CHAPTER II

THE A PRIORI TDEA AND DOUBT IN EXPERIMENTAL
REASONING

EveryoxE first works out his own ideas about what he sees and
is inclined to interpret natural phenomena by anticipation before
knowing them through experience. This tendency is spontaneous;
a preconceived idea always has been and always will be the first flight
of an investigating mind. But the object of the experimental method
is to transform this ¢ priort conception, based on an intuition or a
vague feeling about the nature of things, into an a postertor: inter-
pretation founded on the experimental study of phenomena. This
is why the experimental method is also called the a posteriori method.

Man is by nature metaphysical and proud. He has gone so far
as to think thatthe idealistic creations of his mind, which correspond
to his feelings, also represent reality. Hence it follows that the
experimental method is by no means primitive or natural to man,
and that only after lengthy wanderings in theological and scholastic
discussion has he recognized at last the sterility of his efforts in
this ‘direction. At this point man becomes aware that he cannot
dictate laws to nature, because he does not contain within himself
the knowledge and criterion of external things, and he understands
that to find truth he must, on the contrary, study natural laws and
submit his ideas, if not his reason, to experience, that is, to the
criterion of facts. Yet for all that, the method of work of the human
mind is not changed at bottom. The metaphysician, the scholastie,
and the experimenter all work with an a priors idea. The differ-
ence is that the scholastic i ipposes his idea ag an absolute truth which
he has found, and from which he then deduces consequences by logic
~alone. The more modest experimenter, on the other hand, states an
idee.as a question, as an interpretative, more or less probable anticipa-
tion of nature, from which he logically deduces consequences which,
momént by moment, he confronts with reality by means of experi-
ment! He advances, thus, from partial to more general truths, but

without ever daring to assert that he has grasped the absolute truth.
27
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