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THE PHILOSOPHY OF COMMON EXPERIENCE, PART 1

Introduction

P.1) The following article is a philosophical pre-amble and introduction to this teaching assistance project. Readers may choose to skip it but I believe that rational teaching and a rational defence of the Baha'i Faith will benefit from a clear understanding of the ideas noted below. 

P.2) In seeking to teach (and defend) the Baha'i Faith, we often find ourselves engaging some version of two distinct but related philosophies which reject common experience as the basis of philosophical and religious thought. The first is often called "post-modernism" and the second is called "nominalism". 

P.3) Post-modernism is a form of extreme skepticism which has dominated academia for over two decades and has successfully made its way into much ordinary thinking and discourse about social life, science,and religion. There are few areas of study that have not been touched by post-modern philosophy.

P.4) Post-modernism must be dealt with specifically for two reasons: (a) its prevalence, not only in academia but also at the street level in such statements as, "It's all a matter of opinion anyway," or "There's no such thing as absolute truth", and (b) a misunderstanding that because of its open-mindedness and tolerance, the Baha'i Faith itself is a form of or at least, compatible with, post-modernism. 

P.5) This latter view, as even a cursory reading of the Baha'i Writings as well as the following discussion will show, is demonstrably false. The Baha'i Faith and post-modern philosophy may come to similar conclusions on certain issues but such convergences are superficial and merely coincidental because the root assumptions of these two world-views are mutually exclusive, i.e. logically incompatible. This means one cannot hold both sets of beliefs without falling into self-contradiction. 

P.6) The varieties of post-modernism all agree on 4 points. 

(1) There is no such thing as objective or absolute knowledge or truth. 

(2) All knowledge and all logical reasoning is 'constructed'(made up by people), i.e. is subjective, and expresses personal, cultural, class or gender biases. 

(3) All 'truth' statements are really disguised power claims, i.e. ways of elevating some people and subjugating others.

(4)All truth constructions are equal in value and validity.

P.7) The selling point of this philosophy is its apparent open-mindedness, tolerance and good-will especially in relationship to other cultures. In reality, it is not open-minded at all. Beneath its tolerant rhetorical smoke-screen, post-modern philosophy hides a virulent and fanatic hatred for all truth claims by any philosophy - except its own! Indeed, post-modernists often view themselves as a leaders in the struggle to undermine and overthrow established truths, forms of thought, and logic and to 'liberate' others from all truth-claims but their own. 

P.8) All forms of postmodernism are examples of a SELF-REFUTING PROPOSITION. In other words, they cannot make their basic claims without refuting or contradicting themselves in the process. The claim, "There is no absolute truth" illustrates such self-refutation. This statement is either absolutely true or it is not. If it is absolutely true, it refutes itself and if it is not then we know that there may be some absolutely true propositions - which is exactly what the original proposition sought to deny. The conclusion is inescapable: there is no logically self-consistent basis to one of the key doctrines of postmodernism. 

p.8.1) For this reason, postmedernisms implicitly exempt themselves from the rules of logic without ever providing any reason why we should accept this self-exemption. 

p.8.2.) Some postmodernists try to escape this dilemma by appealing to Bertrand Russell's theory of logical types. This theory is controversial at best and has not, for good reason, won any accepted place in the development of logic. 

p.8.3.1) Briefly put, the theory of logical types states that a universal statement such as "No proposition is absolutely true" is of a different type than a statements not referring to statements, such as "All carrots grow underground." The second statement does not refer to itself even in potential, while the first is clearly self-referring. Russell tried to exempt 'meta-statements' such as the first from having to be consistent with themselves.

p.8.3.2.) Russell adopted this strategy to solve paradox's such as the Cretan Liar paradox - "Zeno the Cretan says, "All Cretans are liars." The problem is obvious: if it's true, it isn't and if it isn't, it is! Russell thought that only by exempting Zeno's statement from the necessity for self-consistency could the paradox be resolved. This was his mistake. 

p.8.3.3) Russell overlooked two matters. First, he overlooked the fact that the Liar Paradox is not one proposition but at least two: (a) Zeno the Creten makes a statement and (b) This statement is that all Cretans are liars. Neither statement is self-contradictory nor inconsistent in itself. At most we have two different statements that contradict or negate each other which means that the Liar's Paradox is not a true paradox, i.e. a single statement or proposition that leads to self-contradictory answers. 

p.8.3.4)Second, Russell is in error when he claims that the 'set of all sets' is not a set of itself, i.e. does not need to follow the same logical rules as any other set. 

p.8.3.4.1.) The problem is that 'the set of all sets is a set of itself', i.e. it is identical with itself as a set. Being identical with itself as a set, it is a set like all others, and thus, a set of itself, i.e. a set that coincides with itself or the totality of all its members. There is no essential difference between a set that has three members and a set that includes all sets as members. Thus, there is no reason why the normal rules of self-consistency should not have to apply to Russell's so-called 'meta-set'. 

p.8.3.5) Following Russell's reasoning, postmodernism exempts itself from all the analysis to which it subjects other philosophies and world-views. In effect, this makes it what it accuses all other philosophies of being: attempts to seize power and suppress all intellectual alternatives. 

P.9) The incompatibilities between this philosophy and the Baha'i Faith are virtually self-evident. I will deal with them in the order given above.

P.10) #1) While the Baha'i Writings are aware that the discovery of absolute truths is not always easy, the Writings (a) do not deny that such truths exist and (b) do not assert that such truths cannot ever be found.

P.11) 

The Baha'i Writings recognize only two limitations of human knowledge . The first is the essential nature of God: God, in Himself is wholly unknowable to us. 

P.11.1) " CXXIV. How wondrous is the unity of the Living, the Ever-Abiding God--a unity which is exalted above all limitations, that transcendeth the comprehension of all created things! He hath, from everlasting, dwelt in His inaccessible habitation of holiness and glory, and will unto everlasting continue to be enthroned upon the heights of His independent sovereignty and grandeur. How lofty hath been His incorruptible Essence, how completely independent of the knowledge of all created things , and how immensely exalted will it remain above the praise of all the inhabitants of the heavens and the earth!" Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p.261-2; emphsis added) 

P.11.2) And, for example, 

"Exalted, immeasurably exalted, art Thou above the strivings of mortal man to unravel Thy mystery, to describe Thy glory, or even to hint at the nature of Thine Essence. For whatever such strivings may accomplish, they never can hope to transcend the limitations imposed upon Thy creatures, inasmuch as these efforts are actuated by Thy decree, and are begotten of Thine invention." (Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p.3-4)

p>11.3) And,

XIX. To every discerning and illuminated heart it is evident that God, the unknowable Essence , the Divine Being, is immensely exalted beyond every human attribute, such as corporeal existence, ascent and descent, egress and regress. Far be it from His glory that human tongue should adequately recount His praise, or that human heart comprehend His fathomless mystery. He is, and hath ever been, veiled in the ancient eternity of His Essence, and will remain in His Reality everlastingly hidden from the sight of men. "No vision taketh in Him, but He taketh in all vision; He is the Subtile, the All-Perceiving." (Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p.46-7; emphasis added) 

p.11.4) For further information about the unknowability of God check the references to "essence" in Gleanings. 

P.11.5) The second limitation on human knowledge is the innermost essence of every created thing.

"As our knowledge of things, even of created and limited things, is knowledge of their qualities and not of their essence , how is it possible to comprehend in its essence the Divine Reality, which is unlimited? For the substance of the essence of anything is not comprehended , but only its qualities. For example, the substance of the sun is unknown, but is understood by its qualities, which are heat and light. The substance of the essence of man is unknown and not evident, but by its qualities it is characterized and known. Thus everything is known by its qualities and not by its essence. Although the mind encompasses all things, and the outward beings are comprehended by it, nevertheless these beings with regard to their essence are unknown; they are only known with regard to their qualities."Compilation, Baha'i World Faith, p. 321-2; emphasis added) 

P.11.7) There is a reason for this limitation. As the Writings say, every thing in its innermost essence reflects the Names of God, and every one of God's Names is infinite.

P.11.8) " XC. Whatever is in the heavens and whatever is on the earth is a direct evidence of the revelation within it of the attributes and names of God, inasmuch as within every atom are enshrined the signs that bear eloquent testimony to the revelation of that Most Great Light. Methinks, but for the potency of that revelation, no being could ever exist. How resplendent the luminaries of knowledge that shine in an atom, and how vast the oceans of wisdom that surge within a drop! To a supreme degree is this true of man, who, among all created things, hath been invested with the robe of such gifts, and hath been singled out for the glory of such distinction. For in him are potentially revealed all the attributes and names of God to a degree that no other created being hath excelled or surpassed." (Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p.177; emphasis added) 

P.11.9) And, further in section XC of Gleanings: 

"...From that which hath been said it becometh evident that all things, in their inmost reality, testify to the revelation of the names and attributes of God within them. Each according to its capacity, indicateth, and is expressive of, the knowledge of God. So potent and universal is this revelation, that it hath encompassed all things visible and invisible."Bahá'u'lláh, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p.178)

P.11.10)Because God's Names are infinite in capacity, our knowledge cannot be anything except incomplete. However, we must not make the logical mistake of confusing 'incomplete' with 'mistaken' or even 'made up' or constructed. 

P.11.10.1) For example, if your knowledge of cars is limited to Volkswagons, your knowledge is incomplete but it is not mistaken - and it is certainly not made up or constructed. It is true - as far as it goes. The important thing is to know the limitations of one's knowledge, something which the Baha'i Writings establish very clearly. 

P.11.12) The Baha'i Writings, like some traditional Muslim philosophy, make a distinction between the "essential" and "active" attributes of all things, including God. The essential attributes cannot be known, neither with God nor anything else. In regards to God, indeed, as Abdu'l-Baha says in Some Answered Questions: "The essential names and attributes of God are identical with His essence". Like God's essence these attributes are unknowable. 

P11.13) However, the "active" attributes of God (and other things) can be known: creation reflects or exhibits signs of God's active attributes, that is, the attributes emanated into the world. As Baha'u'llah says: "Whatever is in the heavens and whatever is on earth is a direct evidence of the revelation within it the attributes and names of God, inasmuch as within every atom are enshrined the signs that bear eolquent testimony to the revelation of that Most Great Light." (Baha'i World Faith, p.116) 

P.11.14) Abdu'l-Baha also tells us: "We know Him by His attributes. We know Him b His signs. We know Him by his names." (Promulgation of Universal Peace, p.422)

P.11.15) Finally, Abdu'l-Baha writes that man can know God "by his reasoning power, by observation, by his intuitive faculties and the revealing power of his faith ... [and can become] certain that ... conclusive spiritual proofs assert the existence of that unseen reality." (Tablet to Dr. Forel, Baha'i World, XV,p.40)

P.11.5) In other words, contrary to the claims of some philosophers and even some Baha's, God can be partially known through His active attributes though this is not knowledge of God's essence. 

P.12)It is important to be clear about what the Baha'i Writings do NOT say . They do not prohibit us from knowing with absolute certainty about anything God has chosen to reveal to the extent God chooses to reveal it through His Manifestations or through His creation. As said before, partial knowledge is not necessarily incorrect knowledge: for example, knowing about plane geometry (geometry on flat surfaces) is only a part of geometry (we can have geometry on spheres too) but that does not make our knowledge of plane geometry false even if it is incomplete.

P.13) The fact that God reveals truths in and through creation is the metaphysical foundation of science, i.e. the discovery of the truths God chooses to reveal about Himself in creation. If certain and absolute knowledge were not possible, science could not exist since it would lose its very reason for being which is the discovery of truth - not constructing it or making it up: 

P.13.1) " The outcome of this intellectual endowment is science, which is especially characteristic of man. This scientific power investigates and apprehends created objects and the laws surrounding them. It is the discoverer of the hidden and mysterious secrets of the material universe and is peculiar to man alone. The most noble and praiseworthy accomplishment of man, therefore, is scientific knowledge and attainment. 

Science may be likened to a mirror wherein the images of the mysteries of outer phenomena are reflected."` (Abdu'l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 28)

P.13.1.1) A statement such as this would make no sense if truth was only 'constructed' and/or if there were no real, absolute truths to be discovered. A mirror, after all, reflects what is there and does not invent its images. It may affect their appearance, but it still does nothing but reflect what is externally given to it by "outer phenomena" (ibid.)

P.13.2) If genuine truths did not exist, then there would not be much senses in Baha'u'llah and Abdu'l-Baha telling us that religion, science and reason must harmonize. 

"The third teaching or principle of Bahá'u'lláh is that religion and science are in complete agreement. Every religion which is not in accordance with established science is superstition. Religion must be reasonable. If it does not square with reason, it is superstition and without foundation. It is like a mirage, which deceives man by leading him to think it is a body of water. God has endowed man with reason that he may perceive what is true." (Abdu'l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p.63; emphasis added)

P.13.2.1) Here we see Abdul-Baha endorsing the notion that we "perceive " (ibid.) truths and do not invent or construct them as post-modernist philosophies maintain.

P.13.3) We also see his endorsement of "reason" or rationality, which is based on the principle of non-contradiction, i.e. the notion that our thoughts must not logically contradict themselves. This principle is denied by most if not all varieties of post-modern philosophy as "phallo-centric" (masculinist) or "Eurocentric" thinking that must be overthrown. To post-modernists, all thinking is mere self-expression. 

P.14)The importance of rationality in the Baha'i Writings can be seen in the identification of the the rational soul with being human:" the rational soul, meaning the human spirit," (`Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p.239) says Abdu'l-Baha and elsewhere he writes:

"This human rational soul is God's creation; it encompasses and excels other creatures; as it is more noble and distinguished, it encompasses things. T he power of the rational soul can discover the realities of things , comprehend the peculiarities of beings, and penetrate the mysteries of existence. All sciences, knowledge, arts, wonders, institutions, discoveries and enterprises come from the exercised intelligence of the rational soul. " (`Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p. 217) P.15) In contradiction to post-modern philosophies, the Baha'i Writings make numerous absolute truth claims about a wide variety of subjects on such topics as: 

(a)the existence of God,

(b)existence of the soul, 

(c)the immortality of the soul 

(d)the reality of essences (as already seen in Section 11 above()

(e) the distinction between essence and attribute (See Section 11 above)

(f)the existence of Manifestations 

(g)the world's current historical situation and the need for world unity. 

(h)the need for econconomic and "industrial justice" (Bahai World Faith, 280)

P.15.1)Nowhere do the Writings suggest that these are merely 'opinions' or 'fictions'. These Teachings are presented as rationally demonstrable facts about which we can discover the truth by reasoning carefully and correctly. This means that the denial of God, for example, is a logical absurdity (because it leads to self-contradictions) as well as scientifically demonstrable impossibility. 

P.1.5.2) These truths are intended to be taken as - absolute Truths, as "fundamental verities". Those who reject these truths are (a)logically and/or scientifically in error or (b)existentially in denial. In the case of the latter, they have simply chosen to ignore the consequences demanded by reason and/or faith.

P.16) Living in denial is an existential choice to which all are personally entitled. However, the fact that a decision is a personal existential choice does not (a) make reasoning correct or (b) necessarily lead to equally valid conclusions. For example: you may choose to believe that potassium chloride is not really a poison as the 'fictions' of chemistry seem to suggest. Unfortunately, regardless of your belief, an injection of the stuff will kill you every time - which is why it is used in executions.

P.17) Naturally, there may be a variety of physical or even 'thought-control' methods of counter-acting the poisonous effect of potassium chloride but, before you can counteract it, you must first recognize it as being a poison. This recognition is your inevitable confession to the truth of common experience.

P.18) The logical and practical necessity of recognizing that at least some experiences are common (universal) and at least some truths are absolute (though they can be circumvented) simply destroys the post-modern belief that all knowledge is personally and culturally 'constructed', and, therefore, 'fictional'. This may be true of some knowledge but it is clearly not true of all knowledge. Fire is hot no matter who, where or when you are. 

P.18.1) In logical terms, an analysis of most if not all post-modern philosophy shows a pervasive confusion or willful neglect of the distinctions between 'some' and all'. Because 'some' dogs bite does not mean all do. Because 'some' information is constructed does not mean all information is. 

P.18.2) Another way of putting this is to say that post-modernists want to show that the exception is the rule. This is part of their ideological program to overthrow 'privileged' thought, view-points, institutions, customs etc. 

P.19) Post-modernism to the contrary, reality is not infinitely malleable nor is it necessarily subject to our desires (i.e. it is not subject to the pleasure principle). In short, reality has parameters within which we may operate to manipulate reality to our needs and desires, but these parameters also impose unavoidable limitations. 

P.20) Another way of saying this is: reality has form : our environment is not a shapeless mass. Form depends on limitation and limitation implies limitation and exclusion .

P.20.1) Every form embraces some possibilities and rejects others. This form is a reflection of what a thing is, its essence . Because of its form, a cup can only do certain things - it will never be a radio, no matter what viewpoint you take. 

P.21) Reality may, of course, have many as-yet undiscovered facets, but because it has form, it also has unity . A disunified 'form'is really a chaotic mess like a pile of sand. Because reality has form and unity, we can safely predict that all of its many facets are, ultimately, harmonious and can be rationally reconciled with one another. In other worsds, the universe is one, i.e. a uni-verse - in which all parts work together as a whole This idea is illustrated in the following quotation:

"For all beings are connected together like a chain , and reciprocal help, assistance, and influence belonging to the properties of things, are the causes of the existence, development, and growth of created beings. It is confirmed through evidences and proofs that every being universally acts upon other beings, either absolutely or through association." Compilation, Baha'i World Faith, p.302;emphasis added) 

P.21.1)This means that ultimately, below superficial appearances, reality is non-self-contradictory , i.e. is not split into mutually exclusive and negating parts. Underneath all apparent irreconcilable differences, there exists a viewpoint or level or strata that allows the rational reconciliation of opposites. 

P.22) Science struggles toward such a TOE (Theory of Everything); if it didn't believe in a basic unity, there could be no such theory) 

P.23) #3) There is nothing in the Baha'i Writings to support the notion that all truth statements are merely power claims, i.e. ruses to elevate some people over others. Again: this may be true of some truth statements but it cannot be true of all. Fire is hot regardless of who says it or why. A torturer may say this in order to threaten; a parent to warn and a scientist as an informative statement. 

P.24)Abdu'l-Baha flatly denies the post-modernist view that there is no such thing as objective truth or error when he writes that the seeker: 

"must be like the butterfly who is the lover of the light from whatever lamp it may shine, and like the nightingale who is the lover of the rose in whatever garden it may grow." (`Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p. 77)

P.24.1) And also in the following: 

"If we are lovers of the light, we adore it in whatever lamp it may become manifest, but if we love the lamp itself and the light is transferred to another lamp, we will neither accept nor sanction it." (`Abdu'l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p.152) 

P.24.2) In both these quotes, images are used to illustrate the vital difference between truth/light and error/darkness or, in the second between truth/light and error/the lamp. In fact, the whole point of the second image is to demonstrate that those who love the lamp instead of the light have fallen into error.

P.24.3) There is no indication here or anywhere else in the Baha'i Writings that the truth claims of science or the Faith are merely ruses for gaining and keeping power over others. 

P.25) Post-modernists also tend to forget that there is a difference between (a) the way a thing is used, its application and (b) what it is, its essence. In their view, the fact that a truth is being used to oppress people makes the truth itself oppressive! Real life shows how ludicrous this is: the truths of engineering science are not untrue because the Nazis and Communists used them to build death-camps.

P.25.1)Indeed, post-modern thinkers regularly conflate what a thing is, i.e. essence with (1)how it is being used; (2) the effects of such use and (3) its natural function. This often leads to the kind of absurd conclusions so prevalent in post-modern 'theorizing': a tree is a gallows because it is being used as a gallows! If a book is being used as a door-stop ... 

P.26)Only of God may it be said all truth statements are power claims since God created the universe as it is and therefore has the power to create it in any way He desires without opposition. However, the Writings make it clear that human beings and God are different in (a) essence and, therefore, in natural function and (b) existence, i.e. God is a different sort of 'thing' than humans are and so, acts differently and also exists differently, beyond time for example. 

P.27) Negating the essential distinction between God and humanity is an example of philosphical politics at work, i.e. really a disguised attempt to elevate people to the status of God and able, thereby, to decide the nature of reality for themselves. 

P.28) Seen in this way, post-modernism functions as a form of atheism, or at least, anti-deism. In the Baha'i Writings, such efforts are described as wanting to "join partners with" God, i.e. to make oneself a co-creator(!). The Writings view this as a symptom of deep spiritual malaise, corruption and hubris, an overweening pride . 

P.29) It is not surprising that such a philosophy should become popular in advanced consumer and market societies in which "the customer is king" and can impose any desires s/he wishes upon the market. Neither is there any surprise that such a philosophy is popular in societies where people have highly developed not to say inflated notions of their 'rights' - including the 'right' to make reality any way they like! 

P.30) #4) The post-modern notion that all constructs are equally valid is also patently absurd, i.e. contradicted by common human experience as well as implicitly denied by the Baha'i Writings which constantly refer to common experience to support various teachings.

P.31) For example: as an explanation for the biological action of penicillin, statements about spirits or 'gods' are useless and/or dangerous nonsense. They may be emotionally satisfying but as a basis for scientifically testing the stuff, such statements are invalid. 

P.32) The two explanations given here are valid for different purposes. If emotional satisfaction is the goal, the angelic explanation is acceptable and the scientific one may be a complete failure. In other words, all explanations are not valid for all purposes but only for some . (As already noted, post-modern thinkers tend to have serious problems with the all/some distinction.)This is rather obvious and post-modernism was not required to point it out. 

P.34) 

However, post-modernism does not want to serve up the obvious: that some explanations are true and effective for some purposes but not for others. Rather, it wants to say that all statements and truth claims are universally equal in value and explanatory power and that any preferences among them are merely biases - driven by a desire to dominate others.

P.35) If it retreats from this claim, it will have lost one of its major pillars. Retreating from this claim means admitting that certain truths exist and can be known in regard to certain purposes. Such an admission destroys the whole post-modern project of leveling all truth claims to the status of politically motivated fictions (except, of course, its own!) 

*ROOM HAS BEEN LEFT HERE FOR ADDITIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE FUTURE*

P.38) There are at least 6 simple but far-reaching and fatal flaws with post-modern philosophy.

P.39) Flaw # 1: Post-modernism is logically self-refuting. The statement that there is no such thing as an objective and absolute truth is itself an absolute statement. Since no such statements can be true, neither can this one.

P.40) In fact, given its view that all truth statements are equally valid 'viewpoints' and politically motivated 'fictions'. post-modernist philosophy is logically incapable of making any definitive statements about anything - even its own view that all truth statements are disguised power plays! 

P.41) 

Some post-modernists try to avoid this problem by claiming that post-modernism is not subject to or 'above' western logic which is only a particular kind of logic developed in the (patriarchchal) west. This attempt is easily refuted. 

P.42) 

All systems of logic are based on certain fundamental premises such as the law non-contradiction which basically says you must not contradict yourself. Therefore, if a new logical system that allows blatant self-contradiction is being used, this system must have its own premises. What are these premises? How are they justified or proven? No post-modernist thinker has even tried to meet this challenge. 

P.43) 

Post-modernists try to escape this dilemma by engaging in discourse about 'meta-languages' that are not subject to the rules of ordinary language and logic. This fails to alleviate the flaw: If no truth statements are absolutely true, then no statements about meta-languages are true either. In a nutshell, post-modernism simply goes in circles!

P.44) Flaw # 2: Post-modernism is unverifiable. Verifying any statement requires objective and absolutely true data by which to test any claim. Since post-modernism denies such data exists, neither its own nor its opponents' claims can be verified or falsified. By its own standards, post-modernism itself can make no truth claims about anything - including the statement that "There is a barberpole sticking out of the North Pole when no one is looking!"

P.45) Flaw # 3:Post-modernism is useless as a philosophy and or world-view. Since it cannot provide genuine knowledge and understanding, but only an endless series of viewpoints each as valid as any other, post-modernism is either (a) a sentiment, i.e. an out-of-control effort to be open-minded and sensitive to diversity or (b) a literary expression of a particular sensibility (as which it is as valid as any other expression of sensibility) or it is (c) no more than pseudo-philosophical entertainment. As a way of finding truth, there is nothing to be gained from it, nor anything to be lost by ignoring it . 

P.46) Flaw # 4: Post-modernism is unliveable and contradicted by daily common experience. If you take post-modernism seriously, you will not need to look both ways before crossing a busy highway, nor consult a doctor about breathing problems nor admit to any difference between an ice-cream cone and a .357! All such 'information' is simply a particular viewpoint no more or less vlaid than any other. No viewpoint is privileged. Common experience teaches us that the muzzle of a .357 has an extremely privileged viewpoint when pointed at your head!

P.47) 

All common daily activities - regardless of which culture, place or time they occur - implicitly assume that, no matter what you believe or prefer, heavy and rapidly moving objects like semi-trucks can kill us if we get hit; that doctors -or shamans - but, in any case, some people have more objectively true medical knowledge than drunks in dumpsters; and that there are objective differences between a .357 or a spear at your throat and an ice-cream cone. 

P.48) The mere fact that humans have survived 4 million years of evolution on the basis of a philosophy of common experience provides the clearest proof of its validity. Our ancestors who ignored these facts (or insisted on their consumer and /or political rights) died and, generally speaking, removed their defective genes for the perception and evaluating of reality from the human gene pool.

P.49) Flaw # 5: Common experience proves that post-modernism is demonstrably untrue. 317 is a prime number (divisible only by itself or 1) regardless of which mathematical notion system you wish to use. 3 is the cube-root of 27. My house is located in Prince George, British Columbia, Canada. My oldest child was born before my youngest child and is physically male while the youngest is physically female. If you were born in 1930, you are older than I am. These facts may be simple and seemingly trivial but they provide empirical, common experience proof that suffices to demolish the post-modernist claim that no absolute truths exist and that no viewpoint is 'privileged'. 

P.50) Flaw # 6: By its own standards, post-modernism is not a philosophy trying to discover the truth (How could it be?) but rather a political ideology struggling for power. If, as post-modernism claims, all truth statements are really disguised power claims elevating some and subjugating others, which group is being empowered by post-modernism's claims? P.51) 

The most likely answer seems to be under-employed and bored academics who have nothing original to say but must at least appear profound in their next publication - or lose in the academic 'publish-or-perish sweepstakes'. They also want us (the subjugated) to continue paying the taxes to keep them (the elevated) in the manner to which they are accustomed! 

P.52) OBJECTION : The common experience philosophy on which the Baha'i Writings base themselves are examples of essentialism which is (a) untrue and (b) oppressive.

EXPLANATION 

P.53) 'Essentialism' is the name currently given to any philosophy which asserts that everything has an essence. 

P.54) An essence is defined as those necessary (essential) qualities a thing must have in order to be the kind of thing it is. For example: to be a domestic cat, a thing needs four feet, a particular configuration of head, jaw and teeth, a certain number of vertebrae and a certain kind of DNA. Any thing which lacks these essential attributes or essential qualities is not a domestic cat. 

P.55) In addition to essential qualities, things also have accidental attributes. For example: Inky is missing part of a canine tooth and has slits in her ears. These accidents are her particular variations of the essential qualities of cathood. 

P.56) OBJECTION 1(a) states that essentialism is untrue: there are no essential attributes. All we do is select certain qualities and assert they are necessary. We could just as well select another combination of attributes and invent 'new kinds' of creatures or things - such as the 'slit-eared kind' which may include slit-eared 'dogs', 'cats' and 'mice'. 

P.57) ANSWERS TO OBJECTION 1(a): There are 2 problems with this attack. 

P.58) * Problem 1: Confusing the natural with the man-made. P.59) 

While it is perfectly possible for humans to invent any number and variety of 'new kinds' or groupings of things, we observe that in nature things tend to sort themselves or fall into certain kinds (groups) on the basis of certain unvarying behaviors or attributes: cats; apple trees; diamonds; water. 

P.60) Cats and dogs cannot produce offspring, nor can cats and diamonds or apple-trees. This fact - proven by common experience - shows that each of these things has essential attributes which fundamentally distinguish it from other kinds of things. There is no human invention involved: this is an observation of what actually happens in nature and no amount of clever arguing can undo this fact. I challenge those who disagree to try to breed a cat with an apple-tree! Doing this successfully would be a conclusive and practical demonstration that essences are merely human inventions. 

P.61) In nature, we do not see animals grouping themselves into the 'slit- eared' kind, for example. This is because being 'slit-eared' as a result of fights is an acquired accidental attribute and not an essential attribute. To base a concept of essence on accidental attributes is a logical category mistake: essential and accidental traits - like granite and sheep - are different kinds of things.

p.62) In thinking correctly about essences, we must be careful not make this mistake - something easier said than done in some cases. However, the fact that an endeavor is not always easy does not make it incorrect: brain surgery isn't easy either, yet sometimes it is the correct action to take. 'Ease' belongs to the category of 'manner' while 'correctness' belongs to the category of 'appropriateness' (to external or internal situations.) 

p.63) Finally, the fact remains that regardless of occasional difficulties in defining essences precisely our (problem and not nature's), nature itself makes use of it, i.e. things behave as if this concept were a law. Water and fire will not mix; cats will not mate with apple-trees; and when we put non-split-eared and slit-eared cats, mice and dogs together, they do not group themselves on the basis of their ears! 

p.64) In short, practical common experience shows that even animals recognize essential qualities and distinguish them from accidental qualities! They know having the essential attributes of a cat are more important than the accidental attributes of being split-eared. 

p.65) While essences undoubtedly exist in nature, it is possible for humans and even animals on occasion to make mistakes in (a) distinguishing between essential and accidental attributes and (b) reasoning about essences. However, such errors in reasoning do not disprove the reality of essences just as errors in arithmetic do not prove disprove the validity of arithmetical concepts and operations. 

P.66) * Problem 2: self-refutation 

The fact that anti-essentialists can recognize an 'essentialist argument' means that they know the essential attributes needed for a view to be called 'essentialist'! They can, for example, distinguish between a discussion about essentialism and one about epiphenomenalism.

P.67) Since they make this distinction, it means the anti-essentialist recognizes and admits that the view known as essentialism has to have certain essential attributes! In short, the anti-essentialist has refuted his or her own position. 

P.68) This same self-refutation applies to everything else, for example, apple-trees. The simple assertion that "Apple-trees have no real essence" already assumes that the speaker can recognize a particular kind of thing called 'apple-tree' on the basis of its essential attributes - which s/he then denies!

P.69) Anti-essentialists try to avoid this trap by saying that they are simply recognizing and using a certain 'convention' of speech. This tactic is useless because to recognize and consciously use a certain kind of thing called a 'convention', means recognizing and consciously using the essential attributes of a particular kind of convention in speaking. (There are others, such as similes, metaphors, symbols, personifications etc.). 

P.70) No matter how they turn, anti-essentialists are trapped in an infinite regress of self-refutations. This is a sure sign that their view is mistaken because it means they are arguing in circles.

P.71) ANSWERS TO OBJECTION 1(b) which states that the concept of essences, i.e. essentialism, is oppressive because it can be and often is used to define people, i.e. make them into objects of your action, instead of letting them define themselves, i.e. be subjects in control of their own lives. It leads to attempts to force people into certain molds against their wishes or personal natures. In short, essentialism is 'violent', 'totalitarian', 'fascist'. (Such language is often used by post-modern apologists.)There are 4 problems with this view.

P.72) PROBLEM WITH OBJECTION 1(b):Self-refutation 

A thing can only be oppressed by preventing it from doing something which is natural for it to do. If certain kinds of acts are natural for a thing, it must have a nature, that is, an essence! The whole concept of oppression presupposes and implicitly assumes the concept of essence.

P.73) * PROBLEM WITH OBJECTION 1 (b): a false premise : 

The view that essentialism is necessarily oppressive assumes that the notion of an essence is wholly man-made and not natural, i.e. does not reflect what actually happens in nature. However, as the previous section shows, such essential categories as 'cat', 'dog' and 'mouse', water, are quite natural and not man-made. 

P.74) * PROBLEM WITH OBJECTION 1 (b): Misapplying the category of prescriptions (morals) 

If the concept of essence is 'oppressive', then the blame for such 'oppression' must fall on nature for functioning as it does. P.75) However, blaming nature would be misapplying the category of morals to nature. 'Oppression' is a moral term; it belongs to the category of morality in which the distinction between 'should' (prescription) and 'did' (description) plays an essential role, as does the notion of free will.

P.76) Nature, however, is a-moral: moral considerations do not apply to nature. It is, for example, silly to say that nature 'should' suspend the law of gravity because an innocent baby is going to crawl over a cliff or that earth-quakes are 'evil' in the same way that humans may be evil.

P.77) * PROBLEM WITH OBJECTION 1(b): Neglecting the distinction between cognitive/intellectual acts and social acts. 

P.78) 

Recognizing that nature functions as if essences exist cannot be 'oppression'. Observation and recognition are cognitive, intellectual acts whose effects (efficacy) remain within the person who is observing. You do not affect a flower by observing (making a note of, recognizing) its rich yellow tones. 

P.79) Oppression, on the other hand, is a social act that effects the thing being oppressed. Because it is a social act, oppression has effects (efficacy) that extend beyond the person committing the act. Picking the flower is a social act because it affects the flower.

P.80) NOMINALISTS (and POST-MODERNISTS) often confuse cognitive/intellectual acts with social/voluntary acts (acts of will). They confuse looking with touching. P.81) 

This simple confusion is the basis of many post-modern mystifications about, for example, "the gaze", the supposedly oppressive way in which people - and men especially - look at things in order to exert power and 'subjugate' them. Common experience, however, teaches us that looking and touching are two different kinds of acts and should not be confused. 

P.81) Some writers will point out that looking at people in certain ways can be a form of acting upon them. This is true, but we must beware of 3 errors: 

P.82) 

LOOKING/TOUCHING ERROR 1: Neglecting differences in purpose or goal (object): 

P.83) We must not confuse looking at people with certain intentions in mind with observing their qualities in a detached manner. A detached, scientific observation of a bird is not the same kind of thing as the 'predatory' gaze of my cat stalking a bird. The two ways of looking have completely different purposes. The scientific look has an intellectual or cognitive purpose; its goal (object) is knowledge and understanding. The predatory look has an appetitive purpose; its object or goal is to satisfy and appetite or desire. 

P.84) 

LOOKING/TOUCHING ERROR 2: Neglecting the distinction between act and manner.

P.85) Any action has two aspects: the action itself and the manner in which the action is done. An observation is an action. In the ideal observation, the thing being observed is unaware of being observed. Scientific observations meet this criteria: rocks, flowers, atoms are not aware of being observed, because as Baha'u'llah tells us, nature is not conscious. * In itself, observing is not a social act. 

P.86) If the observer makes a big show of observing, we have a social act. However, the social aspect is in the manner in which the observation is being carried out, not in the observation itself which is a purely cognitive act. It is the 'performance' attached to the observation that makes it a social act. It is my cat's manner of observing a bird that makes her observation in a social - in this case, predatory - act. 

P.87) * SPECIAL NOTE: The distinction of act and manner also applies at the sub-atomic level where, according to some intepretations, observations supposedly affect what is being observed. This is, of course, sheer nonsense. What affects the particles being observed is our manner of observing them, the interference caused by our measuring devices. Indeed, it may not be possible to observe them without such interference, but this tells us something only about our own limitations as observers of events at the sun-atomic level. It does not somehow 'prove' that all observations are social acts. 

P.88) * LOOKING/TOUCHING ERROR 3: Confusing some with all 

P.89) 

Because some ways of looking may be forms of acting on things, does not mean that all ways of looking are actions on them. 

P.90) Therefore, the mere fact of recognizing that nature operates as if essences are real is not an oppressive fact. It may be ,i>used to oppress but does not make the concept of essence itself oppressive. 

P.91) 

CONCLUSION 

The post-modern and nominalist attacks on the philosophy of common experience are easily refuted by applying the rules of common sense reasoning (a thing is what it is and don't contradict yourself!) to the material presented to us by nature as we go about our daily business. 

P.92) We must, of course, think clearly and precisely but no special knowledge or training is needed to reason our way to an accurate picture of the world as it actually exists and to live successfully - as the human race has done for about 4 million years. 

THEREFORE:

P.93) (1) the Baha'i Writings are safe from any post-modern and nominalist attacks - all of which are based on elementary mistakes in reasoning and involve their proponents in self-refutations. 

P.94) (2) Non-Baha'is as well as Baha'is can have complete and perfect trust in the common sense reasoning used in the Baha'i Writings. 

P.95) (3) Baha'u'llah's injunction to think for ourselves in order to see the truth and validity of His statements can be carried out by any ordinary person using his or her daily experience regardless of where or when they live. 

P.96) (4) The fact that no special training and knowledge are necessary to understand the Baha'i Writings makes the Baha'i Faith safe from the power of 'theologians', those who claim that special knowledge and training are necessary to understand certain religious truths.

P.97) 

In Christian terms, this gives the Baha'i Faith a somewhat 'Protestant' character. 

P.98) 5) The fact that no special knowledge or training is needed to see the truths revealed by Baha'u'llah, guarantees that anyone who reasons honestly and carefully on the basis of common experience will reach true understanding.

P.99) 6) Because they are based on common experience, the Baha'i Writings are free from 'ideology', i.e. interpretations based on special knowledge and training. The Writings keep us within the boundaries of plain common sense. <
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