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Over the past few weeks, I’ve been pondering the insights of Francis Bacon, the 
late 16th and early 17th-century English philosopher. Bacon helped develop what we now 
call the scientific method, but in the process, he became keenly aware of serious 
shortcomings in human understanding. To put his insight simply, we tend to jump to 
conclusions and then stick with them no matter what.  

Bacon says, “The mind, hastily and without choice, imbibes and treasures up the 
first notices of things, from whence all the rest proceed.” This first-conclusion bias, as 
we now call it, gets reinforced by what we call the confirmation bias. Bacon says, “The 
human understanding, when it has once adopted an opinion (either as being the 
received opinion or as being agreeable to itself), draws all things else to support and 
agree with it.” These two tendencies mean that errors in judgment often remain 
uncorrected and thus tend to persist. 

Bacon analyzed the mental errors that human beings tend to make, and he 
divided them into what he called the four Idols of the Mind: Idols of the Tribe, Idols of 
the Cave, Idols of the Marketplace, and Idols of the Theater. The term idol typically 
refers to a statue of a false god (or perhaps more accurately, a statue of someone else’s 
god), but the term derives from an ancient Greek word that means mental image or 
apparition. In other words, an idol in this sense is something that appears only in the 
human mind, and not in the world beyond the mind. 

Idols of the Tribe — the tribe of all human beings — assume that our perceptions 
are basically trustworthy. Not so, Bacon insists. He says, “The human understanding is 
like a false mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly, distorts and discolors the nature of 
things by mingling its own nature with it.” What someone sees when they look out at the 
world, in other words, says as much or perhaps even more about the person perceiving 
than it does about the world perceived. 

Idols of the Cave are idols of individual human beings. Everyone has a cave or 
den of their own, Bacon says, from which they look out on the world. Their perceptions 
are refracted through their own peculiar nature – the education they have received and 
the experiences they have had, the authorities they esteem and the conversations they 
have engaged in. These influences, Bacon says, discolor the light of nature and makes 
human understanding “a thing variable and full of perturbation, and governed as it were 
by chance.” 

Idols of the Marketplace develop as people gather in the public square to speak 
with each other. In this setting, they use words to confuse and mislead each other. 
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Bacon says, “Words plainly force and overrule the understanding, and lead them away 
into numberless empty controversies and idle fantasies.”  

Idols of the Theater highlight how accustomed ways of thinking continually get 
repeated, like plays on a stage. Whether based on religious dogma, ancient systems of 
philosophy, or outmoded forms of knowledge, these idols represent fictional creations of 
the human mind rather than actual knowledge of the world of human experience. 

If Bacon were alive today, my guess is that he might change some of the labels on 
his typology of idols, but not much else. The errors and omissions of human 
understanding haven’t changed appreciably over the past 400 years, except that they 
may have gotten worse. Most of us still assume that our initial perceptions are 
trustworthy. We may call our present-day echo chambers social media bubbles instead 
of caves, but public discourse remains full of words intended to confuse and mislead, 
and established patterns of thinking still get repeated like long-running Broadway plays.  

Palestinian philosopher and diplomat Sari Nusseibeh talks about Idols of the 
Marketplace and Idols of the Theater using somewhat different language in his 2011 
book What is a Palestinian State Worth? He observes how easily we move from talking 
about individuals, each of whom has their own unique role and identity, to talking about 
what Nusseibeh calls “grand players,” as if in political theater. In his case, the grand 
players include the State of Israel, Hamas, Zionism, the Palestinian Authority, the 
Palestinian People, the Jewish People, the Settlers’ Movement, the PLO, and others.  

On the one hand, Nusseibeh says, “these grand players seem real enough, as if 
they have lives and minds of their own... On the other hand, these players are not 
natural entities the way human beings are. Rather, they are constructs — created by 
individuals as institutional mechanisms meant to help run their lives and ensure their 
well-being.” These constructed grand players become larger than life, even 
transcendent. He says, “They come to be regarded almost with awe and reverence as 
independent organisms far more important than the individuals who make them up.” 
No longer viewed as tools or means to an end, they begin to seem like ends in 
themselves and like agents with power to shape the destinies and the lives of human 
beings. 

The presence of these grand players on the political stage, Nusseibeh says, can 
lead us to conclude that we live in a world made up of free-floating rocks, as it were, 
with ready-formed, rigid identities and pre-set courses of movement. He says that 
“being a Palestinian nationalist” and “being a Zionist” are two such entities, with 
preformed identities destined to clash with each other. In this world, individuals wake 
up in the morning as a Hasidic Jew, a devout Muslim, an Israeli, a male, a settler, a 
refugee, and so on. They discover themselves (that is, discover what labels they have 
pinned on) exactly as they would discover any other fact of life. As they move around in 
the world, they encounter other parties or individuals with similarly or differently 
predefined roles, some who are locked in either as enemies or as friends, others whose 
orbits are so removed they can be disregarded.  
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What this means, inevitably and sadly, Nusseibeh says, is that people come to 
define success in life as simply playing their predefined roles, crushing and defeating 
their predefined enemies, and asserting the imperatives of their political categories at 
the expense of the imperatives of others. Nusseibeh concludes, “Depriving ourselves of 
the privilege of imagining what it would be like to have the power to redefine the world 
around us, we instead submit ourselves to the way we imagine the world has already 
been defined.” 

Set against the backdrop of Bacon’s Idols of the Mind, and especially his Idols of 
the Theater, which apply specifically to the political arena, and chastened by 
Nusseibeh’s warning against allowing our roles as individuals to be defined and 
subsumed by grand players, we turn to the aftermath of Tuesday’s elections.  

In Jennifer Rubin’s column in the Washington Post on Thursday, she observes 
that “President Biden is on the verge of accomplishing more in his first year than any 
president in recent memory.” No president since FDR, she says, can claim as dramatic a 
reorientation of government from his immediate predecessor. “Apparently,” she adds 
wryly, “getting three-quarters of an ambitious agenda is no longer a victory.” 

 These accomplishments have been given short shrift, she says, because the 
media has been obsessed with what Biden has not achieved. She says, “The media’s 
obsession with process and unwillingness to grapple with substance mean that 
‘Democrats in disarray’ dominates the headlines and the public remains largely ignorant 
of legislative proposals,” many of which will end up being transformative for citizens 
across the political spectrum. This public ignorance, she says, threatens a critical 
cornerstone of democracy: an informed public. 

In my view, it’s not true that the Democrats are in disarray. Rather, they have 
mostly been arrayed against each other, the middle left against the far left, while often 
ignoring the struggles of working-class voters and the disingenuous machinations of 
right-wing Republicans. Speaking of the tens of millions of working-class Americans 
who are open to voting for whichever party best addresses their needs, David Leonhardt 
of the New York Times wrote on Thursday that “if Democrats are going to win more of 
these voters, they will probably need to listen to them and make some changes, rather 
than telling them that they’re irrational for voting Republican.” 

To which I would add that listening to someone is not the same thing as looking 
to see which political, or economic, or educational labels have been stuck on them. 
Listening to them is not the same thing as seeing which grand players they have aligned 
themselves with or which grand roles they have assumed. Listening to them requires 
leaving the cave of our preconceptions and prejudices, exiting the theater of the roles we 
imagine them playing, and listening to them – to them in particular. 

In the novelist Iris Murdoch’s essay “The Sublime and the Good,” she talks about 
the difficulty of realizing that something other than ourselves is real. Whatever happens 
between other people and me, she says, should not be determined solely by whatever I 
need from them. She says, I need to recognize that other people are just as real as I am, 



~ 4 ~ 
© 2021 Galen Guengerich 

 

and they are very much not me. They have different histories than I do, different hopes 
and fears, and different ways of dealing with the vicissitudes of life. They are not just 
objects to manipulate or control, but real subjects as well.  

Sari Nusseibeh echoes this sentiment. He says, “If we wish to achieve peace and 
stability without oppression, it is vital that we focus on the human face – both our own 
and those of the ‘others’ – and on the values shared by all.” 

Nusseibeh admits that shared values can be hard to identify in the throes of 
political turmoil and struggle. Even so, he says, “I believe that there do exist core human 
values, rooted in the compassionate impulse, which are largely independent of context 
and thus are universally shared.” The two universal human values he identifies are 
converse sides of the same coin: “Freedom is the space necessary for human beings to 
develop in positive ways, and equality is the availability of that space for all.” 

As people of faith, we have committed ourselves to defending and extending 
these political values. Times like these may try our souls, but these are also times for 
which we were made. We mediate between what is past and what is possible. We try our 
best to understand the realities that are present in our lives and our world, and then we 
exercise our moral imagination to find our way to a better future. Our challenge is to not 
lose faith when progress is slow or uneven. 

As Nusseibeh reminds us, it is as individuals, as flesh-and-blood human beings 
rather than pawns of grand players, that we feel compassion or care or forgiveness 
toward others. It is as individuals that we assert our humanity and make the world 
better for ourselves and for the people around us. Remember that we are not collections 
of labels, but wonderfully magnificent individuals, each brimming with transformative 
potential, each with the power to bring about change.  

And remember that none of us is alone in this work. We belong to the great 
family of All Souls, a lineage of faith and faithfulness that extends back more than two 
hundred years and will carry us through the challenges of our day. Together, we will 
champion freedom and equality everywhere we go.  

 


