that resembled a novel, but I even do not like to read
such things because I am a man of business. For
many years I have asked myself what is the use of
such works, and I am astonished at the impudence
with which many a poet or novelist dares to tell you
stories which never happened and often never could
have happened at all. [. . . ] Therefore, I take good
care not to write any novels, nor to advance any false
statements.[17]

If we substitute “man of business” by “scientist”, we get the
idea what Ben Goldacre must have meant when he tweeted:

“just never read any story books (or ‘novels’. what-
ever the technical term is)”.[18]

If he reads at all, Drystubble only reads one type of book:
Non-Fiction. Drystubble is, in a sense, a homo unius libri.
Needless to say that one should beware of such a man.
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Francis Bacon summarized the case for Nature and implic-
itly for Non-Fiction as follows:

Books must follow sciences, and not sciences
books.[19]

This declaration on behalf of the empirical seems more a
dogma than a reasoned argument.
Still, some even want to go one step further: not only
must books follow sciences, but sciences must furthermore
change people, change society, change the world:

Research that produces nothing but books will not
suffice.[20]

It is clear that with this last step, we find ourselves on the
brink of an altogether different genre: Horror. All science
is quite useless. And if it is not, it should be called technics
or if it concerns society, politics. Regrettably, this insight
has been all but lost in contemporary universities.

6 The Case for Fiction

Fiction is the form of any narrative or informative work that
deals, in part or in whole, with information or events that
are not factual, but rather, imaginary – that is, invented by
the author. Thus wrote Wikipedia. Fiction is therefore es-
sentially the opposite of Non-Fiction.[21]

Why should fiction be the more reliable source for the study
of mankind? Let us hear four voices that argued this point.
Confined to the realm of depth-psychological insights, J. M.
Coetzee claimed:

Artists have told us as much about our inner life as
psychologists ever have.[22]

Even further than that went Noam Chomsky:
It is quite possible – overwhelmingly probable, one
might guess – that we will always learn more about
human life and human personality from novels than
from scientific psychology.[23]

And Doris Lessing asserted confidently:
There is no doubt that fiction makes a better job of
the truth.[24]

Finally, Julian Barnes recently wrote:
Novels tell us the most truth about life: what it is,
how we live it, what it might be for, how we enjoy
and value it, how it goes wrong, and how we lose
it. Novels speak to and from the mind, the heart,
the eye, the genitals, the skin; the conscious and the
subconscious. What it is to be an individual, what
it means to be part of a society. What it means to
be alone. [. . . ] The best fiction rarely provides an-
swers; but it does formulate the questions exception-
ally well.[25]

Coetzee, Chomsky, Lessing, and Barnes express here a
thought that has a long and respectable history. If not the
very first to state it, then at least as one of the most authori-
tative voices, Aristotle asserted:

Poetry [. . . ] is a more philosophical and a higher
thing than history: for poetry tends to express the
universal, history the particular.[26]

In other words, fiction is truer than non-fiction – “truer be-
cause of its power to condense and represent the multifari-
ous in the typical.”[27]

Within fiction, “realism [is] a corruption of reality”. How-
ever, “fantastic realism”, as Fyodor M. Dostoyevsky called
it, improves on “realism” and may even be superior to “re-
ality”.
This is an opinion repeated and amplified by many writers
and artists:

Art is not a study of positive reality, it is the seeking
for ideal truth.[28]

And with that last step, art and literature become the em-
bodiment of the ideal: art and literature become idealistic.
Is that a good thing? Isn’t that overdoing it a bit?

7 Impasse

The empirical or the textual? Man or Books? There are
good arguments for studying Man, and there are equally
good arguments for studying Books. In truth, much may
be said on both sides of this question.[29] So, what if the
study of books is nothing but the study of men?[30] What,
however, if you are deep vers’d in books, and shallow
in yourself?[31] What if a multitude of books distracts the
mind?[32] And what if it is really true that it is more neces-
sary to study men than books?[33] Thus, we find ourselves
lost in the middle of a dark forest and the straight path is
nowhere to be found. Where have we departed from the
right way? What Is To Be Done?

8 Resolution

When by now, we are utterly confused, we may begin to
grasp that the dichotomy of Man and Books is pointless
and even false. Still, we may not easily see the solution
to our quandary. What we now need is a coup of cunning
and guile. As so often, the easiest solution is there for the
taking. Let’s go back to the original problem. Alexander
Pope wrote:

The proper study of Mankind is Man.[3]

A sensible thing and in itself the perfect illustration of the
value of books for the study of man because Pope had found
this wisdom in another man’s book:

The true science and study of man is man.[34]

The author of this sentence, the sixteenth century French
theologian and philosopher Pierre Charron, in his turn
had borrowed it from yet other authors, classical and
contemporary.[35]

In general, the interest of science lies in the art of mak-
ing science. What comes first art or science? If science
tries to make order out of perceived chaos, then art should
make chaos out of assumed order. Perhaps science is in-
deed the poetry of reality? Or is poetry the science of re-
ality? All these matters are now even more open than be-
fore. So, one last time, let us consider what the question
is: Books or Man? The answer can only be an unscrupu-
lously practical one: He does wisest who takes most and
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best of both.[36] Therefore, I propose, a methodological tri-
angulation: study both fictional books and empirical man
and take the most and the best of both. For this pragmatic-
opportunistic solution, I then propose for lack of a better
term: poetic science.[37]

9 Afterthought

In the course of dealing with this question, we turned over
many books together. I hope that you will not hold it against
me that I multiplied words without knowledge. Of course,
I quoted others only in order the better to express myself:
One must never miss an opportunity of quoting things by
others which are always more interesting than those one
thinks up oneself. This exposition was made to show that
scientists can benefit greatly from reading novels, poems
and plays. In truth, the reading scientist will notice that
wherever he goes, he will find that a poet has been there
before him. And, I confess, it was also to show that it takes
many old texts to make a new one.
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