Independence


The description of a destination, wrote Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, cannot replace the road that leads there, meaning: to really impart knowledge, you must teach the steps necessary to find it for oneself.


J.J. Becher, a 17th century German scientist, theorized that when things burned they released a substance called Phlogiston.  He explained that when you place a glass over a candle, the reason it goes out is that the air inside is too full of Phlogiston to hold any more.  When it was discovered that heating some metals created a heavier substance than before, he explained it by saying that Phlogiston must have negative weight. The theory was a failure, but it shows the type of creative thinking that any great scientist needs. 


A young naturalist and his father once were walking in the woods.  They saw a bird, and the son asked what it was called.  "It doesn't matter," he answered.  "What would the name teach you?  Try watching the bird instead, and see what you can discover from its actions." This is the way to an independent mind: learn by doing. 


When I home-schooled, my dad often had me write and solve my own math problems so they would be meaningful to me.  We built electronic circuits in the basement, studied the life in our pond under a microscope, and learned about planets and stars with a six-foot telescope that we built. If you learn by doing, then you learn in order to do.  All the knowledge in the world is useless if it does not provide you with a course of action. 


My dad never really learned trigonometry until he took up sailing and had to know it to navigate.  To teach it to me, he took me outside and asked me how tall a tree was so we would know if it would hit the house when it fell.  We used his navigational sextant to find the angle to the top of the tree.


My love of learning comes from a love of doing and someday I plan to use everything that I learn.  This is what it means to be independent, both in thought and in action.

