Fi ctions and Hans Vai hi nger

Pronounced As: hans fihing-r, 1852-1933, Gernman phil osopher. Educated at

Tabi ngen, Leipzig, and Berlin, he served at Strasbourg first as tutor and then
as professor of philosophy. He was one of the great Kant scholars. H's own
systemwas set forth in 1911 and was translated into English as The Phil osophy
of "As If (1924). He argued that since reality cannot be truly known, human

bei ngs construct systens of thought to satisfy their needs and then assune that
actuality agrees with their constructions; i.e., people act "as if the real were
what they assume it to be. Sensations and feelings are real, but the rest of
human know edge consists of pragmatically justified 'fictions'.

The theory involves fam liar, though not necessarily insurnountable,

difficulties. In saying that we should act as if a doctrine were "true', it
presupposes a perhaps ineffectually non-pragmatist notion of truth. (If we
explicate this occurrence of "true' in pragmatist ternms, we fall into an

infinite regress: 'W should act as if we should act as if, etc. According to
the theory, clains about the utility of holding doctrines, and i ndeed the theory
itself, will thensel ves be no nore than useful fictions.

The purpose of this article is to give sonme idea of Vaihinger's concepts.
Perhaps the foll owi ng several quotations that can be found on the internet may
hel p.

The first is froma talk by Deb \Witehouse, called "Phoeni x Ri sing"

"The German phil osopher Vai hinger had a termfor beliefs that we know are not
true but still come in handy: he called themuseful fictions. That was his great
phil osophy of AS IF: you act AS IF sonmething were true if it's beneficial to
you. Now |I'm not a phil osopher, but | keep one handy around the house to answer
guesti ons about the neaning of life (no home should be w thout one). However, it
just so happens that | heard about Vai hinger's notion of a useful fiction when
studi ed the great depth psychologist Alfred Adler. Adler was very fond of

Vai hi nger's phil osophy of as if, and he built that concept into his psychol ogy

The following quotation is fromthe article "Alfred Adler"” (1870 - 1937) by C
Ceor ge Boeree:

"Anot her major influence on [Alfred] Adler's thinking was the phil osopher Hans
Vai hi nger, who wote a book called The Phil osophy of "As If." Vaihinger believed
that ultimate truth woul d al ways be beyond us, but that, for practical purposes,
we need to create partial truths. Hs main interest was science, so he gave as
exanpl es such partial truths as protons an el ectrons, waves of light, gravity as
di stortions of space, and so on. Contrary to what many of us non-scientists tend
to assume, these are not things that anyone has seen or proven to exist: They
are useful constructs. They work for the nonent, let us do science, and
hopefully will lead to better, nore useful constructs. W use them"as if" they
were true. He called these partial truths fictions.

Vai hi nger, and Adler, pointed out that we use these fictions in day-to-day
living as well. W behave as if we knew the world would be here tonorrow, as if
we were sure what good and bad are all about, as if everything we see is as we
see it, and so on. Adler called this fictional finalism You can understand the
phrase nost easily if you think about an exanple: Many people behave as if there
were a heaven or a hell in their personal future. O course, there may be a
heaven or a hell, but nost of us don't think of this as a proven fact. That
makes it a "fiction" in Vaihinger's and Adler's sense of the word. And finalism



refers to the teleology of it: The fiction lies in the future, and yet

i nfl uences our behavi or today. Adler added that, at the center of each of our
lifestyles, there sits one of these fictions, an inportant one about who we are
and where we are going."

Fiction or guiding idea

In Adl er's approach to personality, a persistent but |argely unconscious train
of thought or principle by which a person directs, coordinates and categorizes
experiences. In the well bal anced, these guiding fictions are assunmed to
approximate reality and to be quite flexible and adaptive. In the neurotic they
are assuned to be sonewhat divorced fromreality and tend to become rigid and
non- adaptive. Note that fiction is used here as representing abstractions or
schemas, they are not necessarily 'fictitious' but tend to function "as if' they
were true. Hence many Al gerians prefer to use the phrase guiding idea, which is
| ess anbi guous.



