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The Philosophy of Common Experience, Part 2
PART I: THE THEORY 

(1) A study of and reflection on the Baha'i Writings clearly demonstrate the Baha'i belief that certain common experiences underly the diversity found among humans . Indeed, without belief in such an underlying substrate or common ground, the Teachings about the essential one-ness of humanity and future world unification would be pointless . One can neither unify nor bring into harmony things or beings which have nothing in common. In other words, the unification of mankind - which is the outward and practical expression of the truth that humanity is essentially one - is possible only because there are common elements upon which we can build together. 

(2) This leads us to at least two questions: (1) 'What are those common elements? and (2) How and where do we find them?'

(2.1)The second is easier to answer than the first: you find the elements of common experience in your simplest everyday experiences. Indeed, the simplicity of these experiences makes them difficult for some people to fathom: picking up and observing a stone; dropping it into water; throwing it; comparing a stone to a cat (or some other creature), a cat to a plant; comparing a cat to a human; lighting a fire. Precisely because things of this kind are so simple, they are also universal . Nothing here is culture specific. 

(2.1) In other words, such common ground (a) cannot be built on any specialized knowledge and (b)cannot depend on any special experience as we find, for example, in scientific experiments or living in a particular culture. This common ground must be accessible to all .

(2.2) We must not, of course, confuse special experience or knowledge and formal education with careful and precise thinking. The philosophy of common experience is based on the clear and precise thinking found in natural reasoning but not on special experience or knowledge. ( 2.3) While various logical systems exist, and terminology changes, the results of correct reasoning will always be identical. For example, if you have 5 objects, you will have 5 objects regardless of whether you count them in a system based on 3, or 5 or 10 or 12.

(2.4) In short, to understand the kind of reasoning exhibited in the Baha’i Writings, one needs no more than ordinary, or common human experience while engaged in ordinary activities. From a Baha'i point of view, this makes sense because (a) Baha'u'llah insists that people think and reason for themselves and (b) He tells us that anyone - regardless of formal education can fulfill this injunction at least enough to verify the fundamental verities of the Baha'i Faith.

(2.5) If no special education is required to discover the fundamental verities of the Baha'i faith, then, from a Baha'i pint of view at least, it follows that all human beings must be reasoning from (a) a common capacity to reason;(b) from a common ground of knowledge and experience and (c) by means of certain universal laws of reasoning that can be learned without special education or experience, i.e. natural reasoning. People learn natural reasoning simply by going about their daily business. These basic experiences are not affected by any social or cultural factors. They are valid for all human beings at all times and places.

3) The philosophy of common experience is a realist philosophy which accepts the notion that there is an independent reality outside of human beings. While this reality may be changed by human action, it does not depend on human beings to exist or be what it is. Ice is colder than liquid water and dropping large rocks on you foot hurts and can injure. 

(3.1) As a result of long practical experience, human beings discovered that the world worked according to certain rules (regularities, if you prefer)and that if these rules were violated, problems arose. Natural reasoning taught them that (a) Two objects cannot occupy the same space at the same time; (b) A thing cannot be at two places at the same time;(c) certain actions cause other things to happen. Hold a cat under water long enough and it will drown and (d) a thing was what it was, although you could use it for something else. (A stick is a stick - but it can be used as a whip.) 

(3.2) Later, as people began to discuss these things, it became clear, at a more abstract level that (f) a statement cannot be true and untrue at the same time in the same way at the same time and (f)that thing is what it is.

(3.3)A more detailed example: fire is hot and burns flesh regardless of where you live and what you believe. Your culture may have such practices as fire-walking which seem to deny the notion of common experience but this is not so because before you could fire-walk you first had to learn techniques to overcome the heat of the fire! Before you can develop fire walking techniques, you must first recognize that fire is hot and burns flesh - which is the normal and universal common experience. 

Different cultures will interpret these experiences differently, but they will all refer to the same set of experiences.

It is necessary to distinguish between (a) the experience and (b) the interpretation of the experience.

EXAMPLE: Rubbing two sticks together in a certain way can be used to cause fire. One culture interprets this as the action of gods or spirits, another sees it as the cooperation of two principles and a third develops quantified (mathematical) statements about friction. What remains constant is the experience that rubbing two sticks in a certain way causes fire. 

Certain philosophers or traditions may choose to interpret these common experiences away by saying that they are illusions or hallucinations. However, the fact remains, that even these traditions must firststart with the common experiences and then explain/interpret them away. These philosophies are not exempt from the necessity to start with common experience.

It will also be noted that even in these traditions, individuals naturally act as if the common experiences were real. They accept causality by not stepping in front of busses and weigh their purchases of food. Only on later reflection do they adopt a different interpretation of these acts.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF COMMON EXPERIENCE REPRESENTS THE NATURAL PHILOSOPHIC STANCE OF HUMANKIND.

PART II: THE PRACTICE 

1) The philosophy of common experience begins by describing ordinary things, for example, a cat, a spoon, a rock. In describing my cat, Inky, I soon find that my descriptions fall into certain groupings (which Aristotle calls "categories"). 

Inky is black with white spots, is curled up on the couch and warming it, looks somewhat like a tiger, and weighs about six pounds.

Anything I can say about Inky can be put into one of 11 categories. Each of these categories are universal, i.e. it is not dependent on culture, time or place or any other condition of man. Each category is what cultures explain in their various ways. 

2) THE ELEVEN CATEGORIES (adapted from Aristotle) :

2.1) SUBSTANCE: 

Substance refers to what a thing is made of. . At the most basic level, Inky is made of water and various minerals.

The concept of substance is necessary for three reasons.

One: 'substance' is necessary as a carrier of qualities. Since qualities do not exist by themselves, they must be qualities of something, whatever that something is. Redness, or bigness or happiness do not just exist by themselves.

Two: 'substance' is necessary to explain change or action. Changes occur in something; they do not just exist by themselves not do acts which require actors which in turn are things with certain qualities which must be found in a substance. 

Three: 'substance' is necessary to explain relationships. Relationships occur between or among things, whether those things are ideas, physical entities, emotions, people or processes.

Various philosophers and philosophies have tried to get rid of the notion of 'substance' but careful analysis of these works reveal that they inevitably re-import it surreptitiously under some other name. Moreover, in the practice of daily life, all people, including the detractors of the concept of substance, behave as if substance is quite real. 

A cursory examination of the Baha'i Writings makes it clear that Baha'u'llah and Abdu'l-Baha accept the concept of substance as an established fact. 

2.2) CONSTITUTION 

Constitution refers to whether a thing is simple or complex: Does it have parts or not.

Constitution also asks about how a thing is put together. This helps to answer questions about form. .Inky is put together in a certain way that identifies her as a female domestic cat.

Two supplementary questions can grow out of this: (1) Does it have vector, i.e. preferred direction, i.e. is there a head-tail axis?

(2) Does it have symmetry? Inky, like almost all biological organisms, is roughly symmetrical along the head-tail axis. Cut her in half (never!) and you will get two halves that are mirror images of each other. 

If it has parts, are these parts related (a) mechanically i.e. only by external interaction? (b) organically by external and/or internal interaction? Inky’s skeletal structure is mechanically related but her organs are organically related. 

If it has parts are they related (a) directly or indirectly by means of another part? Some of Inky’s skeletal parts are directly related, others indirectly. The same is true of her organic parts. 

2.3) QUALITY or ATTRIBUTES:

What qualities must a thing have to be the kind of thing it is? What are the essential qualities or attributes that make it idenitifiable as "that kind" of thing?

For example, Inky’s DNA identifies her as a member of the cat family and as a female domestic cat.

These qualities are necessary or essential for Inky to be what she is. If she lacked them, we would not be able to identify her as a female domestic cat.

What qualities does it have that make it a particular example of that kind of thing? Inky’s one canine tooth is partly broken off. 

This quality is accidental. Inky needs it to be ‘Inky’ but not to be a female domestic cat.

2.4) SPACE: 

Where is it in relationship to its whole environment? Inky is sleeping on the couch in my living room at my house in Prince George, B.C., Canada, North America, world, Milky Way etc. 

Where is it in relationship to particular parts of the whole environment? Inky is onthe couch, but under the ceiling and beside the magazine I left on the couch.

What is the distance from other things in its environment? Inky is about 5 meters from the front door but contiguous with the couch.

Is it moving through space, i.e changing location? Inky is not moving in relationship to the couch, but, as part of the earth, is most definitely moving around the sun. 

What is its spatial attitude towards the things of its environment? Inky, for example, is facing a copy of the Greatest Name on the living room wall. 

Is it changing its attitude to other things in space? Later Inky will shift her tail to face the Greatest Name. 

What is the thing’s posture, i.e. its spatial relationship to itself? Inky is curled up with her tail next to her nose. The couch is standing on 4 short legs and stretched out to its full length.

2.5) TIME: 

When does an event take place or when do we find a thing at a certain place? Inky tends to sleep on the couch around noon. 

2.6)CAUSALITY: 

The first question about causality refers to action. What is it acting on and what effects is it causing? Inky, for example, is acting on the couch and warming the cushion beneath her.

The second question is about effect. What is acting on it and what is the effect on it? Inky is being acted on by sunlight from the window and is being warmed by it. 

What kind of causal relationships is it involved in? Causal relationships have 4 aspects. 

(a) What is the material cause? The material cause of a watch is the substance from which it is made. The material cause of the warm couch is Inky's metabolism. Inky could be the material cause of a dog’s lunchtime satisfaction.(I hope not!)

(b) What is the efficient cause, i.e. the immediate action which leads to an event? The efficient cause of a watch is the watchmaker or the machine that makes watches. The efficient cause of the warm couch is the fact of heat transfer through solid objects. Inky's claws and teeth are often the efficient cause of a bird's death. 

(c)What is the formal cause, i.e. the plan or rules that will make a thing or event what it is? The formal cause of a watch is the design and plan of the watch. The formal cause of the warm couch are the laws of heat transfer, which in Inky's case, are invoked accidently rather than intentionally. The formal cause of the birds death is Inky's plan to lie in wait among some flowers to pounce on them. 

(d) What is the final cause, i.e. the purpose or end for which something exists? The final cause of the watch is the need or desire to tell time. The final cause of the warm couch is Inky's desire to sleep on a soft spot. The final cause of the bird's death is Inky's desire to satisfy her appetite. 

2.7) CONDITION: 

Is it changing, ie. changing internally, by (a) growing, (b) decaying, (c) renewing or repeating? 

Growing means actualizing potentials. When Inky was a kitten, growth meant actualizing her potential to be a full- fledged female cat; now, at the age of 8, it means actualizing her potential to get fatter!

Decay means the diminishment of potential. Inky no longer has the potential to bear four litters a year.

Renewing means maintenance either dynamic maintenance in which a certain condition is maintained by various processes or static maintenance which simply means to stay unchanged. 

What potentials does the thing have? What could Inky be or do with herself besides sleep? 

2.8) SIMILARITY: 

What other things is this thing like and in what way? Inky is like a tiger in some ways and like a dog in others but only minimally like a rock. (They both have mass.) 

Similarities bring us to the important issue of differences. Things cane be different in (a) degree or different in kind. Two shades of red are different in degree but red and blue, or, red and a clam, are different in kind. This distinction will bear important fruit when we try to understand why Abdu'l-Baha denied that human beings had evolved from apes.(See Some Answered Questions) 

2.9) QUANTITY: 

How much substance is there? What does Inky weigh on earth? How much absolute mass does she have?

How many are there of this thing? (Number) There is only one cat in my living room and probably only one cat named “Inky” in the world.

What is the extent of the thing? Inky covers about a square foot of space!

2.10) FUNCTION: 

What (a) does a thing do or (b) how is it being used? 

What a thing does (a) is its intrinsic function, i.e. its function comes from the thing itself. This function is related to the essence of a thing because a thing acts as it is.

How a thing is used is its extrinsic function, i.e. its function is imposed on it by circumstances or animal or human action.

2.11) SITUATION: 

Everything we encounter is involved in a situation , i.e. in a network of particular relationships that affect it in a certain way. For example: my dog Thor is just sneaking up on Inky and her situation will change from a peaceful nap (minimal interaction with surroundings) to a confrontation with Thor (maximal interaction with one part of her surroundings. 

Situations have three aspects: (a) power and/or influence; (b) intensity;(c) consequences. 

POWER refers to the ability to effect changes in something else. 

INTENSITY refers to the degree of change made in something else.

CONSEQUENCES refers to (a)the endurance of these changes and (b) whether these changes cause alterations in degree or in kind.

3) With these categories we can provide an objectively true description of any person, place or thing in the universe.

"Objectively true" means that you cannot deny a valid consistent description in any of these attributes without (a) contradicting yourself or (b)being contradicted by your environment.

4) To avoid contradicting yourself, you must obey the two laws of the logic of common experience: (1) the law of identity and (2) the law of non-self- contradiction. 

(1) The Law of Identity This is often expressed as A=A, i.e. a thing is what it is and not something else. Inky is a cat and not a dog. A kitten is a kitten and not a cat. That is a moose; therefore it is not a log. A kitten may be in the process of growing into a cat, but it is still a kitten. 

No doubt some will point out that it is difficult to answer at which point the kitten becomes an adult cat. This difficulty may be real – but that does not negate the difference. The problem lies in our lack of precise knowledge and not in the ‘fact’ that kittens and adult cats are the same. We may establish the difference approximately, but the difference still exists. 

(2)The Law of non-Contradiction which states that two contradictory qualities cannot be attributed to as thing in the same way or in relationship to the same thing. 

Example 1: you cannot say that Inky is very small and very large at the same time in relationship to the same thing. Compared to a car, Inky is small; compared to a tinker toy, she is large.

Example 2: you cannot say that Inky is dead and alive in the same sense of the word ‘dead’. She may be (and often is) dead mentally to the world, but, at the same time, she is physically alive. You cannot say she is 'dead' to the world and fully alert at the same time.

Example 3: you cannot say the glass of water is on the desk and off the desk at the same time. If it is on the edge, teetering, it is still on the desk; if it is in the air, falling, it is no longer on the desk. 

5) To reason correctly, you must also be able to use two other concepts correctly: (a)necessity and sufficiency.

Necessity refers to that which is unavoidable in order for (a) certain things to be what they are; (b) certain events to take place; (c) certain conclusions to be true.

Example 1: For an object to be a cup it is necessary for it to provide a space to hold various forms of matter. 

Example 2: To light a fire, it is necessary to provide or produce enough heat to reach the flash-point of your material.

Example 3: in order to breath successfully, your lungs need oxygen.

Example 4: in order for a figure to be a triangle, it needs three distinct but connected sides.

Your environment (external reality) will contradict you in any failure to recognize necessity correctly.

You must also reason correctly about sufficiency. A certain attribute may be necessary but it may not be enough to make a thing what it is or cause an event to happen. 

(2) I believe that the Writings provide clear and unequivocal evidence about where to seek this common ground: the philosophical tradition that begins with Plato, develops to Aristotle and Plotinus, and proceeds in the West, through Maimonides and Aquinas. In the Muslim East it develops through Avicenna.

I draw this conclusion from (a) the imagery used in some of the philosophical explications, such as Plato's notion of the soul as a boatman, (b) the appropriate use of the terminology associated with this tradition: for example, 'form', 'potency', and 'prime matter'. Anyone familiar with the works of Plato and Aristotle - the two fountainheads of this tradition - immediately recgnizes the language used.

Anyone reading the Baha'i Writings will also recognize that arguments used on such key issues as the existence of God and the immortality of the soul are clearly drawn from this tradition.

The conclusion I draw is that Baha'u'llah and Abdu'l-Baha endorse (a) these arguments and (b) this particular philosophical tradition as the place to seek the common ground of our global vision and our understanding of science and religion. 

(3) There is one overwhelming reason: why Baha’u’llah and Abdu’l-Baha would show a preference for the Platonic- Aristotelian philosophy as a common ground for the global vision promulgated by the Baha’i Faith? The reason is simply that this tradition bases itself on the common, universal experience of humankind. 

PART 2: 

OBJECTIONS TO THE PHILOSOPHY OF COMMONEXPERIENCE 

OBJECTION # 1: Choosing the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition is nothing less than the enthronement of a particular cultural world-view as the norm of all human thought. Such privileging of a particular tradition isarrogant and unacceptable to other cultures. It oppresses them bydevaluing their experiences. As a world-unifying religion, the Baha'iFaith cannot be limited in this way. 

ANSWER TO OBJECTION 1: This objection has 3 flaws:

THE FIRST FLAW IN OBJECTION 1: Error of fact

There are, in fact, certain experiences which do not vary from culture to culture or from time to time: rocks are hard; fire is hot;food is digested; living things need water; humans and animals have bones; a blow to the head with a hard object causes injury; lack of oxygen causes death; some things can hold liquids and others cannot.

From these universal human experiences the philosophy of common experience extracts certain universally valid conclusions: things have attributes or qualities; they occupy space; they have form; they maychange form; some actions cause other events; things can only be in one place at a time; a statement cannot be both true and untrue at the same time in the same sense. 

No matter what a culture (or person) says, it always acts in a way that shows conscious or unconscious recognition of and adherence to these universally valid facts of common experience. No individual or culture could violate these facts without jeopardizing their own survival. Denying causality in actual practice will lead you to step in front of speeding trucks or ignore the drowning potential of water.

In short, while human experience is diverse at the intellectual level of explanations and descriptions, it is remarkably consistent at the practical level. The philosophy of common experience begins at this universally valid practical level.

THE SECOND FLAW IN OBJECTION 1: Confusing a description or explanation with the object being described or explained.

The map is not the territory! A map of the world is not the world. A description of a fire is not a fire! 

While different cultures may explain and describe things differently, the qualities or relations they are describing remain the same. For example: in explaining the production of fire by rubbing sticks, one culture may say that rubbing two sticks calls down the fire god; another that rubbing releases the 'fire seeds' hidden in the stick, while a third calculates friction and flash-points of certain materials. Regardless of expression all of them explain the same things and all recognize the universal experience of causality . The philosophy of common experience cuts through these differences of expression to expose and express the common core of ideas embodied in these various views. Beneath their superficial differences, these various views all deal with the same phenomena. 

Therefore, the philosophy of common experience does not deny the value of other expressions in themselves but it does assert that the mode of expression found in the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition is the most efficient at expressing the universal, common aspects of human experience. It is the most efficient because it is the most general, that is, broad enough and flexible enough to include other forms of explanation. 

THE THIRD FLAW IN OBJECTION 1: it is unrealistic and futile because it implicitly rejects the unification of humankind in any practical way.

The unification of humankind can only be accomplished on the basis of some common ground or agreement. Any agreement on anything establishes norms of thought and/or behavior, i.e. it privileges certain standards. Agreement and/or unification cannot be achieved without establishing such norms. Furthermore, by their nature, all such norms must reject and/or marginalize some behaviors and thoughts, i.e. they set limits. 

For example: When two people make an agreement, they agree to limit their actions according to certain rules. This in turn requires them to think in terms of those rules. It restrains their thinking and behavior.

THEREFORE since agreement and/or unity makes it necessary to enshrine or privilege 'some' tradition of thought, we have no choice except to choose one or develop a new one. In either case, a new mode of thought or an old one will be enthroned or 'privileged'. 

The Platonic-Aristotelian tradition has been chosen by Baha'u'llah andAbdu'l-Baha as the tradition best able to articulate clearly and precisely the common experience of humanity in its most general and practical terms. 

At this point, a new fact makes its appearance: the western intellectual tradition - which to all intents and purposes is the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition - has already established itself as the framework within which other traditions must find their place. 

The near universal adoption of western legal (human rights) standards, of western standards in government (democracy), science, technology, industry, and trade carries within it (like a Trojan Horse) the adoption of the kind of thought started in the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition. The Writings of the Baha'i Faith have prophetically recognized the globalization of this tradition. 

THE FOURTH FLAW IN OBJECTION 1: Concluding that a multiplicity of viewpoints means that all viewpoints are true or equally valid under all circumstances. 

A simple illustration shows this is not so: there are many ways of looking at a mountain but in order to have a true view of the mountain, (a) you must be looking at the mountain and (b)understand that your view and all other views of the mountain can be reconciled by reasoning. (They are convertible.)Anyone who says the mountain does not exist, is simply wrong. 

Nothing in the Baha'i Writings requires us to believe that all views are true or equally useful at all times and under all circumstances. Indeed, the Baha'i Teaching of progressive revelation is based on the fact that not all beliefs and views are true and are certainly not true under all circumstances.

If all views were equally true, there would be no need for Manifestations to correct human error and return us to the right path.

We must not confuse (a) respect for a person as one of God's creations with intellectual agreement 

. It is quite possible to respect and appreciate a person without agreeing with him or her on various topics. 

OBJECTION 2: the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition is outmoded and disproved.. 

THE FIRST FLAW IN OBJECTION 2: Knowingly or not, the overwhelming majority of human beings are philosophical "realists", that is, they implicitly accept the notion that (a) there is a reality outside of us to which (b) we must conform either practically in action or intellectually in cognition. We look both ways before crossing the street and use experiments to see if our theories and ideas accurately reflect the real world. 

The Platonic-Aristotelian tradition is part of this realist strand in philosophy. Therefore, knowingly or not, almost all people have already accepted the kind of thinking best articulated in the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition. 

This philosophy is the one by which virtually all people - including its detractors - actually live their lives.

More formally, the continued survival of Thomism, neo-Thomism and neo- Aristotelianism makes such statements wishful thinking. Thomism and neo- Thomism are alive and well in the Catholic Church but not there alone. Neo-Aristotelianism is alive and well in the work of Mortimer Adler, a philosopher whose influence is spread throughout a vast array of books and scholarly resources. 

OBJECTION 3: Modern science and especially quantum physics have disproved much of the Platonic- Aristotelian tradition, notably the notion of causality. 

THE FIRST FLAW IN OBJECTION 3: Quantum mechanics has not 'disproved' the notion of causality. 

If the notion of causality had really been abandoned, no one would be doing experiments in quantum physics, because an experiment is ,by its very nature, a study of what happens when certain things are done, i.e. of causality!

The interpretation of certain sub-atomic events as 'proving' non-causality, all make an elementary logical mistake: it confuses the act with the manner of the act.

It is falsely asserted that because we cannot observe certain sub-atomic events without interfering with them and destroying all evidence of causality, that causality does not hold true at the sub-atomic level. In other words, the manner in which we observe sub-atomic events interferes with the events themselves, thereby destroying the evidence we seek. 

This does not give us any evidence at all to assume that the normal laws of causality no longer apply at the sub-atomic level. 

Furthermore, there is no reason to think that the universe should be divided in such a radical way into causal and non-causal parts. Indeed how would the transition be made from the sub-atomic non-causal part to the causal atomic part of the universe? What could possibly bridge the gap between causality and non- causality? How could one turn into the other? 

