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Syn­op­sis

What is truth? Is there mean­ing in ex­ist­ence? 
What are life and death? These and sim­ilar 
ques­tions are ex­plored here. 
This work draws on tech­niques and ex­amples from 
sci­ence and math­em­at­ics to mo­tiv­ate a search for 
in­sights from an­cient and mod­ern sources. 
It is writ­ten es­pe­cially for the skep­tical sci­ent­ist, 
the ag­nos­tic, and the athe­ist. 
It is in­formal but rig­or­ous, and in­vites care­ful re­flec­tion.











Ques­tions


Overview


The search for truth is a lifelong en­deavor. From
the time we open our eyes at birth un­til we close them at the hour of death,
we are sort­ing and sift­ing, try­ing to de­term­ine what is true and what is not, what
is real­ity and what is il­lu­sion, what is pre­dict­able and what is ran­dom. Our
un­der­stand­ing of truth un­der­pins our pri­or­it­ies and all our activ­it­ies. Every
thought we have, every step we take, every choice we make is based on our
as­sess­ment of what is true. Know­ing the truth en­riches our lives, while false be­liefs im­pov­er­ish and
en­danger us.


The im­port­ance of truth can be il­lus­trated by count­less
ex­amples. Con­trac­tual ar­range­ments are ac­com­pan­ied by an as­ser­tion of
truth­ful­ness. Par­ti­cipants in a trial are re­quired to tell the truth. Vari­ous
im­ple­ments have been used to try to as­cer­tain truth, from the dunk­ing and
burn­ing of ac­cused witches to the use of lie de­tect­ors. Chil­dren are ad­mon­ished
to tell the truth, and they de­mand to know the truth. Call­ing someone a liar is
a gross in­sult. Sci­ence and en­gin­eer­ing rely on truth. There are laws re­gard­ing
truth in lend­ing. Fail­ing to be truth­ful can res­ult in both civil and crim­inal
li­ab­il­ity. In the wake of civil up­heavals, a Truth Com­mis­sion may be
es­tab­lished. The United States was foun­ded on the no­tion of self-evid­ent truths.
In­deed, every gov­ern­ment and every sys­tem of jur­is­pru­dence, philo­sophy,
sci­ence, medi­cine, and re­li­gion as­serts that its cent­ral con­cerns are dis­cov­er­ing
truth and im­ple­ment­ing the meas­ures called for by that truth.


The role and value of truth vary greatly among
in­di­vidu­als and groups. At one ex­treme are those who see truth as a com­mod­ity
to be used for ma­nip­u­la­tion and self-in­terest. At the other ex­treme are those
who are so im­pas­sioned by truth that they give their lives to it and will even,
if need be, sac­ri­fice their lives for it. There are also those who see truth as
a mat­ter of in­dif­fer­ence or con­veni­ence. This work is dir­ec­ted to­ward the
mem­bers and ad­mirers of the im­pas­sioned group, those who love and seek truth, and es­pe­cially
to­ward those whose train­ing and back­ground have ac­cus­tomed them to formal, and some­times
highly con­strained, con­cepts of truth and meth­ods of proof, as found in
sci­ence, math­em­at­ics, en­gin­eer­ing, law, medi­cine, teach­ing, and other
pro­fes­sions. Its aims are to provide ap­proaches for de­cid­ing what is true;
elu­cid­ate and re­con­cile what may be seen as con­tra­dict­ory view­points,
in­ten­tions, and facts; and share some no­tions that the au­thor be­lieves are true,
and hopes will be use­ful to in­di­vidu­als and so­ci­ety.


Im­port­ant truths range from the trivial and
mundane to the com­plex and sub­lime. At the low­est level, we need to know
whether a fruit is pois­on­ous or nu­tri­tious, whether we are in front of an open
door or a clear win­dow, whether we can safely cross the street. At the highest
level, we con­sider the pur­pose and mean­ing of our lives, our place in cre­ation, and
the lim­its of our choices. And at in­ter­me­di­ate levels, we need to know whether a
given diet is good for us, what is a good oc­cu­pa­tion, who will be a good
mar­riage part­ner, who will make a good gov­ernor. In all these in­stances and
count­less more, know­ing the truth en­ables us to choose well, while be­liev­ing a false­hood
sub­jects us to un­pleas­ant con­se­quences.


The cynic or Ma­chiavel­lian might say truth is not
im­port­ant: all we should care about is what al­lows us to live our lives as we
please. Leav­ing aside the eth­ical as­pects of such an as­ser­tion, it is ob­vi­ously dan­ger­ous to ig­nore the truth. Thus, the suc­cess­ful per­son
must care about truth. An un­eth­ical per­son may not care about any­one else’s
know­ledge of the truth, and may in fact try to pre­vent oth­ers from know­ing the
truth; but eth­ical or not, we ig­nore the truth at our own peril.


As we look around us, we see a world in dis­or­der. Ter­ror­ism,
drugs, murders, poverty, ex­treme wealth, sexual as­sault, ra­cism, wars, fam­ines,
epi­de­mic dis­eases, en­vir­on­men­tal de­grad­a­tion, school sys­tems that fail to
edu­cate, and cor­rupt gov­ern­ments are just a few of the wide­spread prob­lems
af­flict­ing the peoples of the world. Is this the nor­mal and in­ev­it­able con­di­tion
of the world, or does it re­flect a world so­ci­ety that is some­how mal­func­tion­ing?
If the former, how do we re­con­cile ourselves to it and min­im­ize its im­pact? If
the lat­ter, how do we work to­wards a bet­ter sys­tem?


The ob­ject of this work is
to ex­am­ine ex­ist­en­tial truths—those con­cern­ing life, death, ex­ist­ence,
cre­ation, sci­ence, etern­ity, re­li­gion, and polit­ics, to name a few—and to find
proofs and ac­tions rel­ev­ant to those truths. How­ever, a dir­ect ap­proach to
ex­ist­en­tial truths is made dif­fi­cult by the pas­sions and pre­con­cep­tions
as­so­ci­ated with them. Thus, we will first ex­am­ine well-es­tab­lished prac­tical
truths—truths con­cern­ing math­em­at­ics, phys­ics, and bio­logy, for ex­ample—to
elu­cid­ate the re­l­at­ive as­pects of truth, the nature of proof, and the ac­tions
con­se­quent on our un­der­stand­ing of truth. We will then use this ground­work to
ven­ture into the ex­ist­en­tial realm.


This work is in­ten­ded to be rig­or­ous but not formal,
and thor­ough but not te­di­ous. Defin­i­tions of terms are provided as need arises,
and are re­peated un­der “Defin­i­tions” to­ward the end of this work.


Pre­lim­in­ar­ies


An im­me­di­ate and ob­vi­ous ques­tion is, “What is
truth?” For our pur­poses, we will take it to mean “re­li­able no­tions.”
That is, a given no­tion is true if we can rely upon it, and truth is the set of
all true no­tions. This simple, prac­tical defin­i­tion of truth al­lows us to
ex­plore the re­la­tions among truth, proof, and ac­tion, and to con­sider
fun­da­men­tal ques­tions about ex­ist­ence, without fall­ing into pedantic or cir­cu­lar
defin­i­tions. It also al­lows us to reas­on­ably speak of no­tions such as “re­l­at­ive
truth” and “ab­so­lute truth,” and to ask whether such no­tions are valid and
use­ful. A state­ment is true if it ex­presses a re­li­able no­tion; we will not
gen­er­ally dis­tin­guish between a no­tion and a state­ment, ex­cept in cases of
am­bi­gu­ity.  “Real­ity” will be taken to mean “that which is de­scribed by the set of true no­tions.”


A “proof” will be taken
to mean a pro­ced­ure that causes us to ac­cept a no­tion as true.


“Ac­tion” refers to those ac­tions that arise from
hav­ing ac­cep­ted a given truth or set of truths. Ac­tions range from the
im­me­di­ate (not walk­ing through the win­dow) to the un­end­ing (seek­ing to im­prove
our char­ac­ter).


Four terms closely re­lated to truth are be­lief,
pre­ju­dice, un­der­stand­ing, and hy­po­thesis. A be­lief is a no­tion that may or may not have an
as­so­ci­ated proof. A pre­ju­dice is a be­lief that is main­tained in the face of
con­trary evid­ence. An un­der­stand­ing is a be­lief based on proof. A hy­po­thesis is
a no­tion that one is in the pro­cess of prov­ing or dis­prov­ing.


An­other term that will be used fre­quently is
“sci­ence.” By this we mean a body of know­ledge and sys­tem of reas­on­ing hav­ing
for its ob­ject the dis­cov­ery of truth.



We will use the term “spir­itual” to mean “con­cern­ing those as­pects of life that are not spe­cific­ally phys­ical or sci­entific.”


Truth has both in­di­vidual and col­lect­ive as­pects. In­di­vidual
un­der­stand­ings about truth de­term­ine in­di­vi­dual be­ha­vior, while col­lect­ive
un­der­stand­ings about truth de­term­ine so­cial struc­tures, mores, cus­toms, and
laws.


It is ob­vi­ous that our ac­tions de­pend on our
un­der­stand­ing of truth. It is per­haps less ob­vi­ous that our un­der­stand­ing of
truth de­pends on our no­tions of proof. Most be­liefs that we ac­cept as truths
are “self-evid­ent”: we do not seek for ex­pli­cit proof be­cause we ac­cept the
ap­pear­ance or ex­per­i­ence as true. For ex­ample, we ac­cept the ex­ist­ence of our
limbs and senses, the solid­ity of the ground un­der our feet, and the
al­tern­a­tion of night and day as true de­scrip­tions of ex­ist­ence. The ques­tion of
proof of these im­pli­cit state­ments (for ex­ample, “The earth is a solid body”)
never arises in nor­mal cir­cum­stances. Dis­cov­er­ing that these self-evid­ent as­sump­tions
are not en­tirely true can be trau­matic: con­sider, for ex­ample, the fear and
dis­or­i­ent­a­tion ex­per­i­en­ced in a ma­jor earth­quake. Other vi­ol­a­tions of
self-evid­ent truth will be con­sidered ex­pli­citly, un­der the head­ing of
“re­l­at­ive truth,” and im­pli­citly in vari­ous ex­ist­en­tial con­texts.


Our vis­ion of what is true evolves through­out our
lives, as do our cri­teria for proof. Like­wise, the ac­tions evoked by the same
per­ceived truth vary as we pro­ceed from in­fancy, through child­hood,
ad­oles­cence, youth, ma­tur­ity, and into old age. A fun­da­men­tal as­sumed truth is
the ob­ser­va­tion of cause and ef­fect. We dis­cover quite early that cer­tain
ac­tions bring cor­res­pond­ing res­ults. If we cry, we are fed. If we crawl off a
stair, we get hurt. If we eat, we are re­lieved of hun­ger. Our in­ter­pret­a­tions
of cause and ef­fect are in­tim­ately con­nec­ted with the phe­nom­ena of con­di­tion­ing,
pre­ju­dice, and su­per­sti­tion. The no­tion of caus­al­ity (cause and ef­fect) as a
fun­da­men­tal truth re­quires a care­ful ex­am­in­a­tion, which will be car­ried out at a later point.



Lan­guage That Lies


In or­der to dis­cuss truth, we use lan­guage. Un­for­tu­nately,
lan­guage can be used to hide or dis­tort truth as well as to ex­pound it. This is
par­tic­u­larly true when ha­bitual us­age is at vari­ance with es­tab­lished mean­ing. George
Or­well’s novel 1984 uses “News­peak” as the epi­tome of a per­ver­sion of lan­guage.
While his ex­amples are ex­treme in de­gree, they are not dif­fer­ent in kind from
what we some­times en­counter in ad­vert­ising, gov­ern­ment com­mu­nic­a­tions, news
me­dia, and cas­ual speech.


In the com­mer­cial realm, we are urged to “save” by
spend­ing money. While it is true that you spend less money on a given item by
buy­ing it at a lower cost, the money “saved” will prob­ably be spent on
some­thing else. “Save,” then, ef­fect­ively means “buy more.” Sim­il­arly, a
cus­tomer may be re­ferred to as a “guest.” A guest, how­ever, is not ex­pec­ted to
pay for ser­vices, while a cus­tomer is not only ex­pec­ted but re­quired to pay.


In the so­ci­opol­it­ical realm, we read about the
dangers of “fun­da­ment­al­ists” and “fun­da­ment­al­ism,” when the ref­er­ence is really
to fan­at­ics and fan­at­icism. Fan­at­ical be­ha­vior, such as bigotry or ter­ror­ism,
is not in line with the fun­da­men­tal teach­ings of any re­li­gion. Al­low­ing
fan­at­ics to paint them­selves as fun­da­ment­al­ists dis­torts re­li­gion and cre­ates
sus­pi­cion and dis­cord between mem­bers of dif­fer­ent re­li­gions—pre­cisely what the
fan­at­ics aim to achieve.


In our cas­ual con­ver­sa­tion, ex­trem­ists are of­ten labeled
“rad­ic­als.” The term “rad­ical” means “reach­ing to the roots” and should not be
taken to im­ply ex­trem­ism, which means tend­ing to­ward the fringe, with an
im­plic­a­tion of in­tol­er­ance for the middle. A rad­ical ap­proach could well be
ad­op­ted by the broad middle of a group, and an ex­trem­ist may of­ten be seek­ing
su­per­fi­cial, not rad­ical, changes.


“Se­cur­ity” and “de­fense” have evolved a re­mark­able
spec­trum of mean­ings, in­clud­ing war, ag­gres­sion, po­lice bru­tal­ity, ter­ror­ism, and
spy­ing. We all want our lives to be se­cure, and all people ac­know­ledge the
right of de­fense against ag­gres­sion. This usurp­a­tion of mean­ing leads to
ac­cept­ance and pro­mo­tion of be­ha­vior and policies, on the part of both na­tions
and non-na­tion groups, that, con­trary to the mean­ing of the words, cre­ate
in­sec­ur­ity and jeop­ard­ize our de­fense.


In the do­main of product la­bel­ing, ba­sic terms may be
given mean­ings quite dif­fer­ent from their ob­vi­ous defin­i­tions. For ex­ample, in
the United States, “nat­ural fla­vor­ing” does not mean “ex­trac­ted from the
nat­ural fla­vor of the lis­ted item” but rather “pro­duced from any food”
(para­phrased from U.S. FDA[1]).

For ex­ample, “nat­ural or­ange fla­vor” does not mean “fla­vor ex­trac­ted from an
or­ange” but “or­ange-like fla­vor pro­duced from a food.” As
an­other ex­ample, many products carry the in­dic­a­tion, “100% re­cycled con­tent,”
and in smal­ler type, “Min­imum 25% post-con­sumer re­cycled con­tent.” This is
be­cause raw ma­ter­ial that has passed through the pro­duc­tion line without be­ing
used is con­sidered “re­cycled,” and its re-use is called “re­cyc­ling.”


The reader can no doubt cite many more ex­amples;
in­deed, to do so may be an in­ter­est­ing—if per­haps dis­com­fit­ing—ex­er­cise. Clearly,
we can­not in­di­vidu­ally change these broad us­ages; it would be dif­fi­cult or
im­pos­sible even for a na­tion to make such a change. Nev­er­the­less, as we search
for truth, we can be­come ever more aware of dis­crep­an­cies between dic­tion­ary
defin­i­tions and ha­bitual use, and we can try to cast our own thoughts and
speech in terms that truth­fully ex­press our in­tent.


Truth: Ab­so­lute and Re­l­at­ive; Lit­eral and Fig­ur­at­ive


We are in­clined to think of truth in ab­so­lute terms: a
state­ment or no­tion is either true or not. How­ever, many state­ments or no­tions are
re­l­at­ive: they can be reas­on­ably taken as true or false, de­pend­ing on the con­text. This
am­bi­gu­ity may res­ult from vari­ous factors, in­clud­ing dif­fer­ent points of view,
his­tor­ical de­vel­op­ment, things that are not as they seem, and dif­fer­en­ces in
defin­i­tion or ter­min­o­logy. When we think of sci­entific truth, we tend to think
in lit­eral terms; how­ever, truth is of­ten bet­ter ex­pressed in fig­ur­at­ive terms.
The next few sec­tions provide ex­amples and dis­cus­sions of truth in this
frame­work.


Lit­eral Truth


Lit­eral truth means truth that is ex­pressed in
words and phrases that re­flect as closely as pos­sible the in­ten­ded no­tion. For ex­ample, when we say that one plus one equals two, we are
ex­press­ing a lit­eral truth about the math­em­at­ical sys­tem. Like­wise, when we
provide a geo­met­ric de­scrip­tion of the struc­ture of a leaf, and list the plants
that have leaves with this struc­ture, we are ex­press­ing lit­eral truths. A
lit­eral de­scrip­tion of truth is found­a­tional to math­em­at­ics, sci­ence, law, and
the mech­an­ical as­pects of art, to name just a few do­mains. “A 6H pen­cil makes
lighter lines than a 4B pen­cil” is a lit­eral truth. Lit­eral truth provides
points of ref­er­ence that all can agree on, and de­scrip­tions that can read­ily be
trans­lated from one lan­guage to an­other.


Lit­eral truth has its lim­it­a­tions, how­ever. Its very
pre­ci­sion can make it dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand. For ex­ample, con­sider two de­scrip­tions of a tele­scope mir­ror. In the first, we be­gin by stat­ing that a
para­bola is the locus of points equidistant from a point and a line. We then de­scribe  a tele­scope mir­ror as a
para­bola of ro­ta­tion, the sur­face of which has a high re­flectiv­ity and a
rough­ness that is small com­pared to the wavelength. In the second, we state that a tele­scope mir­ror is a shiny
sil­ver bowl. While both de­scrip­tions are true, the second one is far more use­ful as a gen­eral in­tro­duct­ory state­ment about tele­scopes. If we try to de­scribe more com­plex and vari­able ob­jects, such as
plants and people, in lit­er­ally truth­ful terms, we find ourselves te­di­ously
bogged down in de­tail. If we try to de­scribe sub­ject­ive real­ity—such as the
at­tract­ive­ness of a paint­ing, or the dis­com­fort of cold weather—in lit­eral
terms, we find the task im­pos­sible. While the physiolo­gical as­pects of sub­ject­ive
real­ity may be de­scribed in lit­eral terms, it is ne­ces­sary to use fig­ur­at­ive
de­scrip­tions to ef­fect­ively com­mu­nic­ate the sub­ject­ive ex­per­i­ence it­self.


Fig­ur­at­ive Truth


Fig­ur­at­ive truth means truth ex­pressed in a form that is evoc­at­ive but not lit­eral. It picks up where lit­eral truth
leaves off. If you tell someone you ex­ploded in an­ger or melted with pity,
nobody asks how the doc­tors put you back to­gether after your ex­plo­sion or how
much you had to be chilled to so­lid­ify after melt­ing. If you fall in love,
nobody throws you a rope or of­fers to help you get up. We un­der­stand that the
lit­eral mean­ings of the verbs are in­ap­pro­pri­ate to the situ­ations they
de­scribe, but they are more evoc­at­ive, and hence more truth­ful, than a lit­eral
de­scrip­tion could be.


In the sci­ence of his­tory, we see that a chron­icle
of dates, times, and loc­a­tions provides the lit­eral truths within which the
events of his­tory take place. How­ever, the his­tor­ian, to make his­tory use­ful,
goes bey­ond the lit­eral truths and provides in­ter­pret­a­tions and con­nec­tions. For
ex­ample, the chron­icler would say that an event oc­curred, while the
his­tor­ian might de­scribe it as un­fold­ing: not a lit­eral truth, as the
event was never fol­ded up to be­gin with; but truth­ful non­ethe­less, in that it
evokes a pro­cess that must sur­round the event. Like­wise, we speak of his­tor­ical
move­ments when we want to de­scribe com­plex, long-term sets of pro­cesses. We
speak of a lan­guage as de­vel­op­ing over time, when the lit­eral truth is that
in­di­vidu­als, over the course of gen­er­a­tions, have ad­op­ted, ad­ap­ted, and
in­ven­ted vari­ous words, phrases, and struc­tures. Try­ing to de­scribe all the
de­tails in lit­eral terms, how­ever, does not provide in­sight into the pro­cess as
a whole.


Cent­ri­fu­gal force is an ex­ample of a fig­ur­at­ive
truth in phys­ics. If you swing a ball on a string, you feel an out­ward pull,
re­ferred to as a cent­ri­fu­gal force. In lit­eral terms used in phys­ics, the force
in­volved is a cent­ri­petal one, namely the pull of your muscles act­ing through
the string. The cent­ri­fu­gal “force” is the ac­cel­er­a­tion res­ult­ing from the cent­ri­petal
pull of the string on the ball, and is op­pos­ite and equal to force act­ing
through the string, ac­cord­ing to the for­mula force equals mass times
ac­cel­er­a­tion. For many pur­poses, it is far more con­veni­ent (and in­tu­it­ive) to
use the fig­ur­at­ive quant­ity cent­ri­fu­gal force than to de­scribe it as an
ac­cel­er­a­tion.


In as­tro­nomy, we say that one body or­bits an­other. In
fact, all bod­ies or­bit jointly around their com­mon cen­ter of mass. If the
masses are very dif­fer­ent, then the mo­tion of the lar­ger body is neg­li­gible,
and the smal­ler body or­bits ap­prox­im­ately around the cen­ter of the lar­ger one. How­ever,
for bod­ies with com­par­able mass, such as the earth and the moon, the com­mon
cen­ter is far from the cen­ter of the lar­ger body, and may be between the two
bod­ies. For con­veni­ence, though, we still say that the moon or­bits the earth.


Re­l­at­ive Truth


Re­l­at­ive truth is a state­ment or no­tion that may be true or false de­pend­ing on the con­text. Let us con­sider some ex­amples of re­l­at­ive truth in the do­mains of math­em­at­ics, phys­ics, as­tro­nomy, and bio­logy.


Math­em­at­ical Oddit­ies


Con­sider the do­main of num­bers. It is built en­tirely of
simple op­er­a­tions on simple ob­jects. Yet we shall see that even very simple
state­ments in this simple do­main may be either true or false, de­pend­ing on what
uni­verse of num­bers we use. We will con­sider this care­fully and at length, as
an ex­ample of how people can hold con­flict­ing views and ex­press dis­agree­ment,
based on their un­der­ly­ing (but nor­mally un­spoken) as­sump­tions.


As chil­dren, we learned first that the num­bers (known as the pos­it­ive in­tegers) are
1, 2, 3, etc. The uni­verse of math­em­at­ics, at
that stage of our de­vel­op­ment, con­sis­ted in the abil­ity to re­cite the num­bers,
and later, to count ob­jects. The di­git zero was a con­veni­ence, needed for
writ­ing the num­ber 10 and its mul­tiples. We could learn about ad­di­tion and
mul­ti­plic­a­tion, but sub­trac­tion and di­vi­sion left us with some big ques­tions,
such as, “Why can’t you sub­tract 5 from 4?”, or “What’s the ex­act an­swer to di­vid­ing
7 by 3?” We could con­fid­ently as­sert that there are no num­bers between 5 and 6.
If our big sis­ter had told us that 5 minus 8 is -3, or that 11 di­vided by 2 is
5.5 and is a num­ber between 5 and 6, we would have said, “Those aren’t num­bers!”
And we would have been cor­rect, con­sid­er­ing the uni­verse of num­bers avail­able
to us. There are a num­ber of things that are false for the pos­it­ive in­tegers,
but true for a lar­ger uni­verse of num­bers. Two of the true state­ments in the
uni­verse of pos­it­ive in­tegers are, “Any two num­bers can be ad­ded to get an­other
num­ber” and “Any two num­bers can be mul­ti­plied to get an­other num­ber.” Three
false state­ments are, “Any two num­bers can be sub­trac­ted to get an­other num­ber,”
“Any two num­bers can be di­vided to get an­other num­ber,” and “Between any two
num­bers there is an­other num­ber.”


Later in our edu­ca­tion, we learned about frac­tions
(or ra­tios, form­ally known as “ra­tional num­bers”) and neg­at­ive num­bers. With
these ad­ded to our uni­verse, the three formerly false state­ments be­came true
(ex­clud­ing di­vi­sion by zero, which is un­defined). The state­ments did not
change, but their mean­ing changed, be­cause of im­pli­cit ref­er­ence to a dif­fer­ent
uni­verse of avail­able num­bers. Thus 4 minus 5 is -1, 7 di­vided by 3 is 2-1/3,
and some num­bers between 5 and 6 are 5-1/2, 5-3/4, and 5-11/16. Note that there
is some am­bi­gu­ity about nota­tion: without con­text, it is not pos­sible to know
whether 5-1/2 means “five-and-one-half” or “five minus one-half.” This
am­bi­gu­ity is not un­usual: as a sys­tem be­comes more com­plex and ex­press­ive,
op­por­tun­it­ies for am­bi­gu­ity in­crease. In this case, we could avoid am­bi­gu­ity by
writ­ing “5+1/2” or “5&1/2”, but the ty­po­graphic con­ven­tion “5-1/2” already
ex­ists, and we can­not make it dis­ap­pear just by our own choice of us­age. Note
also that to write “5-1/2” as a frac­tion (that is, to ex­pli­citly dis­play it as
a ra­tional num­ber) we need to com­bine the whole num­ber with the frac­tional part
and write “11/2” (el­even over two).


Now sup­pose that
we want to in­dic­ate the lengths of the sides of a tri­angle. Cer­tainly, these
should all be num­bers. How­ever, if we limit
ourselves to just the ra­tional num­bers (those that can be ex­pressed as
frac­tions) we can ex­press the sides of some tri­angles, but not of oth­ers. It
can be shown by purely geo­met­ric proof that for a right tri­angle (one hav­ing
one 90-de­gree angle), the square of the length of the hy­po­tenuse (di­ag­onal
side) is equal to the total of the squares of the other two sides (legs). For
ex­ample, if the legs have lengths 3 and 4, the square of the length of the
hy­po­tenuse is 9+16, or 25. In this case, we can see that the length of the
hy­po­tenuse is an­other in­teger, 5. How­ever, for the simple and ob­vi­ous case of
legs of length 1, the square of the hy­po­tenuse is 2. This means that the length
of the hy­po­tenuse is  √ 2  
 (the square root of 2). It is not dif­fi­cult to prove that  √ 2 
  is not a ra­tional num­ber—that is, it can­not be ex­pressed as a frac­tion. 
It can be shown
also that the cir­cum­fer­ence of a circle of ra­dius 1 is not a ra­tional num­ber. In
the uni­verse of ra­tional num­bers, then, it is false to say “If the lengths of two
sides of a tri­angle are num­bers, so is the length of the third,” or, “If the
ra­dius of a circle is a num­ber, so is its cir­cum­fer­ence.” This is ob­vi­ously
un­sat­is­fact­ory, and so the uni­verse of num­bers is ex­pan­ded to what is known as the
“real” num­bers. By this we mean all num­bers that can be writ­ten in decimal
nota­tion as “a...bc.defg...”, where the let­ters in­dic­ate decimal di­gits, the
three dots between a and b in­dic­ate any fi­nite num­ber of
in­ter­ven­ing di­gits, the dot between c and d is the decimal point,
and the dots after g in­dic­ate any num­ber, fi­nite or in­fin­ite, of
ad­di­tional di­gits after the decimal point. We will see shortly that the term
“real” re­veals a cer­tain pre­ju­dice.


Be­fore dis­cuss­ing this pre­ju­dice, though, let us
see what state­ments are true and false in the uni­verse of real num­bers. In this uni­verse, we can say, “If the lengths of two sides of a tri­angle are num­bers, so is the
length of the third side”, and, “If the ra­dius of a circle is a num­ber, so is
its cir­cum­fer­ence.” How­ever, we can­not say, “Every num­ber has a square root.” While
it is true to say that every pos­it­ive real num­ber has a square root, neg­at­ive real
num­bers do not have real square roots. Just as the uni­verse of the pos­it­ive
in­tegers does not al­low sub­trac­tion of a lar­ger num­ber from a smal­ler one, like­wise
the uni­verse of real num­bers does not al­low the square root of a neg­at­ive
num­ber. Why not? Be­cause the only way a product of two real num­bers can be
neg­at­ive is for one to be pos­it­ive and the other neg­at­ive. Thus the square root
of a neg­at­ive num­ber would have to be either zero (clearly wrong) or sim­ul­tan­eously
pos­it­ive and neg­at­ive (not pos­sible). So in the uni­verse of real num­bers, the
state­ment, “Every num­ber has a square root,” is false. Now, this does not pose
a prob­lem if all we want to do is meas­ure the sizes of ob­jects, and other
sim­ilar com­pu­ta­tions. How­ever, it turns out that there are reas­ons for want­ing
the square root of a neg­at­ive num­ber.



This brings us to the pre­ju­dice re­ferred to
earlier: the square root of a neg­at­ive num­ber is known as an “ima­gin­ary” num­ber.
This makes lin­guistic sense, in con­tra­dis­tinc­tion to the “real” num­bers; but
the “ima­gin­ary” num­bers are no more (or less) ima­gin­ary than, say, neg­at­ive
num­bers or the square root of 2. Per­haps it would be bet­ter to call them
“sur­real” num­bers; be that as it may, the name “ima­gin­ary” is con­ven­tional. The ca­non­ical ima­gin­ary num­ber is the square root of minus one, de­noted “i”. In
the uni­verse of “com­plex” num­bers, con­sist­ing of the real num­bers, the
ima­gin­ary num­bers, and the sums and products of real and ima­gin­ary num­bers, the
state­ment, “Every num­ber has a square root,” is true.


There are fur­ther ex­ten­sions of the num­ber sys­tem
used for vari­ous pur­poses, but the ones de­scribed thus far are suf­fi­cient to
il­lus­trate the prob­lems of com­mu­nic­a­tion res­ult­ing from dif­fer­ent as­sump­tions
about the set of num­bers. We have de­scribed the pos­it­ive in­tegers, all
in­tegers, the ra­tional num­bers, the real num­bers, and the com­plex num­bers. We
now re­capit­u­late, in tab­u­lar form, the truth and fals­ity of some state­ments
re­l­at­ive to each num­ber set.


 



 
  	
  

  
  	
  Pos­it­ive In­tegers

  
  	
  All In­tegers

  
  	
  Ra­tional Num­bers
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  Real Num­bers
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  The dif­fer­ence of every two num­bers is a num­ber
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  The quo­tient of every* two num­bers is a num­ber
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  The square root of every num­ber is a num­ber
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Let us re­ph­rase this dis­cus­sion in terms of in­di­vidual
de­vel­op­ment. When we were little chil­dren who had just learned to count, if we heard
our older sis­ter talk­ing with our mother about neg­at­ive num­bers, we could not
have made any sense of the dis­cus­sion, be­cause it is not pos­sible to count
ob­jects by us­ing neg­at­ive num­bers. Frac­tions, decim­als, square roots—none of
these is ac­cess­ible. We had no use for a dis­tinc­tion between ra­tional and
ir­ra­tional num­bers, for the num­ber zero, or for the ex­ist­ence of com­plex
num­bers. Later we learned about op­er­a­tions on num­bers. Sub­trac­tion leads
even­tu­ally to the need for zero and neg­at­ive num­bers, such as two minus three. Di­vi­sion
leads to the need for frac­tions (ra­tios of in­tegers, or ra­tional num­bers) such
as the res­ult of three di­vided by two. Later still, the no­tion of square roots
leads to con­sid­er­a­tion of ir­ra­tional num­bers (for ex­ample, the side of a square
with area equal to three) and even­tu­ally com­plex num­bers (what is the square
root of minus four?), while ana­lysis of curves leads to the need for
tran­scend­en­tal num­bers, such as pi. At any given stage in our learn­ing about
num­bers, the “truth” for us con­sists of things that make sense about num­bers
that we have learned about. When we have learned to count, we can dis­cuss
whether 100 is lar­ger than 150, and make sense of 150 minus 100, but to pose
the ques­tion, “What is 100 minus 150?” is mean­ing­less. The state­ment, “Neg­at­ive
num­bers don’t have square roots,” is true for the set of real num­bers, but
false for the set of com­plex num­bers. Like­wise, the state­ment, “All num­bers
have square roots,” is true for the pos­it­ive real num­bers and the com­plex
num­bers, but false for the in­tegers and for the real num­bers. At any given
stage, we do not have the tools to for­mu­late the lim­it­a­tions of what we “know
to be true” be­cause those lim­it­a­tions are bey­ond the know­ledge that we have
about the num­ber sys­tem. A state­ment that is valid at one stage of learn­ing may
be false, in­com­plete, or mean­ing­less at a dif­fer­ent (earlier or later) stage. 


It is im­port­ant to no­tice that in the case of each
true-and-false state­ment, there are not two dif­fer­ent truths, but rather two
dif­fer­ent state­ments of truth. For the per­son at the earlier stage of
de­vel­op­ment, the state­ment made by the more ad­vanced stu­dent seems either
mean­ing­less or false, and there is no reas­on­able way to “make him see the
truth”—he does not have the con­cepts ne­ces­sary to un­der­stand the more ad­vanced (or
com­pre­hens­ive) point of view. In this sense, the truth of these state­ments is
re­l­at­ive.


Let us briefly ex­am­ine the same de­vel­op­men­tal
se­quence from a his­tor­ical point of view. The set of pos­it­ive in­tegers was
ad­equate to the needs of man­kind for many mil­len­nia. The Ro­mans con­duc­ted all
their busi­ness and sci­ence with Ro­man nu­mer­als, which de­note only the
pos­it­ive in­tegers; the no­tion of zero seemed highly sus­pi­cious and even
blas­phem­ous. The Greek geo­met­ers were able to meas­ure and cal­cu­late straight
and curved dis­tances ac­cur­ately with in­tegers and ra­tios of in­tegers. With the
in­tro­duc­tion of the “Ar­abic” sys­tem of decimal nota­tion, it be­came pos­sible to
see a dif­fer­ence between ra­tional num­bers (which have re­peat­ing pat­terns after
the decimal point) and those that did not seem to re­peat. With the in­tro­duc­tion
of lim­its and a nota­tion for “in­fin­ity”, the val­ues of such num­bers as pi could
be ex­pressed in a con­cise way. The in­tro­duc­tion of com­plex num­bers al­lowed the
solu­tion of al­geb­raic prob­lems that had no “real” solu­tions. A dis­cus­sion of
the dif­fer­ence between 3, pi, and the square root of 2 would have been
im­pos­sible for the Greek geo­meter, be­cause neither the no­tions nor the
nota­tions ex­is­ted to al­low such a dis­cus­sion. Like­wise, the solu­tion to a
prob­lem such as “n2+4=0” was not pos­sible for the math­em­aticians of
the 14th cen­tury, who used only the real num­bers, while it is
trivial for today’s ad­vanced al­gebra stu­dent, us­ing com­plex num­bers. Thus the
“truth” in the 14th cen­tury was “There is no solu­tion to ‘n2+4=0’,”
while the “truth” in the 21st cen­tury is, “there are two solu­tions
to ‘n2+4=0’: 2i and -2i.”


We thus see that in terms of both in­di­vidual and
his­tor­ical de­vel­op­ment, the truths of math­em­at­ics are not ab­so­lute, but
re­l­at­ive, in the sense that state­ments are al­ways made in an im­pli­cit con­text,
which it is not pos­sible to de­scribe at an earlier stage, though the con­text can be
made ex­pli­cit at a later stage. 


An­other sense in which the
same math­em­at­ical state­ment may be true or false is re­lated to how we in­ter­pret
strings of sym­bols—what we call “words” in nat­ural lan­guage. We are ac­cus­tomed
to a sys­tem known as base-10 (decimal) nota­tion, in which we have one di­git
each for the num­bers 0 through 9, and then use place­ment of the di­gits to
ex­press 10s, 100s, 1000s, etc. We are so ac­cus­tomed to this sys­tem that we
im­pli­citly identify the num­ber with its rep­res­ent­a­tion. That is, we think of
the sym­bol “3”, the word “three” and a group of three items (*** for ex­ample)
as identical and in­ter­change­able, and like­wise the string “16” is thought of as
identical with a group of this many items: **** **** **** ****. This is very
con­veni­ent and serves us well, ex­cept when we have oc­ca­sion to use a dif­fer­ent
num­ber base. For ex­ample, in cer­tain com­puter ap­plic­a­tions, base-8 (octal)
nota­tion is con­veni­ent, be­cause it read­ily trans­lates to the base-2 op­er­a­tion
of most di­gital com­puter cir­cuitry. The first 8 di­gits (0-7) do not of­fer any
dif­fi­culty. How­ever, writ­ing “10” in octal means this many ob­jects: **** ****,
whereas in decimal it means this many: ***** *****. To add to the con­fu­sion, in
decimal, 5+5 = 10, whereas in octal, 5+5 = 12. Of course, this is simply be­cause
“12” in octal means this many ob­jects: **** **** **. Thus the same truth (*****
+ ***** = ***** *****) is ex­pressed in an in­her­ently dif­fer­ent way. If we are
us­ing decimal nota­tion, “5+5 = 10” is true, and “5+5 = 12” is false, whereas if
we are work­ing in octal nota­tion, “5+5 = 12” is true, and “5+5 = 10” is false. This
can be con­fus­ing enough in the very cut-and-dried world of math­em­at­ics; ana­log­ous
dif­fer­en­ces in ter­min­o­logy can be far more dif­fi­cult to re­solve in the con­text
of nat­ural lan­guage and philo­soph­ical con­cepts, since the same words and
phrases may mean very dif­fer­ent things to dif­fer­ent people. 


Pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies from Phys­ics


We will next con­sider some no­tions and state­ments
from the do­main of phys­ics and ex­am­ine some state­ments that are false at one
level of de­vel­op­ment but true at an­other. We will di­vide phys­ics into an­cient
(prior to New­ton), New­to­nian (New­ton to Ein­stein), and mod­ern phases. We will
con­sider con­cepts re­lated to mo­tion and the nature of mat­ter. Later, we will
use these same con­cepts in ex­amin­ing meth­ods of proof.


In an­cient phys­ics, the law of mo­tion of ob­jects
was, “A mov­ing ob­ject slows down and
stops un­less ac­ted on by a force.” In New­to­nian phys­ics, the law of mo­tion is,
“An ob­ject in mo­tion con­tin­ues its mo­tion with no change un­less ac­ted on by a
force.” These two ap­pear to be con­tra­dict­ory, but both worked well for the
ap­plic­able cir­cum­stances. In an­cient times, the ef­fects of fric­tion were not
well un­der­stood, and were not re­garded as a “force” in the con­text of the law
of mo­tion. Since ob­jects on earth are al­ways sub­ject to fric­tion, the an­cient
law was cor­rect for all earth-bound ob­ser­va­tions: any ob­ject sub­ject to
fric­tion slows down and stops un­less a force is ap­plied to keep it in mo­tion. In
New­to­nian phys­ics, the ef­fect of fric­tion is in­cluded among the “forces” act­ing
on a body. For earth­bound ob­jects, the New­to­nian law gives the same res­ult as
the an­cient law, be­cause fric­tion is in­cluded among the forces. For ce­les­tial
ob­jects (the moon and plan­ets in par­tic­u­lar) the New­to­nian for­mu­la­tion al­lows
the mo­tions of the bod­ies to be de­scribed cor­rectly without hav­ing to sup­pose,
as in an­cient times, either that the laws of phys­ics in the
heav­ens are dif­fer­ent from those on earth, or that there is some sort of heav­enly force that keeps ce­les­tial
ob­jects mov­ing. For earth-bound events, then, both for­mu­la­tions are “cor­rect”,
al­though dif­fer­ent; but for as­tro­nomy, the New­to­nian law is a clear im­prove­ment
over the an­cient one.


In both New­to­nian and an­cient phys­ics, time and
space are re­garded as a fixed frame­work, ap­plic­able in all places and un­der all
con­di­tions of mo­tion, and mass as a fixed prop­erty of an ob­ject. Mod­ern phys­ics
in­tro­duces the ra­tio of an ob­ject’s speed to the speed of light as a factor
that changes the ef­fect­ive size and mass of a mov­ing body. Be­cause the speed of
light is so great (about 0.2 mil­lion miles per second), these ef­fects are
neg­li­gible for every­day ob­jects in every­day situ­ations, such as balls, horses,
cars, trains, and air­planes. How­ever, for ob­jects mov­ing at high speeds, such
as sub­atomic particles in particle ac­cel­er­at­ors, these ef­fects are sig­ni­fic­ant,
and use­ful res­ults can­not be ob­tained us­ing New­to­nian phys­ics. Even for
space­craft mov­ing at or­bital ve­lo­cit­ies, the change in the flow of time at high
speeds can be meas­ured with high-ac­cur­acy clocks. One of the fun­da­men­tal laws
of New­to­nian phys­ics is that the speed of an ob­ject is pro­por­tional to the
force ap­plied dur­ing a given length of time. Thus if you ap­ply twice the force,
you get twice the speed. New­to­nian phys­ics thus pre­dicts that if you ap­ply a
mil­lion times the force, you get a mil­lion times the speed, and that if you
ap­ply enough force, the ob­ject will travel as fast as you want, even faster
than light. Mod­ern phys­ics has de­mon­strated that this is not the case. What
hap­pens in­stead is that some of the force is used in in­creas­ing the mass of the
ob­ject, and no mat­ter how much force you ap­ply, you can never ac­cel­er­ate an
ob­ject to the speed of light. What you will get is a much more massive ob­ject,
mov­ing at a speed slightly less than the speed of light. Curi­ously, that more
massive ob­ject will ap­pear, to the ob­server on the ground, to be shortened
along the dir­ec­tion of mo­tion. Even more curi­ous, per­haps, is that an ob­server
rid­ing on the speed­ing ob­ject will see no changes at all within the ob­ject, but
will in­stead see the ground ob­server as shortened along the dir­ec­tion of the
ob­ject’s mo­tion. Once the ob­ject is brought to rest, everything will re­turn to
its pre­vi­ous size and mass; these ef­fects are purely res­ults of re­l­at­ive mo­tion.
Mod­ern phys­ics thus shows that our com­mon-sense no­tions of time, dis­tance, and
mass as fixed and in­de­pend­ent at­trib­utes are vi­able only for events tak­ing place un­der the sed­ate
con­di­tions of mac­ro­scopic earthly life.


Mat­ter—the very
sub­stance of our phys­ical ex­ist­ence—is seen, through the dis­cov­er­ies of mod­ern
phys­ics, to be quite dif­fer­ent from the solid and con­tinu­ous struc­ture that we
per­ceive. The ques­tion of whether mat­ter is con­tinu­ous (and there­fore di­vis­ible
into ar­bit­rar­ily small particles) or atomic (con­sist­ing of minute in­di­vis­ible
particles) has been of great in­terest for thou­sands of years. In the 1800s it
was es­tab­lished that mat­ter is atomic: there is in­deed a min­imum unit of any
given ele­men­tal sub­stance, known as the atom. In the 20th cen­tury it
was found that atoms are made up of yet smal­ler particles (pro­tons, elec­trons,
and neut­rons), and that even those smal­ler particles are com­posed of smal­ler
units, whose nature and be­ha­vior are so dif­fer­ent from our dir­ect ex­per­i­ence
that they are dif­fi­cult to de­scribe or ima­gine. In
the an­cient view, atoms were thought to be like so many tiny marbles. Mod­ern
phys­ics tells us that the atoms are more like tiny solar sys­tems, with a heavy
cen­ter (nuc­leus) con­tain­ing pro­tons and neut­rons, and a cloud of very light
elec­trons swirl­ing around them in a ran­dom yet highly struc­tured fash­ion. The
rules that gov­ern the be­ha­vior of these particles are not like any­thing we can
see in our nor­mal view of the world. The ap­par­ent solid­ity and opa­city of
ob­jects are a res­ult of elec­trical forces within and between the atoms, while
the sta­bil­ity of the atomic nuc­lei is due to forces that are en­tirely
im­per­cept­ible at our mac­ro­scopic scale. To see how il­lus­ory the solid­ity of
mat­ter is, ima­gine con­struct­ing a mac­ro­scopic scale model of mat­ter. If we
con­struc­ted a scale model of an iron crys­tal, for ex­ample, with the atomic
cen­ters spaced 10 feet apart, the dense nuc­leus would be less than 0.001 inch
in dia­meter (less than the dia­meter of a hair), and the space between the
nuc­lei would con­tain 26 elec­trons, each with a dia­meter less than 0.001 inch,
swirl­ing around in a layered cloud. So a simple and ob­vi­ous state­ment such as,
“Iron, at room tem­per­at­ure, is solid,” can be either true or false de­pend­ing on
one’s point of view. From a mac­ro­scopic point of view iron is hard,
im­per­me­able, and static, whereas from a sub­mi­cro­scopic point of view it is a
sparse lat­tice in con­stant mo­tion.


Am­bi­gu­it­ies of As­tro­nomy


“The sun rises in the morn­ing and sets in the
even­ing.” What could be more ob­vi­ous? How­ever, it is not lit­er­ally true. The
sun stays fixed at the cen­ter of the solar sys­tem. In the morn­ing, the east­ern
ho­ri­zon falls, and the sun be­comes vis­ible. In the even­ing, the west­ern ho­ri­zon
rises, and the earth hides the sun. Ob­ser­va­tion­ally, the sun does ap­pear to
rise and set, and it is a con­veni­ent fig­ure of speech; but in an­cient times,
when it was be­lieved that the sun really did rise and set, and that all the heav­enly
bod­ies circled around the earth, im­prob­ably com­plex mo­tions were needed in
or­der to ex­plain the de­tailed as­tro­nom­ical ob­ser­va­tions of the sun, moon,
plan­ets, and stars. Us­ing the he­lio­cent­ric model of the solar sys­tem, the plan­et­ary
mo­tions are seen to be (to a good ap­prox­im­a­tion) simple el­lipses, with all
other ap­par­ent mo­tions arising from the mo­tion of the earth. As to the daily
rising and set­ting of the sun: from the point of view of an as­tro­naut, the sun
may rise and set sev­eral times a day or not at all, de­pend­ing on the
as­tro­naut’s path. For a sci­ent­ist sta­tioned at the South Pole, the sun never
rises or sets; it circles above the ho­ri­zon, spiral­ing out of sight in April
and spiral­ing back into sight six months later. For a lunar in­hab­it­ant, the sun
rises and sets once per (earth) month.


The stars, too, of­fer ex­amples of re­l­at­ive truth. They
are said to be “out” or not, de­pend­ing on the pres­ence of clouds and the time
of day, whereas in fact the stars are al­ways “out,” but may be ob­scured by the
opa­city of the night­time clouds or the bright­ness of the day­time sky. They are
ob­ser­va­tion­ally tiny points of light, whereas in fact they are com­par­able to
the sun in size and bright­ness. We speak of as­tro­nom­ical events, such as novae
and the be­ha­vior of galax­ies, in the present tense, al­though in fact they
oc­curred years, cen­tur­ies, or mil­lions of mil­len­nia ago.


Bio­lo­gical Am­bi­val­ence


We will con­sider just one no­tion from the realm of bio­logy:
the dif­fer­ence between men and wo­men. At the bio­lo­gical level, the truth seems
simple enough: men and wo­men are dif­fer­ent. Men fer­til­ize wo­men; wo­men bear and
nur­ture chil­dren. Even at this level, though, the truth is not his­tor­ic­ally
static. Un­til the ad­vent of the mi­cro­scope, it was not clear what role the man
played in the cre­ation of chil­dren. There were two main be­liefs. One was that
the child was pro­duced by the mother, and the man’s role was to provide some
sort of nour­ish­ment that al­lowed the child to grow in the womb; the other was
that the child was pro­duced by the man, who im­planted it in the womb of the
mother, where it then grew. Either of these views in­cul­cates the no­tion that
the child is primar­ily the product of one par­ent or the other. Such views have
deep im­plic­a­tions for fam­ily re­la­tion­ships. It is clearly es­tab­lished today
that the sperm and egg play a joint role in the cre­ation of the baby, which
com­bines ge­netic char­ac­ter­ist­ics of both par­ents. Thus, from a bio­lo­gical
per­spect­ive, men and wo­men have an equal part­ner­ship, at least in the
con­tinu­ance of the spe­cies. What once seemed to be an ob­vi­ous truth (that the
child was primar­ily the product of one par­ent or the other) is today seen as an
ob­vi­ous false­hood.


Ab­so­lute Truth


In the fore­go­ing we have con­sidered vari­ous ex­amples
of re­l­at­ive truth. Let us now take up the ques­tion of ab­so­lute truth. What
ex­actly ought we to mean by this? We will take it to mean “truth on which
every­one will agree.” By “every­one” we mean people with whom we can com­mu­nic­ate
and ex­change ideas; oth­er­wise, we would have no way of know­ing whether they
agree.


There are two dif­fer­ent ques­tions to pose. The
first is, “Is there such a thing as ab­so­lute truth?” The second, as­sum­ing a
pos­it­ive an­swer to the first, is, “Can we as­sert that a given truth is ab­so­lute?”


Con­sider math­em­at­ical truth. It can be ab­so­lute,
within its sys­tem. For ex­ample, the rules of arith­metic, within a spe­ci­fied
sys­tem, are ab­so­lutely true. While vari­ous sys­tems can be defined, each with
dif­fer­ent arith­met­ical rules, the res­ults within any given sys­tem are agree­able
to all who have in­vest­ig­ated the sub­ject. We can thus state that there are some
ab­so­lute math­em­at­ical truths, and we can give some ex­amples of them, which will
be dis­cussed un­der Math­em­at­ical Proofs.


Sci­entific truth (other than math­em­at­ical truth)
is not likely to be ab­so­lute. For ex­ample, New­to­nian phys­ics was thought at one
time to be ab­so­lutely true, but has turned out to be an ap­prox­im­a­tion.


His­tor­ical facts may be ab­so­lutely true, but only
those that are of a trivial nature, such as dates of birth and death. The
in­ter­est­ing and use­ful in­sights from his­tory—that is, the chains of cause and
ef­fect from which we may learn—are sub­ject­ive and not ab­so­lute.


One might pro­pose that ex­ternal phys­ical real­ity
is an ab­so­lute truth—the ex­ist­ence of the earth, sun, people, etc., as they
ap­pear to us. How­ever, there are at least two reas­ons not to ac­cept this. One
is that cer­tain cul­tures and philo­sophies hold these things to be mere
il­lu­sion, and so not every­one agrees on phys­ical real­ity as truth: thus it is
not an ab­so­lute truth. The other is that even for those who be­lieve in the
ex­ternal real­ity of the phys­ical world, the find­ings of mod­ern sci­ence show
that our per­cep­tions of real­ity are quite dif­fer­ent from a de­tailed de­scrip­tion
of that real­ity, from the quantum scale to the in­ter­stel­lar scale. Thus again,
what we see as ex­ternal phys­ical real­ity is not an ab­so­lute truth.


Oth­ers might pro­pose that the ex­ist­ence of a
cre­ator is an ab­so­lute truth. How­ever, there are many people who deny such a
concept, which by our defin­i­tion means it is not an ab­so­lute truth.


Are there any ex­ist­en­tial truths of which we can
be ab­so­lutely cer­tain? There is one: one’s own ex­ist­ence. This does not mean,
ne­ces­sar­ily, phys­ical ex­ist­ence; rather, it means con­scious­ness. You who
be­lieve your­self to be read­ing these words can doubt the ex­ist­ence of me, their
au­thor; you can even doubt the sep­ar­ate­ness of the words (or the au­thor) from
your­self; but the “I” who is read­ing knows its own ex­ist­ence. Per­haps this is
the real­ity of a dream, or per­haps it is a phys­ical real­ity, or per­haps it is
some­thing else; in any case, the truth of the ex­ist­ence of “I” is more cer­tain
than the truth of its be­ing a dream, a phys­ical real­ity, or some­thing else. If
we con­sider this no­tion care­fully, we will see that it has pro­found
im­plic­a­tions for our un­der­stand­ing of the nature of truth, as well as for our
eval­u­ation of proofs. We will take this up in more de­tail at a later point.


It is worth not­ing the im­mense dif­fer­ence between
the ex­ist­en­tial truth, “I am,” and the ex­ist­en­tial ques­tion, “Who am I?” While
the first is the one ab­so­lute ex­ist­en­tial truth, the other is the deep­est and
most widely de­bated ex­ist­en­tial ques­tion. The an­swer we give to this ques­tion
in­forms every as­pect of our in­di­vidual and col­lect­ive life.


While ex­ternal phys­ical real­ity is not an ab­so­lute
truth, the ex­ist­ence of a shared real­ity is the first de­rived truth. That is,
no sane per­son be­lieves him­self or her­self to be the only ex­ist­ing thing, or denies
that all people share in a real­ity of some sort that is well de­scribed by
cer­tain laws. If we did not be­lieve in the real­ity of it, we would not try to
com­mu­nic­ate with oth­ers or ad­apt ourselves to the cir­cum­stances we find. For
our pur­poses, we will speak gen­er­ally of this shared real­ity in con­ven­tional
terms, but will keep in mind that it is a de­rived truth, not ab­so­lute truth. The
im­port­ance of do­ing so will be­come clear when we come to the con­sid­er­a­tion of
strongly con­tested be­liefs.


For now, let us move on to the topic of proofs.


Proof


We have said that a proof is a pro­ced­ure that
causes us to ac­cept a no­tion as true. We have de­lib­er­ately not said that the
proof must be ac­cept­able to every­one (that is, it need not cause every­one to
ac­cept the no­tion as true); thus a proof, like a truth, may be ab­so­lute or
re­l­at­ive. Un­der this broad defin­i­tion, there are many kinds of proof. The
simplest proof is to as­sert that a no­tion is self-evid­ent. The most com­plex
proofs may be some of the formal de­duct­ive proofs used by math­em­aticians. Sci­ent­ists
of­ten use in­duct­ive and stat­ist­ical proofs. There are also proofs based on
tra­di­tion or au­thor­ity: be­cause I (or she or he or they or it) said so. We will
use ex­amples to show that all of these meth­ods of proof have valid­ity, and to
sug­gest what do­mains are best suited to what kinds of proofs.


Defin­i­tions should be clearly un­der­stood and
agreed upon be­fore a proof is be­gun. Of course, a com­mon set of defin­i­tions is
needed for a com­mon un­der­stand­ing of any state­ment; but in the case of a single
state­ment, defin­i­tions can be an im­pli­cit part of dis­cuss­ing the state­ment;
whereas in the case of proofs, if defin­i­tions are not agreed upon at the
out­set, and dif­fer­en­ces are dis­covered later on, the whole chain of reas­on­ing has
to be re-eval­u­ated in light of newly agreed-upon defin­i­tions. Thus defin­i­tions
will be presen­ted at the out­set of each proof, even though this is some­times
awk­ward.


We will re­visit the ex­amples of truth from the
pre­vi­ous sec­tion, from the point of view of proof. First, though, we will
briefly dis­cuss four meth­ods of proof.


Meth­ods of Proof: Self-Evid­ent, De­duct­ive,
In­duct­ive, and Au­thor­it­at­ive


Self-evid­ence is prob­ably the most com­mon proof
that we use. Only the philo­soph­ic­ally-minded ques­tion their own ex­ist­ence; only
the so­cial mis­fits doubt that their own cul­ture is the best one; the car­penter
never ques­tions whether a saw is the best tool for cut­ting wood. As­sert­ing (or
as­sum­ing) self-evid­ent truth al­lows us to fo­cus on what seems im­port­ant and to
ig­nore the trivial, ir­rel­ev­ant or dan­ger­ous. It is a very ef­fi­cient proof;
how­ever, it provides no basis for as­sert­ing a de­gree of con­fid­ence in the
cor­rect­ness of the proof. It may be thought of as an in­formal type of in­duct­ive
reas­on­ing. In­tu­ition and faith are vari­ants of self-evid­ence.


De­duct­ive proof is the method most of­ten thought
of in con­tem­por­ary West­ern cul­ture as “proof.” It is em­in­ently suited to formal
sys­tems such as math­em­at­ical the­or­ies and the math­em­at­ical bases for vari­ous
sci­entific dis­cip­lines. A de­duct­ive proof starts with a set of premises
(hy­po­theses) and uses formal or in­formal rules of lo­gic to ar­rive at
con­clu­sions. This was the first kind of reas­on­ing to be auto­mated. In the early
20th cen­tury it was hoped that auto­mated de­duct­ive reas­on­ing would al­low a
com­plete un­der­stand­ing of all of math­em­at­ics. It was later shown, how­ever, by
Kurt Gödel, in his renowned First In­com­plete­ness The­orem, that this hope was prob­ably
a false one. Gödel’s the­orem im­plies that un­der any set of rules so far
en­vis­aged, any formal and suf­fi­ciently power­ful de­duct­ive sys­tem will have
no­tions that are true but can­not be proven true within the formal sys­tem. How­ever,
even if auto­mated reas­on­ing is not com­plete, it is re­li­able: if a state­ment is
proven to be true in a de­duct­ive proof, then any­one who ac­cepts the hy­po­theses
and the reas­on­ing has com­plete cer­tainty that the state­ment is cor­rect. Note
that hy­po­theses may be taken as self-evid­ent, or may be ar­rived at in some
other way; in the lat­ter case, the de­gree of con­fid­ence in the state­ment is the
same as the con­fid­ence in the hy­po­theses.


In­duct­ive proof, which might also be called
stat­ist­ical proof, starts from ob­served con­clu­sions and at­tempts to find a
valid set of premises that ex­plains the ob­ser­va­tions; it is, in a sense, the
re­verse of de­duct­ive proof. Nor­mally it is a cyc­lical pro­cess, in which some
ob­ser­va­tions are made, some premises pos­ited, then fur­ther ob­ser­va­tions made,
and the set of premises mod­i­fied, un­til no new com­bin­a­tions of ob­ser­va­tions and
premises are evid­ent. Of­ten, new ob­ser­va­tions are pre­dicted based on the
cur­rent set of premises, and ex­per­i­ments are de­signed to try to pro­duce the
ex­pec­ted ob­ser­va­tions. Since all ob­ser­va­tions are fi­nite, there is al­ways some
un­cer­tainty about the valid­ity of the in­duc­tion. Sub­se­quent de­duct­ive proofs
based on the pu­tat­ive premises are there­fore sub­ject to that same un­cer­tainty. As
an aside, note that there is a sim­il­arly named, but un­re­lated, type of proof re­ferred
to as “math­em­at­ical in­duc­tion,” which is a de­duct­ive method, not an in­duct­ive
one.


Au­thor­it­at­ive proof
means as­sert­ing that cer­tain no­tions are valid based on some
au­thor­it­at­ive source. For ex­ample, play­ers in a game ac­cept the cor­rect­ness of
the rules; they can­not be proven, and they must be obeyed. Young chil­dren
be­lieve their par­ents on the basis of au­thor­ity. Mem­bers of re­li­gious groups
may con­sider their re­li­gious lit­er­at­ure to be au­thor­it­at­ive proof. The ele­ments
of a con­sti­tu­tion and the laws of a gov­ern­ment are used by law­yers and by so­ci­ety
in gen­eral as au­thor­it­at­ive proofs. De­duct­ive reas­on­ing is of­ten used to in­fer
sub­si­di­ary con­clu­sions or reg­u­la­tions based on an au­thor­it­at­ive source.


Ex­amples of each of these types of proof will be
given later in this sec­tion.


De­gree of Con­fid­ence


“How sure are you?” is per­haps an oxy­moron. It is
use­ful, though, to con­sider the de­gree of con­fid­ence in an as­ser­tion, or our
level of “sure­ness.” This can also be looked at as an as­sess­ment of the cor­rect­ness of a proof. The no­tion of con­fid­ence, with nu­mer­ical val­ues
as­signed, is used in many do­mains, such as safety ana­lysis, forensics,
ge­net­ics, and met­eor­o­logy. Un­der­ly­ing the quant­it­at­ive meas­ure­ment of
con­fid­ence is the math­em­at­ical dis­cip­line of stat­ist­ics. In the present work
our in­terests are qual­it­at­ive rather than quant­it­at­ive, and so we will forgo
stat­ist­ical rigor; but the prin­ciples of prob­ab­il­istic ana­lysis are rel­ev­ant
and ap­plic­able to con­fid­ence in proofs, par­tic­u­larly in­duct­ive proofs.


Formal lo­gical proofs are as­so­ci­ated with very
high levels of con­fid­ence. If we agree with the premises and un­der­stand the
proof, we feel cer­tain of the as­ser­tion’s valid­ity. If we take ex­cep­tion to any
premise, or we fail to fol­low some part of the proof, the proof provides no
con­fid­ence in the as­ser­tion. We may, how­ever, still have con­fid­ence in the as­ser­tion,
if we be­lieve (through au­thor­it­at­ive or in­duct­ive reas­on­ing) in the
com­pet­ence of the per­son(s) who car­ried out the proof, and lack con­fid­ence in
our own abil­ity to un­der­stand the proof or eval­u­ate the premises. Our de­gree of
con­fid­ence in the proof is then no greater than our con­fid­ence in the per­son
who car­ried out the proof: for us, the proof is au­thor­it­at­ive or in­duct­ive,
rather than de­duct­ive. 


Au­thor­it­at­ive proofs, too, are as­so­ci­ated with very
high levels of con­fid­ence. A high level of con­fid­ence in an au­thor­it­at­ive
as­ser­tion is based on a high level of con­fid­ence in the au­thor­ity and on the
be­lief that the as­ser­tion comes from that au­thor­ity. For ex­ample,
rule books provide high levels of con­fid­ence in the fair­ness of games;
co­di­fied sets of laws provide high levels of con­fid­ence in the leg­al­ity or
il­leg­al­ity of vari­ous acts; stand­ard­ized sets of scrip­ture provide high levels of con­fid­ence
in the ten­ets of a re­li­gion. Clearly, an au­thor­it­at­ive proof provides
con­fid­ence only to the de­gree that we have con­fid­ence in the rel­ev­ant
au­thor­ity.


In­duct­ive proofs are highly vari­able in levels of
con­fid­ence. As noted earlier, the set of avail­able ob­ser­va­tions is al­ways
fi­nite, and so there is al­ways the pos­sib­il­ity that some fur­ther ob­ser­va­tions
will be made that in­val­id­ate the de­rived premises. Some­times nu­mer­ical
con­fid­ence val­ues are at­tached to an in­duct­ively proven set of premises. While
there is jus­ti­fic­a­tion for this in the case of tightly con­strained prob­lems, it
is a du­bi­ous ef­fort for broad and far-reach­ing the­or­ies, be­cause there is
al­ways an in­fin­ite set of po­ten­tial counter-ob­ser­va­tions. For ex­ample, if we
con­sider a coin-flip­ping ex­per­i­ment, with the en­vir­on­ment re­stric­ted to still
air and a hard flat sur­face, and what we wish to prove is that a coin is evenly
weighted, then we can flip it a few thou­sand times and make re­li­able nu­mer­ical
es­tim­ates of the lim­its to its un­even­ness. How­ever, if what we want to show is
that the same coin is al­ways go­ing to av­er­age equal num­bers of heads and tails,
un­der all cir­cum­stances, then we need to con­sider the in­di­vidual who flips the
coin, the kind of sur­face it falls on (soft clay, for ex­ample, where it might
land and re­main on edge), the ef­fect of air cur­rents, and even the pos­sib­il­ity
that the ex­per­i­ment will be car­ried out in a li­quid, in zero grav­ity, or in a
ro­tat­ing en­vir­on­ment. Even if we carry out an ex­tens­ive set of ex­per­i­ments that
ac­count for all the above, the coin could have mag­netic prop­er­ties, and be­have
en­tirely dif­fer­ently in a strong elec­tro­mag­netic field. If we con­sider
far-reach­ing the­or­ies, such as New­ton’s the­or­ies of mo­tion, we see that the
in­her­ent lim­it­a­tions on ex­per­i­ments can pro­duce a false high level of
con­fid­ence.


One of the weak­est forms of in­duct­ive proof is the
stat­ist­ical ana­lysis of ex­ist­ing data: even if a high de­gree of cor­rel­a­tion is
es­tab­lished, cor­rel­a­tion by it­self does not es­tab­lish causal re­la­tion­ships. This
is a vari­ation of the lo­gical fal­lacy, “post hoc ergo pr­op­ter hoc” (after this,
there­fore be­cause of this). Such ana­lysis is used as a way to cre­ate sup­port
for the­or­ies that do not have sound the­or­et­ical and ex­per­i­men­tal sup­port. The
de­gree of con­fid­ence in the cor­rel­a­tion is of­ten mis­rep­res­en­ted as the de­gree
of con­fid­ence in the caus­at­ive ef­fect. One com­mon source of non-causal
cor­rel­a­tion is that the pu­tat­ive cause and ef­fect are ac­tu­ally joint ef­fects of
some other cause.


To re­capit­u­late, the level of con­fid­ence as­signed
to an in­duct­ive proof, and the scope of its ap­plic­ab­il­ity, should al­ways take
into ac­count the re­stric­tions on the set of data used for the in­duc­tion.


It is worth draw­ing a dis­tinc­tion between
sub­ject­ive and ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence. Sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence means a de­gree of con­fid­ence based on un­tested or un­con­scious as­sump­tions. Ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence means a de­gree of con­fid­ence based on a proof. As­ser­tions based on un­tested or
un­con­scious as­sump­tions may be held with com­plete con­fid­ence, but it is a
sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence: we have never tried to go through the pro­cess of
eval­u­at­ing the truth of the as­ser­tion. A pre­ju­dice is an ex­ample of a be­lief
held with high sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence. An­other ex­ample is the re­tort, “Well, of
course I locked the door.” Sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence plays a ma­jor role in
in­di­vidual and group be­ha­vior. Re­pla­cing sub­ject­ive with ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence
is a sign of in­di­vidual and so­ci­etal ma­tur­ity. Ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence levels tend
to be lower than sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence levels, be­cause re­flec­tion causes us to
be aware of our fal­lib­il­ity and our lack of pre­cise and com­plete know­ledge. The
ad­age, “Be­lieve half of what you see and none of what you hear,” dram­at­izes the
re­la­tion­ship between sub­ject­ive and ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence: what you have seen
and heard is the basis for sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence, but is largely in­ad­equate for
ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence. Where not oth­er­wise qual­i­fied, we will take “con­fid­ence”
to mean “ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence.”


We will now con­sider ex­amples of vari­ous kinds of
proof.


Math­em­at­ical Proofs


We will again start with math­em­at­ical ex­amples,
be­cause they are simple and not con­tro­ver­sial. Con­sider, for ex­ample, the state­ment,
“Between any two un­equal num­bers there is an­other num­ber.” We as­ser­ted earlier
that this is false for the in­tegers but true for the ra­tion­als and reals.


To show that the state­ment is false for the
in­tegers, we must first state ex­pli­citly what we mean by an in­teger. We will
define it as the set of num­bers con­sist­ing of zero and of any num­ber that can
be got­ten by re­peatedly adding or sub­tract­ing the num­ber “one” from an (already
defined) in­teger. This gives us the set {0, 1, −1, 2, −2, ...}. A
trivial proof that the state­ment is false is to no­tice that there is no num­ber
between 0 and 1. While this is a proof, it is not en­tirely sat­is­fy­ing, since it
merely provides a single ex­cep­tion; per­haps we were just care­less in mak­ing up
our state­ment, and a slight re­word­ing would make it true. A more sat­is­fy­ing
proof is to note that for any two in­tegers n and n+1, there is no in­teger
between them; and moreover that for any other two un­equal num­bers m and n, either
m+1 or n+1 is between them; fur­ther­more, there are (n−m−1) num­bers
between m and n (for m less than n). Thus the proof be­comes not just an
ar­gu­ment, but an ex­plor­a­tion, show­ing more about what “between” means for the
in­tegers.


To show that the state­ment is true for the real
num­bers, take any two un­equal real num­bers a and b, with b greater than a. Since
b is greater than a, b−a is greater than zero. The num­ber a + ((b−a)/2)
is a real num­ber, and it is greater than a and less than b. This proves the
state­ment and gives an ex­ample for each pair of num­bers. It also provides an
in­fin­ite set of num­bers between the ori­ginal two, since the pro­cess of
sub­tract­ing and di­vid­ing can be re­peated in­def­in­itely, in­dic­at­ing that
“between” for real num­bers is very dif­fer­ent from “between” for in­tegers.


It is worth not­ing that we need to be very clear
about what makes two real num­bers un­equal. In most cases, two real num­bers are
un­equal if they dif­fer at some point in their decimal ex­pres­sion: thus 1.1 is
un­equal to 1.2, and 1. 11111111111... is un­equal to 1.11211111111... (where
... means to go on re­peat­ing the last di­git “forever”). How­ever, there is a
spe­cial case that makes two dif­fer­ent-look­ing num­bers equal. For ex­ample,
0.9999... is equal to 1.0. In gen­eral, any num­ber end­ing with x9999999... (with
x not equal to 9) can be re-writ­ten as a sim­ilar num­ber end­ing with x+1. For
ex­ample, if we tried to find a num­ber between 356.93239999999... and 356.9324,
we would find that there is none, be­cause they are not, in fact, un­equal
num­bers to be­gin with; they are merely dif­fer­ent rep­res­ent­a­tions of the same
num­ber, much as 0 and 1−1 are two rep­res­ent­a­tions of the same num­ber. This
is by no means a con­trived and isol­ated ex­ample; rather, it is il­lus­trat­ive of
a large class of state­ments that seem ob­vi­ously true and are in fact false; or
seem ob­vi­ously false, and are in fact true. It also sug­gests the po­ten­tial
haz­ards of us­ing self-evid­ence as a proof.


The two above proofs il­lus­trate both the sim­pli­city
and the sub­tlety of proofs, and un­der­score the im­port­ance of ac­cur­ate defin­i­tions,
as well as the con­sid­er­a­tion needed for spe­cial cases. It is to be re­membered
that these are de­lib­er­ately chosen from a simple and un­con­tro­ver­sial do­main. Ex­amples
and counter­ex­amples are thus clear and simple. Such is not the case in the ex­ist­en­tial
do­mains of greater in­terest, such as eth­ical, polit­ical, moral, and re­li­gious
con­cerns.


Proofs in Phys­ics


Proofs in phys­ics are fun­da­ment­ally dif­fer­ent from
proofs in math­em­at­ics. In math­em­at­ics, the ob­jects of in­terest are spe­ci­fied,
along with cer­tain fun­da­men­tal pos­tu­lates. Proofs use de­duct­ive reas­on­ing. The
math­em­atician is not con­strained by phys­ical real­ity. Phys­ics, on the other
hand, pur­ports to tell us about the phys­ical world. Thus the phys­i­cist must
re­late proofs to ex­per­i­ence in the phys­ical realm. Proofs in phys­ics are
there­fore based primar­ily on in­duct­ive reas­on­ing. We will use the same ex­amples
presen­ted earlier, in the dis­cus­sion of re­l­at­ive truth.


The laws of an­cient phys­ics were based more on
philo­soph­ical con­sid­er­a­tions than on ob­ser­va­tions. Thus, for ex­ample, the
dif­fer­ence between the be­ha­vior of ter­re­strial ob­jects (the ob­ject stops un­less
ac­ted on by an ex­ternal force) and ce­les­tial ob­jects (they seem to move
forever) was seen as a dif­fer­ence between the im­per­fec­tion of ter­re­strial
ob­jects and the per­fec­tion of ce­les­tial ob­jects, rather than as the con­se­quence
of a set of laws that could be de­rived from ex­per­i­ment. Phys­ics proofs were
largely au­thor­it­at­ive rather than in­duct­ive. If ob­ser­va­tion dis­agreed with
the­ory, the ob­ser­va­tion was gen­er­ally taken to be flawed.


Mod­ern phys­ics tends more to­ward the em­pir­ical
in­duct­ive ap­proach: if ob­ser­va­tion dis­agrees with the­ory, the the­ory is re­vised.
Note, how­ever, that au­thor­it­at­ive reas­on­ing is also used: once a the­ory is
widely re­garded as proven, sci­ent­ists or in­vent­ors who claim ob­ser­va­tions
con­trary to the­ory are re­garded with great sus­pi­cion. This has the be­ne­fit of
re­du­cing time spent on resolv­ing the res­ults of poorly de­signed ex­per­i­ments,
but it has the draw­back of slow­ing down the de­vel­op­ment and ad­op­tion of new and
more com­plete the­or­ies.


The the­ory that an ob­ject in mo­tion con­tin­ues its
mo­tion un­less ac­ted on by an ex­ternal force could not have been proven
dir­ec­tly, as there is no way to re­move all the ex­ternal forces from an ob­ject. Un­til
the de­vel­op­ment of cal­cu­lus, in the 1600s, there was no way to pre­dict the
de­tails of mo­tion. Once these pre­dic­tions could be made, the agree­ment between
New­to­nian the­ory and ex­per­i­ments was ex­cel­lent, and for two cen­tur­ies, no
ex­cep­tions were found. The ac­cu­mu­la­tion of evid­ence in fa­vor of New­ton’s laws
was enorm­ous. In the late 1800s, vari­ous ex­per­i­ments with the pro­paga­tion of light
showed that there was some­thing miss­ing or wrong. It was thought that light
must be either particles or waves. If the former, light should travel
ana­log­ously to bul­lets; if the lat­ter, light should travel ana­log­ously to sound.
In fact, it did neither. When a Ger­man pat­ent clerk pro­posed a novel res­ol­u­tion
to the prob­lem, in­volving a de­vi­ation from New­ton’s laws, he was met with as much
scorn as in­terest. His ideas were based on philo­soph­ical con­sid­er­a­tions rather
than on ex­per­i­men­tal data, which was con­trary to mod­ern cus­tom, and con­flic­ted
with the au­thor­it­at­ive nature that long us­age had given to New­ton’s laws. Even­tu­ally,
the new the­or­ies of Ein­stein (by then no longer work­ing as a pat­ent clerk) were
shown to agree with all ap­plic­able ex­per­i­men­tal data, and are now ac­cep­ted as a
re­fine­ment to New­ton’s laws. To re­capit­u­late, the an­cient laws were ac­cep­ted
primar­ily on au­thor­it­at­ive proof; New­ton’s laws were based on in­duct­ive
reas­on­ing; con­se­quences of Ein­stein’s re­lativ­ity were gen­er­ated by de­duc­tion;
and re­lativ­ity was ac­cep­ted based on in­duct­ive reas­on­ing.


It is in­ter­est­ing to note that the laws of mo­tion
are sig­ni­fic­antly mod­i­fied at the sub­atomic scale, in ways that have been well
de­scribed math­em­at­ic­ally but re­main in­tu­it­ively baff­ling to any but
well-trained phys­i­cists. There is no single the­ory that ex­plains the be­ha­vior
of mat­ter from the smal­lest to the largest scales. This is not al­to­gether
un­like the situ­ation in the so­cial sci­en­ces, in which the­or­ies of in­di­vidual
and col­lect­ive be­ha­vior have been sep­ar­ately de­ve­loped and do not read­ily
trans­late between the in­di­vidual and col­lect­ive do­mains.


Proofs in As­tro­nomy


The de­vel­op­ment of as­tro­nomy re­veals an in­ter­est­ing
in­ter­play of proofs. An­cient be­liefs were based on the ac­cept­ance of au­thor­ity.
The Greeks used meas­ure­ments (in­duct­ive reas­on­ing) to de­term­ine that the earth
was curved. The me­di­eval Chris­tian Church used au­thor­it­at­ive reas­on­ing to prove
that the sun went around the earth, while Co­per­ni­cus used the same style of
reas­on­ing, from the same au­thor­it­at­ive sources, but aug­men­ted by in­duct­ive
reas­on­ing, to show the op­pos­ite. In the course of the 20th cen­tury,
vari­ous pro­pos­als were ad­vanced as to the nature, ori­gin, and fu­ture be­ha­vior
of the phys­ical uni­verse. Re­peatedly, het­ero­dox the­or­ies (con­trary to what had
come to be re­garded as au­thor­it­at­ive sources) were ini­tially re­jec­ted and later
ac­cep­ted. In as­tro­nomy, since few ex­per­i­ments are pos­sible, the role of
ex­per­i­ment­a­tion is gen­er­ally taken by de­du­cing new ex­pec­ted ob­ser­va­tions from a
the­ory, and then see­ing whether those ob­ser­va­tions, once made, cor­res­pond to
the pre­dic­tions. There is cur­rently no com­pre­hens­ive and widely ac­cep­ted the­ory
that both ex­plains the ori­gin and pre­dicts the des­tiny of the ob­serv­able
uni­verse.


As a simple ex­ample of an in­duct­ive as­tro­nom­ical
proof, let us con­sider the moon and its ap­par­ent shape. Sup­pose that we have a
gen­eral un­der­stand­ing (based on au­thor­ity) that the earth or­bits around the sun
and the moon or­bits around the earth, but we wish to know why the moon changes
shape. We can see that the change in shape is caused by a shadow, but where
does the shadow come from? The first thought might be that it is the earth’s
shadow. How­ever, if we no­tice that the non-cir­cu­lar moon and the sun can both
be in the sky at the same time, we real­ize that the earth can­not be between the
sun and the moon at that time, so the earth can­not be cast­ing a shadow on the
moon. If we keep care­ful track of our ob­ser­va­tions, we see that when the moon
is full, it is cross­ing the sky 12 hours after the sun; when it is a
half-circle, it is 6 hours be­fore or after the sun. If we hold up a ball on a
sunny day, when the moon is also vis­ible, we can see that the shadow on the
ball is sim­ilar to the shadow on the moon. We can thus de­cide that it must be
the moon’s own shadow on it­self that we are see­ing—that is, that the moon is
al­ways half-lit, just like the ball, and that it is our point of view that is
chan­ging and caus­ing us to see dif­fer­ent por­tions of the dark and bright halves.


It is im­port­ant in this con­text to re­mem­ber that
un­til the middle of the 20th cen­tury, ob­ser­va­tions of this kind
(though more soph­ist­ic­ated) com­prised all the data that were avail­able to
un­der­stand the struc­ture of the solar sys­tem. With the ad­vent of
ex­tra-plan­et­ary rock­etry, this un­der­stand­ing has been con­firmed ex­per­i­ment­ally
as well as ob­ser­va­tion­ally. The struc­ture of the rest of the uni­verse, how­ever,
is still based purely on ob­ser­va­tions and on the­or­ies de­rived from those
ob­ser­va­tions. As the dec­ades go by, many as­pects of our un­der­stand­ing are
con­firmed, while oth­ers change. The or­gan­iz­a­tion of the uni­verse into galax­ies,
the ex­ist­ence of black holes, and the ubi­quity of ex­tra­solar plan­ets are all
no­tions that have been pro­posed and doubted within the last hun­dred years, and
cur­rently en­joy wide­spread ac­cept­ance.


Proofs in Bio­logy


The re­la­tion­ships between men and wo­men, and their
roles in pro­du­cing chil­dren, were taken by de­duc­tion from au­thor­ity un­til very
re­cent times. The ob­vi­ous dif­fer­ence in phys­ical strength between men and wo­men
was seen to be a proof that man was su­per­ior to wo­man. Today, dir­ect
ob­ser­va­tion and in­duct­ive reas­on­ing have shown how sim­ilar men and wo­men are. Such
reas­on­ing has proven the meth­ods by which off­spring are cre­ated and in­herit
par­en­tal char­ac­ter­ist­ics, though de­tails of the pro­cess con­tinue to be
dis­covered.


It was once be­lieved in many cul­tures that hu­mans
were a cre­ation en­tirely apart from the an­imal king­dom. Ex­am­in­a­tion of fossil
re­cords and ge­netic ma­ter­ial, how­ever, sug­gests that hu­mans are closely re­lated
to an­im­als, and that the hu­man form was not al­ways what it is today. Whether
hu­mans are “merely” an­im­als will be ad­dressed later; for now let us simply
ac­know­ledge that the pre­pon­der­ance of sci­entific evid­ence points to
evol­u­tion­ary con­nec­tions among vir­tu­ally all the mac­ro­scopic liv­ing creatures
on the sur­face of the earth, hu­mans in­cluded.


Proofs of Ab­so­lute Truths


The one ab­so­lute, self-evid­ent truth is one’s own
con­scious­ness. Es­tab­lish­ing the nature of this con­scious­ness is an­other mat­ter
al­to­gether, which we will treat later. Suf­fice it to say that if you do not
be­lieve in your own con­scious­ness, you should not—in­deed could not—be read­ing
this. Descartes said, “I think, there­fore I am,” but one could equally well
say, “I read, there­fore I am,” or “I eat, there­fore I am.” It is not clear
whether one needs to be think­ing in or­der to be con­scious; but it is clear that
when one is con­scious, one ex­ists. This sug­gests, of course, that one can­not be
sure of one’s ex­ist­ence when one is not con­scious—that is, it is lo­gical to
ques­tion whether one’s ex­ist­ence is con­tinu­ous, or is in­ter­rup­ted dur­ing
peri­ods of un­con­scious­ness. This, too, we will take up later.


Ab­so­lute truths in math­em­at­ics can be proven through
lo­gical means, as dis­cussed earlier un­der the head­ing of “Math­em­at­ical Proofs.”


Du­bi­ous Meth­ods of Proof


There are some ap­proaches to proof that are more
likely to ob­scure the truth than to un­cover it.


One is the thought pro­cess called ra­tion­al­iz­a­tion.
This con­sists typ­ic­ally of an ex-post-facto chain of reas­on­ing that seeks to
jus­tify one’s ac­tions or be­liefs. It in­cor­por­ates a blend of in­duct­ive and de­duct­ive reas­on­ing:
the con­clu­sion is as­sumed, and a du­bi­ous set of hy­po­theses and weak chain of
reas­on­ing is cre­ated to sup­port the con­clu­sion. In­so­far as it is used to as­suage one’s doubt about past ac­tions, it is
per­haps harm­less; the danger is that the hy­po­theses and reas­on­ing may be used
for fu­ture de­cisions, or to pre­serve ex­ist­ing be­liefs against con­trary evid­ence.


False di­cho­tom­ies provide a way to hide the truth
by pos­it­ing un­real dis­tinc­tions and choices. For ex­ample, “Should men or wo­men
be in charge?” im­plies that one sex or the other must dom­in­ate, and that equal­ity
and co­oper­a­tion are im­pos­sible. The ab­surdity of false di­cho­tomy is cap­tured in
the clas­sic rhet­or­ical ques­tion, “Do you walk to school or carry your lunch?” Un­for­tu­nately,
most false di­cho­tom­ies are subtler and not hu­mor­ous. We of­ten ac­cept them un­wit­tingly,
and pro­ceed to make fur­ther de­cisions on their basis. Some ex­amples are “faith
or reason,” “sci­ence or re­li­gion,” “demo­cracy or so­cial­ism,” and “for us or
against us.” When we are presen­ted with a di­cho­tomy, we should con­sider
care­fully whether the “or” is truly ex­clus­ive or whether, as is of­ten the case,
it is ac­tu­ally an in­clus­ive “or.”


Oratory, ar­gu­ment­a­tion, and de­bate all have
neg­at­ive as­pects in the search for truth. Oratory is con­cerned with elo­quence
and ex­pound­ing a point of view in a fa­vor­able (or un­fa­vor­able) way. While
ora­tor­ical present­a­tion can be valu­able in mo­tiv­a­tional terms, it is sus­pect as
a means of find­ing truth. Ar­gu­ment­a­tion is an in­sist­ence on an ini­tial point of
view, with no pos­sib­il­ity of its chan­ging. De­bate is of­ten touted as a method
of ar­riv­ing at the truth, but it is, in es­sence, form­al­ized two-sided
ar­gu­ment­a­tion. It is akin to a “trial by fire,” in which the truth­ful party is
de­term­ined by sur­vival in the fire, ex­cept that the phys­ical fire is re­placed
by a fire of words.


Re­duc­tio ad ab­surdum is a con­veni­ent method of
proof, but can be mis­used. It may be used either dir­ec­tly, to show the fals­ity
of a state­ment, or in­dir­ec­tly, to prove a state­ment by de­mon­strat­ing the
fals­ity of the state­ment’s neg­a­tion. When we are deal­ing with well-defined,
highly con­strained sys­tems, re­duc­tio ad ab­surdum is simple and straight­for­ward.
For ex­ample, to prove that the in­tegers are not fi­nite, we merely note that if
they are fi­nite, they must have a biggest mem­ber, M. Since M+1 is also an
in­teger, and is greater than M, then the in­tegers are not fi­nite. On the other
hand, con­sider the claim that purple people are taller than green people. If we
find a green per­son who is taller than all purple people, have we proven the
claim false or not? This de­pends on what was meant by the state­ment in the
first place. A nor­mal read­ing of the claim would be that the av­er­age height of
purple people is greater than that of green people. In this read­ing, the
ex­ist­ence of a single ex­cep­tion does not dis­prove the rule. On the other hand,
we have proven the fals­ity of the claim, “All purple people are taller than any
green per­son.” In gen­eral, re­duc­tio ad ab­surdum is a doubt­ful method to ap­ply
to ex­ist­en­tial ques­tions. Most of­ten, the con­straints im­posed in or­der to ap­ply
re­duc­tio ad ab­surdum to ex­ist­en­tial ques­tions are such that they im­pli­citly
as­sume an an­swer to the ques­tion, res­ult­ing in a cir­cu­lar ar­gu­ment. The
cir­cu­lar­ity of the ar­gu­ment may not be evid­ent, es­pe­cially to the per­son
present­ing the proof.


Ac­tion


The fruit of proof is truth; the fruit of truth is
ac­tion. Once we have es­tab­lished truth, we use it to dir­ect our ac­tions. Without
ac­tion, truth is an ab­strac­tion, a per­sonal vis­ion. Truth without ac­tion is
like an ar­chi­tec­tural draw­ing without a build­ing, or a sym­phony score without
an or­ches­tra. Ac­tion may also res­ult in a more com­plete un­der­stand­ing of truth:
im­ple­ment­ing plans based on our un­der­stand­ing of truth will either con­firm what
we ex­pec­ted, or high­light some dis­crep­ancy or in­com­plete­ness. In the former
case, our con­fid­ence in our know­ledge of the truth is en­hanced; in the lat­ter,
we search for the source of the dis­crep­ancy, whether it is in our proof, our un­der­stand­ing,
or our im­ple­ment­a­tion. Thus ac­tion can lead to a re­fined proof, which leads in
turn to a re­fined un­der­stand­ing of truth, and to more ap­pro­pri­ate ac­tions.


In a so­ci­etal con­text, the pas­sage from truth to
ac­tion may be quite formal. En­gin­eer­ing and man­u­fac­tur­ing in­cor­por­ate the
ac­tions of the truths found through sci­ence: for ex­ample, sci­ence proves
cer­tain prin­ciples about fluid flow, en­gin­eers design an air­plane ac­cord­ing to
those prin­ciples, and man­u­fac­tur­ers pro­duce an air­plane ac­cord­ing to the design.
Prac­ti­tion­ers of the heal­ing arts act on the res­ults of med­ical re­search to
im­prove health. Courts dir­ect ac­tions based on the truth un­covered through in­vest­ig­a­tions
and through civil and crim­inal trial pro­ced­ures.


In our per­sonal use of proof, truth, and ac­tion,
we are not usu­ally in­volved in a formal pro­cess. We try a re­cipe, make changes
in it, and settle on our per­sonal ver­sion of the re­cipe. We shop at dif­fer­ent
stores, eval­u­ate the price and qual­ity of the goods, and pick cer­tain stores as
our pre­ferred ones for cer­tain items. In child­hood, we ac­cept what our par­ents tell
us as the truth (au­thor­it­at­ive proof), and then at some age be­gin to ques­tion
their in­fal­lib­il­ity. If we were told tales such as Santa Claus, the Easter
Bunny, or the bo­gey­man, we dis­cover a cer­tain ele­ment of du­pli­city. We dis­cover
that if we run into the street, we do not ne­ces­sar­ily get hit by a car. We may
gradu­ally de­ve­lop an ac­cept­ance of some de­gree of un­truth as ne­ces­sary to the
func­tion­ing of so­ci­ety; or we may be­come dis­il­lu­sioned and re­ject all that we
were told. In either case (or many other vari­ations of these cases), we
even­tu­ally be­gin our own search for truth. We may de­cide to ac­cept some truths
as given, or we may pro­ceed on the basis that noth­ing can be ac­cep­ted without
ex­pli­cit proof and some de­gree of ex­per­i­ment­a­tion.


Whatever path we choose, our ac­tions are an
out­come of what we per­ceive as truths, and of the proofs we have used to find
them. For some, this means a life that har­mon­izes with our par­ents’ or
so­ci­ety’s ex­pect­a­tions; for oth­ers, it in­cludes some ele­ment of con­flict and change.
It may mean ad­opt­ing polit­ical views or af­fil­i­ations very dif­fer­ent from our
fam­ily’s, mar­ry­ing someone of a dif­fer­ent race or cul­ture, or tak­ing on a new
re­li­gion.


Some in­di­vidu­als have an un­der­stand­ing of truth that
is so at vari­ance with cur­rent views (whether of the fam­ily, of so­ci­ety, of
sci­ence, of re­li­gion, or of art, to name a few) that their life re­volves around
this un­usual view of truth, and they be­come fam­ous or in­fam­ous; her­oes or
mar­tyrs or vil­lains; founders of new move­ments, re­li­gious sys­tems, or na­tions;
de­ve­lopers of new tools of sci­ence; or in­mates of in­sane asylums. In the light
of his­tory, these in­di­vidu­als are char­ac­ter­ized as “great” if they have been
suc­cess­ful, or they are en­tirely for­got­ten if un­suc­cess­ful. To seekers of truth,
these in­di­vidu­als are highly in­ter­est­ing. It is es­pe­cially worth­while to
ex­am­ine the claims of re­cent or con­tem­por­ary in­di­vidu­als with a vari­ant view of
truth, whose claims have not had time to be vin­dic­ated or ob­lit­er­ated by
his­tory, to see whether we too may find and use this new view of truth. Later
in this work we will ex­am­ine the views and teach­ings of two such in­di­vidu­als.


Pre­ju­dice and Know­ledge


We are pre­ju­diced if we have formed a be­lief or
opin­ion about a mat­ter, a place, a cat­egory of people, etc., and we act on that
be­lief even in the face of con­trary evid­ence.


Typ­ic­ally, we think of pre­ju­dice in terms of the harm it causes to oth­ers, but in the case of the 19th-cen­tury European Chris­tian mis­sion­ar­ies to trop­ical Africa, their pre­ju­dices caused harm to them­selves. They be­lieved that the people there were en­tirely ig­nor­ant,
and so when the mis­sion­ar­ies be­came af­flic­ted with local dis­eases, they re­fused
the local rem­ed­ies, and many died as a res­ult. Those who listened and learned
from the local people were able to sur­vive and carry on their mis­sions.


Ra­cial or na­tional pre­ju­dice res­ults in harm to oth­ers as well as to one­self. The res­ult of
such pre­ju­dice is gen­er­ally that a power­ful group denies ma­ter­ial and so­cial
be­ne­fits to a weaker group. The weaker group suf­fers in ob­vi­ous ways. The
power­ful group suf­fers as well, but in less ob­vi­ous ways. One of these is fear
that the less power­ful will at­tack the more power­ful. An­other is the moral
di­lemma of con­sid­er­ing one­self su­per­ior and there­fore wor­thier. Even
ma­ter­i­ally, the power­ful suf­fer from loss of the con­tri­bu­tions that could be
made by the weaker group if they were not sup­pressed.


It is clear that pre­ju­dice in­ter­feres with the
search for truth: if I am already in­formed of the truth, I need not search for
it. The dif­fi­culty with re­fus­ing to search is that since truth is in­fin­ite, no
one can ever be en­tirely in­formed of it. Thus my pre­ju­dice stunts my growth and
stifles my op­por­tun­it­ies.


Pre­ju­dice is dif­fer­ent from a work­ing
hy­po­thesis. The lat­ter is a frame­work ad­op­ted in or­der to per­mit
de­cision-mak­ing in the ab­sence of know­ledge. We carry work­ing hy­po­theses into
every new situ­ation; oth­er­wise we would be para­lyzed. As long as we re­main open
to re­vis­ing our hy­po­theses, we have not suc­cumbed to pre­ju­dice. The dif­fi­culty is
in de­cid­ing when re­vi­sions are needed. We must be con­tinu­ally alert to the
lim­its of our know­ledge, to our blind spots, and to our pre­ju­dices. Some
ex­amples will elu­cid­ate the point.


The Nat­ural Num­bers


Sup­pose I am versed in the nat­ural num­bers (1,
2, 3, ...). I have learned count­ing, ad­di­tion, sub­trac­tion, and mul­ti­plic­a­tion.
I feel a com­plete fa­mili­ar­ity and ease with these num­bers, and my know­ledge of
them is such that I can work out any sort of prob­lem that I have en­countered. Now
sup­pose someone pro­poses to me that there are other num­bers, sug­gest­ing the
ex­ample of two minus four. What shall I do with this pro­pos­i­tion? My work­ing
hy­po­thesis is that num­bers are as­so­ci­ated with the count­ing of ob­jects. Ad­di­tion
means adding them to a col­lec­tion; sub­trac­tion means re­mov­ing them. It is clear
that I can­not re­move four ob­jects from a group of two.


If I am pre­ju­diced, I in­form my in­ter­locutor that
the pro­pos­i­tion is mean­ing­less, and that there is no point in dis­cuss­ing it fur­ther.
If I am po­lite as well as pre­ju­diced, I may even thank them for their
sug­ges­tion, but I will not be open to any fur­ther mean­ing­ful dis­cus­sion on the
topic.


If I re­cog­nize that my un­der­stand­ing of num­bers is
use­ful, but pos­sibly in­com­plete, I will ask my in­ter­locutor to ex­plain what they
mean, and what could be the value in such an op­er­a­tion. I have then opened
my­self to the pos­sib­il­ity of learn­ing about all the in­tegers, and fur­ther, I
have re­in­forced the fu­ture pos­sib­il­ity of my learn­ing about the ra­tion­als, the
reals, and other math­em­at­ical con­cepts.


Ra­cial Pre­ju­dice


The no­tion of “races” of hu­mans, based on fa­cial
fea­tures and color, has been a prob­lem through­out the his­tory of the hu­man race,
and has served as an ex­cuse for ex­ploit­at­ive per­sonal, so­cial, and gov­ern­men­tal
be­ha­vior. In an­cient times it was taken for gran­ted, and in re­cent cen­tur­ies, it
was ima­gined to be “proven” by de­duc­tion from au­thor­it­at­ive sources and by in­duc­tion
from vari­ous ob­ser­va­tions. It was firmly be­lieved, taught, and en­ac­ted into
law, that some people were not real people, did not have the same rights as real
people, had no sig­ni­fic­ant reas­on­ing abil­ity, and should be treated as
prop­erty, like goods and an­im­als.


The no­tion of ra­cial su­peri­or­ity and in­feri­or­ity
has been shown through ob­ject­ive ob­ser­va­tion and in­duct­ive reas­on­ing to be wrong.
The no­tion of “race” has been dis­carded as a concept in hu­man bio­logy, al­though
it per­sists in so­cial and polit­ical con­texts. The only ge­netic dif­fer­en­ces between
dif­fer­ent “races”, how­ever they are defined, turn out to be those used for
cre­at­ing the “ra­cial” dis­tinc­tion in the first place. The dif­fer­en­ces in
be­ha­vior and in­tel­li­gence claimed to ex­ist among dif­fer­ent “races” are not
ob­served when mem­bers of dif­fer­ent “races” grow up un­der sim­ilar cir­cum­stances,
and are cer­tainly not ge­net­ic­ally de­term­ined. Of the au­thor­it­at­ive sources from
which no­tions of “race” were de­rived, some are no longer con­sidered
au­thor­it­at­ive and oth­ers are no longer in­ter­preted in the same way.


Ra­cial pre­ju­dice denies every­one the op­por­tun­ity of
nor­mal in­ter­ac­tion with the ma­jor­ity of the world’s pop­u­la­tion, be­cause no
mat­ter what “race” we be­long to, most people are of an­other “race.” Ra­cism denies
op­por­tun­ity and per­petu­ates poverty in some seg­ments of so­ci­ety, and fosters
pride and ar­rog­ance in oth­ers. Over­com­ing ra­cial pre­ju­dice is one of the ma­jor
chal­lenges of our time, both for in­di­vidu­als and for so­ci­et­ies.


Re­li­gious Pre­ju­dice


Re­li­gious pre­ju­dice takes many forms. Re­li­gion is
of­ten taken to be a mat­ter of faith alone, with reason be­ing thought of as
an­ti­thet­ical to faith. Faith is of­ten taken in an ex­clus­ive sense, mean­ing that
any be­liefs dif­fer­ent from one’s own are not merely dif­fer­ent, but wrong. If
these at­ti­tudes are firmly held, it is all but im­pos­sible to be un­pre­ju­diced
about re­li­gion. An athe­ist with this at­ti­tude will in­sist that any premise
based on re­li­gion is wrong; a mem­ber of any re­li­gious de­nom­in­a­tion with this
at­ti­tude will in­sist that mem­bers of all other de­nom­in­a­tions, as well as
athe­ists and ag­nos­tics, are wrong.


An un­biased look at re­li­gion will show that none of
us has suf­fi­cient know­ledge or un­der­stand­ing to be sure of the cor­rect­ness of
our own views, much less the fals­ity of oth­ers’. While we should surely
con­tinue to act in ac­cord­ance with our be­liefs, we must, if we wish not to be
sub­ject to pre­ju­dice, ad­mit the right—in­deed the re­spons­ib­il­ity—of oth­ers to
act in ac­cord­ance with their be­liefs (provided their ac­tions do not harm oth­ers
or im­pede any­one’s hu­man and legal rights). If we are seekers of truth, we
should not al­low pre­ju­dice to pre­vent us from in­vest­ig­at­ing the facts and the
reas­on­ing be­hind be­liefs that dif­fer from our own.


Real­ity


What is real? Is phys­ical real­ity any more or less
real than ideas? Are there dif­fer­ent real­it­ies, such as phys­ical real­ity, spir­itual
real­ity, polit­ical real­ity, so­cial real­ity, and aca­de­mic real­ity? Is it
pos­sible to agree on real­ity? Since truth pur­ports to de­scribe real­ity, a
dis­cus­sion of truth in­ev­it­ably en­genders a dis­cus­sion of real­ity.


We as­ser­ted earlier that
there is at least one ab­so­lute ex­ist­en­tial truth: one’s own ex­ist­ence. We said
fur­ther that the proof of this is one’s con­scious­ness. But what is the nature
of that ex­ist­ence? Most of us be­lieve that ex­ist­ence ex­tends bey­ond our own
con­scious­ness. In­deed, the mod­ern west­ern reader may ob­ject, “We all know that
phys­ical ex­ist­ence is the true real­ity, and con­scious­ness a product of it.” Let
us con­sider that no­tion, start­ing from the only truth of which we can be
ab­so­lutely cer­tain: our own ex­ist­ence. Why do we ac­cept that phys­ical ex­ist­ence
is a real­ity at all, let alone the true or primary real­ity? The an­swer is not
dif­fi­cult: if I try to act as though my con­scious­ness is the only real­ity, I
get bad res­ults. Con­trast, for ex­ample, the dream (or day­dream), in which I am
able to fly, against the wak­ing res­ult of flap­ping my arms and jump­ing. Even if
nobody else is present to give me feed­back, I per­ceive that there is some
ex­ternal real­ity that is dif­fer­ent in the wak­ing state than in the dream state.
From in­fancy on, we pro­gress­ively learn the nature and bound­ar­ies of a per­sonal
realm and a shared realm. Through dir­ect ex­per­i­ence, ob­ser­va­tion, dis­cus­sion,
and read­ing, we find that this view is shared by oth­ers, and we come to ac­cept the
ex­ist­ence of a phys­ical realm as a truth about real­ity.


The ex­ist­ence of a phys­ical realm does not by any
means prove, how­ever, that con­scious­ness is a product of phys­ical ex­ist­ence. All
it proves is that real­ity is lar­ger than our own per­sonal ex­ist­ence
(con­scious­ness). It does not provide any clue as to the true nature of our
per­sonal ex­ist­ence or of phys­ical ex­ist­ence, or to whether phys­ical ex­ist­ence
is a cause of con­scious­ness, a res­ult of con­scious­ness, or neither. The nature
of real­ity and its re­la­tion­ship to con­scious­ness are among the ex­ist­en­tial
ques­tions that will be ad­dressed later. For the mo­ment, we wish simply to
em­phas­ize that ma­ter­i­al­ism—that is, the cur­rently dom­in­ant con­cep­tion of
real­ity as primar­ily phys­ical, with all other as­pects of real­ity be­ing
by-products of phys­ical ex­ist­ence—is simply a con­cep­tion, a set of be­liefs,
which, like all be­liefs, should be ex­amined care­fully in our search for truth. Ma­ter­i­al­ism,
like New­to­nian phys­ics, may turn out to be a very use­ful ap­prox­im­a­tion to
real­ity when ap­plied to the proper do­main, but in­ap­pro­pri­ate and in­ac­cur­ate in
other do­mains.


It is clear that dif­fer­ent as­pects of real­ity are
best dealt with in dif­fer­ent ways. For ex­ample, the equa­tions of mech­an­ics are
not use­ful for the sci­ence of chem­istry, and the meth­ods of eco­nom­ics are not
ap­pro­pri­ate to the writ­ing of po­etry. We have also noted the ways in which
dif­fer­ent do­mains of phys­ics are de­scribed by dif­fer­ent sets of equa­tions. Thus,
whether or not there is more than one real­ity, there is cer­tainly more than one
way of de­scrib­ing and deal­ing with real­ity. This cor­res­ponds to the dif­fer­en­ces
in de­scrip­tions of a single truth, as was poin­ted out for math­em­at­ics. This
mul­ti­pli­city of de­scrip­tions may lead to com­part­ment­al­iz­a­tion of one’s life,
and to be­hav­ing as though the dif­fer­ent de­scrip­tions of real­ity can be used
in­de­pend­ently, as though ap­ply­ing to dif­fer­ent real­it­ies. We will re­turn to
this theme at a later point.


The real­ity of so­cial ex­ist­ence is com­plex. Fa­milial
and so­ci­etal re­la­tion­ships are highly vari­able through­out his­tory and across
the con­tem­por­ary world. Any­one who has moved from coun­try to coun­try, or from
city to city, or even from one neigh­bor­hood to an­other, will have ex­per­i­en­ced a
change in the un­writ­ten as­sump­tions of daily life. Dif­fer­en­ces range from
de­tails of dress to the lan­guages used for com­mu­nic­a­tion. Be­ha­vior that is
con­sidered nor­mal or man­dat­ory in one time or place may be ab­nor­mal or il­legal
in an­other. De­scrip­tions that are com­mon­place in one cul­ture may be
in­com­pre­hens­ible in an­other. For some, the con­tinu­ance of cul­ture is the
su­preme good; for oth­ers, the hap­pi­ness of the in­di­vidual; for yet oth­ers, the
per­fec­tion of the gov­ern­ment. In our search for truth we will need to ac­count
for these dif­fer­en­ces and find the com­mon­al­it­ies.


Hier­archy of Real­ity


Value and hier­archy are two in­ter­con­nec­ted no­tions about real­ity.
There are vari­ous hier­arch­ies in real­ity. For ex­ample, the
vari­ous food chains con­sti­tute a hier­archy. Like­wise, min­eral, ve­get­able, and
an­imal con­sti­tute a hier­archy. In the in­tel­lec­tual do­main, the in­tegers,
ra­tional num­bers, real num­bers, and com­plex num­bers con­sti­tute yet an­other
hier­archy. There are also hier­arch­ies of value, such as hair, fin­ger­nails,
ears, eyes, and brain. Hu­man so­ci­et­ies also have hier­arch­ies, which dif­fer from
time to time and place to place. Some so­ci­et­ies have placed a ruler at the top,
with vari­ous func­tion­ar­ies and oc­cu­pa­tions ranked suc­cess­ively be­low the ruler.
Other so­ci­et­ies have placed the worker at the top, with man­agers and
in­tel­lec­tu­als ranked be­low them. Con­tem­por­ary west­ern so­ci­ety gen­er­ally
min­im­izes the im­port­ance of so­cial hier­arch­ies. 


It is clear that our view of real­ity, and hence
our un­der­stand­ing of truth and ap­pro­pri­ate ac­tion, are strongly colored by our
as­sign­ment of hier­arch­ical value; con­versely, we can as­sign hier­arch­ical val­ues
based on our un­der­stand­ing of truth. By “hier­archy” we shall un­der­stand any
sys­tem­atic rank­ing. By “value” we shall un­der­stand at­trib­utes that al­low us to
de­cide whether one item is an equal, bet­ter, or poorer al­tern­at­ive to an­other:
for ex­ample, a hair has lower value than a fin­ger, be­cause, given a choice, any­one
would rather lose a hair than a fin­ger.


A par­tic­u­lar value is level of con­scious­ness, or level
of the ap­pear­ance of con­scious­ness. Min­er­als have a low level of con­scious­ness.
Plants have a higher level: they grow and move in re­sponse to light and
mois­ture. An­im­als have a higher level than plants: they are able to learn. Hu­mans
have a higher level than an­im­als: they can reason and ex­press com­plex ideas.


From a na­ive in­di­vidual point of view, the highest
value must be the self, for without the self, noth­ing else would seem to ex­ist.
Clearly, this value hier­archy is not so­cially vi­able, since each per­son’s
hier­archy puts that in­di­vidual at the top. We thus have two sets of
hier­arch­ies, al­low­ing for both per­sonal and so­cial val­ues. The per­sonal val­ues
in­volve rights of the in­di­vidual, such as self-ex­pres­sion, the pur­suit of
hap­pi­ness, and ac­cess to edu­ca­tion. The so­ci­etal val­ues in­volve ob­lig­a­tions,
such as pay­ing taxes, obey­ing traffic sig­nals, and earn­ing a liv­ing. We are
free to as­sign our own val­ues in our per­sonal hier­archy, within the re­straints
im­posed by the so­ci­etal hier­archy, while so­ci­ety dic­tates the val­ues of the
so­ci­etal hier­archy. Our per­sonal value hier­archy de­term­ines how we lead our
lives, while so­ci­ety’s hier­archy de­term­ines the so­cial struc­ture we live in.


Our in­di­vidual and our col­lect­ive un­der­stand­ings of truth
in­form the val­ues of our hier­arch­ies. To the de­gree that our un­der­stand­ing of
truth is cor­rect, we will lead sat­is­fy­ing lives in har­mo­ni­ous so­ci­et­ies. If our
un­der­stand­ing of truth is faulty, our lives will be in dis­ar­ray and our
so­ci­et­ies will be dys­func­tional. If we look at the world today, we must surely
con­clude that there are ser­i­ous de­fects in both per­sonal and so­ci­etal value
hier­arch­ies. One of the ob­ject­ives of the present work is to pro­pose ways of
im­prov­ing the value as­sign­ments in both the per­sonal and the col­lect­ive
spheres.


Ma­ter­i­al­ism


We live in a world so­ci­ety dom­in­ated by ma­ter­i­al­ism.
The ma­ter­i­al­istic world view makes the as­sump­tion that the phys­ical uni­verse is
real, and pos­its that all other ex­ist­ence and ex­per­i­ence is a res­ult of
phys­ical in­ter­ac­tions. Many of us are so thor­oughly im­bued with this world view
that we find it hard to con­ceive of any other point of view. Without (for the
mo­ment) tak­ing any po­s­i­tion as to the valid­ity of ma­ter­i­al­ism, let us ex­am­ine
more closely some of its at­trib­utes and im­plic­a­tions.


Mod­ern so­ci­ety is a product of phys­ical sci­ence
and en­gin­eer­ing. Over the past two cen­tur­ies, phys­ics and chem­istry have been
enorm­ously suc­cess­ful in cre­at­ing products and op­por­tun­it­ies bey­ond the wild­est
dreams of earlier times. We can see bil­lions of years into the past; we can
send rock­ets to the moon, the plan­ets, and bey­ond; we can see and talk to one
an­other across thou­sands of miles; we can per­form elec­tronic cal­cu­la­tions in
in­stants that a thou­sand people could not per­form in a life­time.


On the other hand, the gains in ma­ter­ial
pos­sib­il­it­ies have been off­set by in­creases in ma­ter­ial in­equity and so­cial
dis­har­mony. The prom­ise that ma­chinery would lift the bur­den of phys­ical labor
and provide a bet­ter life for the gen­er­al­ity of man­kind has not been ful­filled.
The poor still lack the means to as­sure their chil­dren’s ad­vance­ment and their
own com­fort in old age. The rich are prey to psy­cho­lo­gical dis­or­ders and
de­gen­er­at­ive dis­eases. Con­flicts between the rich and poor have be­come more
acute, and rich and poor alike are threatened by de­grad­a­tion of the
en­vir­on­ment, in­crease in pol­lu­tion, and so­cial in­sta­bil­ity.


In short, ma­ter­i­al­ism provides lim­ited ma­ter­ial
be­ne­fits to a lim­ited pop­u­la­tion, but does not provide a bet­ter and hap­pier
world. We must con­clude, then, that ma­ter­i­al­ism does not con­tain all the truths
about real­ity that are needed to con­duct our per­sonal and so­cial lives. Without
re­ject­ing the ele­ments of truth that it con­tains, with re­spect to ma­nip­u­la­tion
of the phys­ical as­pects of ex­ist­ence, we should look for the false­hoods it
con­tains, and search for truths to re­place those false­hoods.


The Real­ity of Ab­strac­tions


We dis­cussed earlier some truths about num­bers. Let
us re­con­sider these, along with geo­metry, in the con­text of real­ity. The
ques­tion we will con­sider is, “What is the real­ity of num­bers, points, lines, and
cubes?” As we meet them in our child­hood, they are phys­ical. They are sym­bols,
words, draw­ings, shapes, and ob­jects. Three is three little pigs, ten is our
fin­gers, a point is a dot on the page, a cube is a wooden block. But as we get
older, we real­ize that these things are not them­selves the math­em­at­ical
ob­jects, but ex­amples (or in­stances) of them. Three is what three pigs, three
books, and three thou­sand miles have in com­mon; a cube is what all blocks of a
cer­tain shape have in com­mon. Thus the real­ity of these terms is not phys­ical,
at least not in any con­ven­tional sense of the word. For ex­ample, a point has a
loc­a­tion, but no length, width, or height; and a num­ber has no phys­ical
sig­ni­fic­ance at all, un­less it is ap­plied to some phys­ical ob­ject or quant­ity. There
are a num­ber of ap­proaches to an­swer­ing the ques­tion. The ma­ter­i­al­istic
ap­proach defines them, in ef­fect, as the set of all ap­pro­pri­ate uses of the
terms. The Pla­tonic ap­proach gives them the stand­ing of real­ity in an ideal
do­main. Formal math­em­at­ics de­scribes the con­cepts ax­io­mat­ic­ally but does not
take any po­s­i­tion on their real­ity.


Let us con­sider, as an ex­ample, the nat­ural num­bers
(1, 2, 3,...). Does it make sense to as­sign them real­ity? For ex­ample, can they
ex­ist without any phys­ical en­tit­ies for them to refer to? It seems that they
can. If we close our eyes we can have one thought, which means the num­ber 1 has
some kind of real­ity for us in­de­pend­ent of ex­ternal real­ity. If we think about
that thought, we are hav­ing a second thought, which gives us a per­sonal
in­stance of the num­ber 2. Sim­il­arly we can think about those two thoughts,
giv­ing us 3, and we can con­tinue this pro­cess ad in­fin­itum, giv­ing us all the
nat­ural num­bers without ref­er­ence to any­thing but our own thoughts. Math­em­aticians
use sets in­stead of thoughts to ar­rive at the same no­tion: the set of nat­ural
num­bers, in­de­pend­ent of any phys­ical real­iz­a­tion of them. Thus, if thoughts and
con­cepts can be said to ex­ist in­de­pend­ently of the phys­ical world, then so can
the nat­ural num­bers. Such an in­de­pend­ent ex­ist­ence of thoughts and con­cepts is
one of the ex­ist­en­tial ques­tions that we will be ad­dress­ing later. We will also
con­sider later how this ties in with the real­ity of other ab­strac­tions such as
justice, love, mu­sic, art, and life.


Caus­al­ity


Caus­al­ity is the no­tion that things hap­pen for a
reason. More ex­pli­citly, it pos­its that one event (the ef­fect) may be the
res­ult of an­other event (the cause) ac­cord­ing to cer­tain rules (laws). For
ex­ample, if a bil­liard ball rolls across a table and hits an­other ball, the
second ball moves. This mo­tion is said to be caused by the im­pact of the first
ball on the second ball. It is gen­er­ally, though not uni­ver­sally, ac­cep­ted that
every event is due to a cause (or causes). Let us, for the mo­ment, ac­cept this
view; we will re­turn later to ex­cep­tions or ob­jec­tions.


We will make a care­ful dis­tinc­tion between
ob­served caus­al­ity and pos­ited caus­al­ity. By ob­served caus­al­ity we mean causes
and ef­fects that can be dir­ec­tly and im­me­di­ately ob­served, either by
in­tro­spec­tion, or through the senses, or by well-doc­u­men­ted his­tor­ical re­cords,
or by means of well-un­der­stood and re­li­able data-col­lec­tion devices such as
mi­cro­scopes, ra­dio­graphs, ul­tra­sonic im­agers, tele­scopes, and nuc­lear mag­netic
res­on­ance im­agers. We dis­tin­guish ob­served causes and ef­fects from those that
are in­ferred through in­dir­ect and the­or­et­ical con­sid­er­a­tions; these lat­ter we
call pos­ited caus­al­ity. The reason for mak­ing this dis­tinc­tion is that
in­clud­ing pos­ited cause-and-ef­fect re­la­tion­ships in a dis­cus­sion of the nature
of caus­al­ity can res­ult in a cir­cu­lar ar­gu­ment. For ex­ample, as­sert­ing that the
pos­ited causal the­ory of “sur­vival of the fit­test” proves some­thing about the
causes of evol­u­tion, and hence the nature of real­ity or caus­al­ity, is cir­cu­lar,
since it was the ob­served facts (res­ults) of evol­u­tion that gave rise to the
the­ory of “sur­vival of the fit­test” in the first place. Un­less oth­er­wise
qual­i­fied, “caus­al­ity” will mean “ob­served caus­al­ity.”


We be­lieve in caus­al­ity for the same reas­ons that
we be­lieve in phys­ical real­ity: we see evid­ence of it, and try­ing to ig­nore it
brings bad res­ults. Caus­al­ity, like real­ity, has mul­tiple as­pects. Our most
im­me­di­ate ex­per­i­en­ces of caus­al­ity are in­ternal: we think to move an arm, and
that thought causes it to move; someone touches our arm, and the touch causes
us to feel pres­sure. As we move out­ward from our­self, we con­tinue to see causes
and ef­fects: we grasp a ten­nis rac­quet, swing it, and cause a ball to move. We
see grav­ity's pulling the ball down, and the ef­fects of the ball’s
elasti­city as it bounces. We see that the ball even­tu­ally stops, and seek for
the cause of its stop­ping, as dis­cussed earlier un­der the truths and proofs of
phys­ics.


We ex­per­i­ence im­me­di­ate ef­fects with ob­scure causes,
such as stray thoughts, in­spired paint­ings, twitches, cramps, our heart­beat,
and our very ex­ist­ence. We also ob­serve ex­ternal and re­mote ef­fects whose
causes are ob­scure, such as wind, rain, the ap­par­ent mo­tions of the ce­les­tial
ob­jects, and the vari­ations in the earth’s land­forms. Much of the in­tel­lec­tual
ef­fort of the ages has been de­voted to as­so­ci­at­ing causes with ef­fects.


Hier­archy of Caus­al­ity


Caus­al­ity, like real­ity, has a hier­arch­ical as­pect.
Let us ex­plore, through ex­amples, what this hier­archy might look like.


Con­sider the im­pact of a mov­ing ball and a
sta­tion­ary ball. The mov­ing ball causes the sta­tion­ary ball to move, while the
sta­tion­ary ball causes the mov­ing ball to slow down and pos­sibly change
dir­ec­tion. The mov­ing ball has lost some of its kin­etic en­ergy, the sta­tion­ary
ball has gained some kin­etic en­ergy, and both have gained a small amount of
thermal en­ergy. We would prob­ably con­sider the mov­ing ball to be above the
sta­tion­ary one in a causal hier­archy. If both balls were mov­ing, we would
prob­ably as­sign the higher rank to the ball that ini­tially had greater kin­etic
en­ergy or greater mo­mentum.


Now let us move one step back and con­sider what
caused the balls to be in those po­s­i­tions and states of mo­tion. Let us sup­pose
that they are bil­liard balls, and a player used a cue stick to strike one ball,
caus­ing it to hit the other ball. In this view we rank the player higher than
the cue stick and bil­liard balls, and we say that the player caused all of the
events. It would not mat­ter if the balls were bowl­ing balls, table-ten­nis
balls, or enorm­ous boulders: in all cases, the per­son who placed the balls and
star­ted one of them mov­ing is ranked higher than the balls.


Let us now move one more step back and con­sider
what caused the per­son to set up the balls and strike one with the cue stick. One
can ima­gine many scen­arios: a game of bil­liards, a prac­tice ses­sion, a trial of
a new set, a phys­ics as­sign­ment, to name a few. But what they all have in
com­mon is that the per­son de­cided to do it, or willed to do it. If no other
causes are ap­par­ent, we call the cause “free will.” There is, of course,
wide-ran­ging de­bate over the term, “free will,” but from one’s per­sonal
ob­ser­va­tion, without ref­er­ence to sys­tems of philo­sophy or theo­logy, the
ex­ist­ence of free will seems as ob­vi­ous as the ex­ist­ence of our own
con­scious­ness. Clearly the free­dom in­volved in ex­er­cise of “free will”—that is,
the abil­ity to choose the res­ults pro­ceed­ing from a given de­cision—is not
ab­so­lute, as none of us is om­ni­po­tent. Nev­er­the­less, there does seem to be a
mean­ing­ful de­gree of free­dom in the de­cision pro­cess, how­ever con­strained the
res­ults may be. Thus, a per­son can de­cide to push a brick wall down; the in­ab­il­ity
to do so is sep­ar­ate from the abil­ity to make the de­cision.


The real­ity of free will is not merely an ab­stract
ques­tion, but has prac­tical rami­fic­a­tions. The as­ser­tion that free will is
il­lus­ory gen­er­ally leads to highly au­thor­it­arian so­cial struc­tures, none of
which has de­mon­strated long-term vi­ab­il­ity. In the 20th cen­tury,
com­mun­ism, fas­cism, and rad­ical be­ha­vi­or­ism, all of which deny either the
real­ity or the valid ex­er­cise of free will, gave rise to sig­ni­fic­ant move­ments,
and all failed to pro­duce sat­is­fact­ory long-term res­ults. This leads one to
sus­pect that free will has a so­cial and ob­ject­ive real­ity, as well as its
ob­vi­ous per­sonal and sub­ject­ive real­ity.


Let us con­tinue step­ping back in the chain of
caus­al­ity on our bil­liard table. To en­able the suc­cess­ful im­ple­ment­a­tion of the
player’s de­cision to strike the ball with the cue stick, some­thing must have
caused the player, table, cue stick, and balls to ex­ist and be gathered
to­gether. That is, the free will of the player can be as­ser­ted as the cause of
the player’s de­cision to strike the ball, but un­like events in a dream or
day­dream, events in phys­ical real­ity are con­tin­gent on other events out­side of
that will. Thus we are led to con­sider the par­ents of the player, the
man­u­fac­turer of the pool table, etc. There is no ob­vi­ous stop­ping point in this
causal search, and it is not one-to-one. That is, we find some causes that
re­quired mul­tiple pre­ced­ing causes, and other sets of causes that all res­ul­ted
from a single pre­ced­ing cause. For ex­ample, the pres­ence of one player re­quired
two par­ents, while the two balls re­quired only one man­u­fac­turer, though the
man­u­fac­tur­ing pro­cess re­quired the co­or­din­ated ef­forts of many people. The
cause of the mo­tions of the ball after their col­li­sion can all be at­trib­uted to
one or two laws of phys­ics, and even if mul­tiple balls were in­volved, no
ad­di­tional laws would be needed.


One point to no­tice is that some cause-ef­fect
pairs are re­vers­ible: for ex­ample, apart from ef­fects of fric­tion, the
in­ter­ac­tion of two bil­liard balls can run back­ward in time. Other pairs do not
ap­pear to be re­vers­ible: run­ning the mo­tion of the first ball back­ward will not
cause the player to pull back the cue stick, nor will it re­turn thermal en­ergy
to the balls’ kin­etic en­ergy. This dif­fer­ence can be seen as de­fin­ing the
dir­ec­tion in which time flows, and like­wise, the dir­ec­tion in which caus­al­ity
op­er­ates.


Since we can­not ex­am­ine all the causal chains in
this simple ex­ample, let us pick one: the player’s pres­ence in the room. Among
a mul­ti­tude of causes, a ne­ces­sary cause was the birth of the player. This in
turn was caused by the union of a wo­man and a man, each of whom was brought
into ex­ist­ence through the same means. In brief, people are caused by other
people. This is as far as we can go in ob­served caus­al­ity; the ques­tion of the
cause of the first per­son or people must be a mat­ter of pos­ited caus­al­ity. We
will de­fer con­sid­er­a­tion of this, and con­tinue ex­plor­ing the hier­archy of
caus­al­ity.


Now con­sider the pres­ence of the balls (and by
ex­ten­sion, the table and cue stick as well). This too was caused by people. People
de­signed the balls, people built the ma­chinery to man­u­fac­ture the balls, and
people placed the balls in the room. Here we see that people cause balls, but
balls do not cause people; in­deed, balls do not even cause other balls. This re­in­forces
the hier­arch­ical no­tion that people are higher than balls.


If we broaden the set of causes and ef­fects, we
see that liv­ing things cause other liv­ing things, and they also cause in­an­im­ate
things: Bees make bees and bee­hives; beavers make beavers and dams; grass makes
grass and soil. This sug­gests a more gen­eral as­pect of a hier­archy: liv­ing
things are higher than non-liv­ing things, at least within the lim­its of
ob­served caus­al­ity.


If we ex­am­ine the world more broadly and deeply,
we see that dif­fer­ent kinds of liv­ing things are also hier­arch­ic­ally re­lated. For
ex­ample, people plant orch­ards and breed new vari­et­ies of fruit; fruit does not
breed new vari­et­ies of people. People also breed an­im­als and reg­u­late their
lives; an­im­als do not reg­u­late the lives of people. An­im­als carry seeds and
drop them, caus­ing the spread of plants; plants do not cause the spread of
an­im­als. We see, then, a causal hier­archy, in in­creas­ing height, of non-liv­ing things,
plants, an­im­als, and people. This is not to say that a lower form can­not have
causal ef­fects on a higher form. Plants are re­quired by an­im­als for food, and
in this sense the plant might be said to cause the growth of the an­imal;
how­ever, it is the an­imal that chooses to eat the plant, not the plant that
chooses to be eaten by the an­imal. Like­wise, a tree, blown by the wind, can
fall on a per­son and end the per­son’s life; but a tree can­not grow in a womb
and cause a per­son’s life. A per­son, on the other hand, can choose to cut down
a tree, and can also choose to plant a seed from that tree, caus­ing a new tree
to grow.


We have spoken chiefly about agents of caus­a­tion. How­ever,
caus­a­tion is mean­ing­less without the laws that gov­ern it. When ball B is hit by
ball A, B moves in the dir­ec­tion im­par­ted by A; it does not rise up in the air
or roll in circles. All pro­gress that has been made in sci­ence has res­ul­ted
from dis­cov­er­ing and ap­ply­ing the laws of phys­ical ex­ist­ence, among which are
vari­ous laws of caus­al­ity. Gen­er­ally ob­served laws of hered­ity were de­rived from
ob­ser­va­tion of breed­ing. These laws have been re­fined, through ad­vances in
chem­istry and phys­ics, to laws of mo­lecu­lar in­ter­ac­tion of spe­cial­ized or­ganic
acids. While the de­tails of the mo­lec­ules them­selves, and the ex­act ap­plic­a­tion
of the laws, re­main un­clear, the ex­ist­ence of the mo­lec­ules, their gen­eral
form, and the gen­eral nature of the laws they fol­low are reas­on­ably well
un­der­stood. Enu­mer­a­tion of the laws of phys­ics ex­tends from the scale of star
sys­tems down be­low the scale of atomic com­pon­ents, al­though some as­pects of
these laws re­main de­bat­able. Thus, for ex­ample, we pos­sess ob­served evid­ence of
the quantum-stat­ist­ical nature of the sub­atomic world, but only pos­ited causal
de­scrip­tions of these events: are the events them­selves ran­dom, or is it only
our know­ledge of them that has a ran­dom as­pect? It is not clear that this
ques­tion ad­mits of an either-or an­swer. It is clear, how­ever, that there are
laws that de­scribe the re­la­tions of cause and ef­fect, and that sci­ent­ists are
in good agree­ment about these laws.


If we con­sider the do­main of thought and plan­ning,
we see that it is higher than the do­main of ac­tion. Let us con­sider some
ex­amples to cla­rify this as­ser­tion. A boat, for ex­ample, is able to float and
to carry people from one shore to an­other. Boats do not ex­ist in the nat­ural
world. Float­ing ob­jects ex­ist, and serve as trans­port for an­im­als and plants,
but a boat, cap­able of al­low­ing people to jour­ney across the wa­ter to a
spe­ci­fied des­tin­a­tion, is the cre­ation of the hu­man mind. Sim­il­arly, air­planes
al­low people to do what birds and dan­de­lion seeds can do: travel through the
air; and again, it was through hu­man plan­ning and ex­per­i­ment­a­tion that
air­planes were de­ve­loped. Nuc­lear bombs are an­other cre­ation of the hu­man mind,
and these do not ap­pear to have any nat­ural coun­ter­part, ex­cept pos­sibly at the
level of stel­lar ex­plo­sions. Nuc­lear ra­di­ation, of course, is ob­served in the
nat­ural world; but a device that crowds fis­sion­able nuc­lei rap­idly into a small
volume, ini­ti­at­ing an ex­plos­ive chain re­ac­tion, is en­tirely a product of hu­man
thought, plan­ning, and ex­e­cu­tion. These ex­amples, and many oth­ers, in­dic­ate
that thought be­longs higher in the causal hier­archy than nat­ural phe­nom­ena.


Ex­cep­tions and Ob­jec­tions


While cause and ef­fect is a gen­eral rule, it is
pos­sible to con­ceive of ac­ci­dental events and spon­tan­eous events, either of
which could be ex­cep­tions to cause and ef­fect.


Some events seem not to have a spe­ci­fiable cause. These
are termed “ac­ci­dental” or “acts of God”, which has either of two mean­ings:
that the causes are too dif­fuse to be as­cer­tained; or that no hu­man in­ten­tion
was dir­ec­tly in­volved. In either case, the event is not con­sidered to be
without cause; rather, it is con­sidered im­prac­tical to spe­cify the ex­act causes
and ef­fects in­volved.


An event with no cause would be termed
“spon­tan­eous”. At the mac­ro­scopic level, spon­tan­eous events have never been
ob­served. Some phys­i­cists the­or­ize that the uni­verse ori­gin­ated in a
spon­tan­eous event; but this event (spon­tan­eous or not) was not ob­served. At one
time, it was be­lieved that mi­cro­bial pop­u­la­tions arose through “spon­tan­eous
gen­er­a­tion,” which would have been (in a sense) an ef­fect without a cause;
today it is ac­cep­ted that mi­crobes grow from very small and dur­able spores,
eggs, seeds, or other qui­es­cent forms that have been cre­ated by earlier
gen­er­a­tions of the same mi­crobe, and which, in the long run, have arisen
through evol­u­tion.


At ex­tremely small scales (the “quantum” scale, at
which quantum phys­ics is used to de­scribe phe­nom­ena), there is a sig­ni­fic­ant
de­gree of un­cer­tainty, or in­de­term­in­ism, in ob­served events. One in­ter­pret­a­tion
of this ob­ser­va­tion is that spon­tan­eous events do oc­cur in the quantum-scale
world. How­ever, these ob­ser­va­tions can also be in­ter­preted as arising from
ob­ser­va­tional un­cer­tainty rather than from spon­taneity. We can thus say without
qual­i­fic­a­tion that spon­tan­eous events have never been ob­served, and that there
is no ob­served con­tra­dic­tion to the no­tion that every event has a cause.


Con­se­quences of Caus­al­ity


From a na­ive per­sonal view­point, pla­cing thought
above ac­tion seems per­fectly nor­mal. We de­cide to do some­thing, and then do it,
not the other way around. How­ever, this poses a di­lemma, if thought is be­lieved
to be the product of the brain’s ac­tion. Since the brain is a phys­ical ob­ject,
how can it be the cause of thought, which is higher than phys­ical ob­jects? One
re­sponse is to ap­peal to the no­tion of gestalt: that the whole is not just
the sum of its parts. For ex­ample, a boat is not just the sum of the
boards or steel that make it up; an air­plane is not just the sum of its
alu­minum, cop­per, and fuel; a nuc­lear bomb is not just the sum of a
con­ven­tional ex­plos­ive and a few pounds of fis­sion­able ma­ter­ial; and sim­il­arly,
the brain is not just the sum of its neur­ons. An­other re­sponse is to sug­gest
that thought is not caused en­tirely by the brain, but ori­gin­ates in some higher
do­main that in­cludes both phys­ical and men­tal real­ity, the brain serving to
con­nect the thoughts with their phys­ical ex­pres­sions. Reas­ons to prefer one of
these al­tern­at­ives, or some other ex­plan­a­tion, will be dis­cussed later.


Let us re­sume, at a grander scale, our back­ward
search from the bil­liard table. For the per­sonal ele­ment, we can trace thoughts
back­ward to one’s birth, and we can trace an­ces­try back­ward un­til it is lost in
the mists of time; the phys­ical com­pon­ents can be traced back­ward to the mines
and wells from which they were made; but how­ever far we trace, we find an­other
ef­fect whose cause needs to be de­term­ined. It is clear that a chain of
ob­serv­able cause and ef­fect can go only so far, and that we must, at some
stage, choose to posit one or an­other un­ob­serv­able earlier cause. If we
con­tinue the search, we find three pos­sib­il­it­ies for a chain of earlier pos­ited
causes: they go on forever; they be­gin with no cause; or they are pre­ceded by a
first cause.


The first no­tion, that of an end­less chain of
prior causes, is un­sat­is­fact­ory, be­cause it does not provide a basis for the
laws of caus­al­ity. That is, even sup­pos­ing that ex­ist­ence has ex­is­ted forever,
why does it be­have the way it does? What is the cause of the laws of caus­al­ity?


The second no­tion, that ex­ist­ence began with no
cause, would seem to im­ply that laws and causes came into ex­ist­ence
sim­ul­tan­eously. There are some prob­lems with this view. One prob­lem is that it
sug­gests that cause and ef­fect are an il­lu­sion. If this is the case, then there
does not seem to be much point in fol­low­ing a chain of (il­lus­ory) caus­al­ity. An­other
prob­lem is that it does not cor­res­pond to any­thing ob­serv­able: all ob­served
ef­fects are pre­ceded by causes, and are gov­erned by pre­vi­ously ex­ist­ing laws. A
third prob­lem is that an ex­ist­ence that comes into be­ing in an ar­bit­rary way
should be an ar­bit­rary ex­ist­ence. For ex­ample, sup­pose that the Big Bang the­ory
for the ori­gin of the phys­ical uni­verse is cor­rect. Sup­pose fur­ther that the
ori­gin of the Big Bang was, as has been pos­ited, a quantum fluc­tu­ation in an
end­less va­cuum. If this oc­cur­rence was the cause of both the phys­ical uni­verse
and the laws that gov­ern it, why should this par­tic­u­lar fluc­tu­ation con­tinue
for bil­lions of years, with well-defined cause and ef­fect? Why would it not
fluc­tu­ate back into nonex­ist­ence? We are in­tim­ately fa­mil­iar with ran­dom­ness;
it per­vades phys­ical ex­ist­ence, and it never gen­er­ates or­der. For ex­ample, we
can see small do­mains of or­der come and go, as evid­en­ced by Brownian mo­tion;
but we never see a boil­ing teak­ettle sud­denly fly across the room, all its
wa­ter mo­lec­ules hav­ing sim­ul­tan­eously gone in the same dir­ec­tion. Thus we are
led to be­lieve that the Big Bang it­self must have been gov­erned by laws, and
could not be the cause of those laws. We also are loath to sup­pose that cause
and ef­fect are an il­lu­sion, ex­cept to the ex­tent that all of phys­ical ex­ist­ence
might be an il­lu­sion. Thus the second no­tion does not seem plaus­ible either.


We are left with the third no­tion, that of a first
cause. What could that cause be like? Given that ef­fects re­quire causes of a
higher or­der, this first cause would need to be higher than both phys­ical
real­ity and thought. In or­der to be the cause of phys­ical ex­ist­ence, it would
need to have phys­ical ex­ist­ence or be more than phys­ical. In or­der to give rise
to thought, it would need to be con­scious or more than con­scious. Try­ing to
posit such a first cause leaves us be­wildered. How can we ima­gine or pic­ture
such a first cause? Or per­haps the ques­tion is, “Can we ima­gine, pic­ture, or
un­der­stand such a first cause?” And if we can­not, is it still reas­on­able to
posit it?


Let us con­sider what the lim­its might be to
ima­gin­a­tion, visu­al­iz­a­tion, and un­der­stand­ing. Con­sider, for ex­ample, what a
first-grade stu­dent could un­der­stand or ima­gine about cal­cu­lus. The stu­dent can
throw a ball, and could per­haps ima­gine that num­bers can be used in some way to
ex­plain the mo­tion of the ball. But to un­der­stand the math­em­at­ical the­ory, or
to ex­tend throw­ing a ball to launch­ing a rocket to Mars, is clearly bey­ond the
child’s ca­pa­city.


Con­sider, next, the lim­it­a­tions on what a do­mestic
dog might ima­gine (sup­pos­ing that it could, in some sense, ima­gine things). Clearly,
a dog can learn how to be­have ac­cept­ably in the frame­work of hu­man so­ci­ety. It
can learn who be­longs in the house­hold, when the fam­ily mem­bers come and go,
when to sleep, and how to ask for food. But what could it know about how the
house­hold comes into be­ing, about mar­riage, prop­erty rights, mort­gages, and
oc­cu­pa­tions? Even if it were taken to see all the scenes of these con­cepts,
were present at the wed­ding, came to the sign­ing of the mort­gage, went to work with
its owner every day, could it in any way ima­gine how hu­man so­ci­ety is
con­struc­ted and reg­u­lated, where its food comes from, and what hap­pens when a
per­son reads a news­pa­per? Even though it is part of all these activ­it­ies, it is
not able to com­pre­hend them, nor can it con­trib­ute to most of them.


As a fi­nal ex­ample, more ex­treme but also more
spe­cific to the ques­tion at hand, con­sider whether a char­ac­ter in a paint­ing
could un­der­stand the world of the painter. The paint­ing has only two spa­tial
di­men­sions and is frozen at a mo­ment in time, while the artist moves about in
three spa­tial di­men­sions and is car­ried along on the cur­rent of time. Even if
we an­im­ate the paint­ing, the in­hab­it­ants will not be able to con­ceive of a
third spa­tial di­men­sion. If the painter adds a new scene to the paint­ing, the
paint will seem to have come mi­ra­cu­lously from nowhere. If the paint­ing is on a
flat can­vas, the world will be bounded; if the paint­ing is on the sur­face of a
sphere, the world will be fi­nite yet have no bound­ar­ies. The source of these
phe­nom­ena would be ut­terly in­com­pre­hens­ible to the creatures in the paint­ing.


Now, if a child can­not un­der­stand cal­cu­lus, and a dog
can­not ima­gine the source of the frame­work in which it lives or the work­ings of
the so­ci­ety that sus­tains it, and a flat creature in a paint­ing can­not
un­der­stand its three-di­men­sional painter, is it un­reas­on­able to sup­pose that we
might be un­able to ima­gine the source or work­ings of the cause of our ex­ist­ence?
Not at all. It seems quite un­reas­on­able, in fact, to think oth­er­wise: that we
could ima­gine the nature and work­ings of the cause and source of our ex­ist­ence.
We are led to posit that there is such a cause and source, but we seem to be
pre­ven­ted from ima­gin­ing any­thing more about it. We have thus come to a pause in our
ex­am­in­a­tion of caus­al­ity. We will re­sume this thread after some con­sid­er­a­tion
of per­sonal real­ity and so­cial truths.


Per­sonal Real­ity and World View


We have briefly con­sidered our per­sonal real­ity
(that is, our per­sonal ex­per­i­ence of real­ity) as the ne­ces­sary basis for
seek­ing truth; let us now carry out a fuller ex­am­in­a­tion of that real­ity. We
will con­sider what we know dir­ec­tly, what we be­lieve to be true on the basis of
re­li­able proof, and what we be­lieve without proof.


In the strict­est sense, the only dir­ect know­ledge
we have is what presents it­self to our im­me­di­ate con­scious­ness; and even that
know­ledge relates only to our per­sonal con­scious­ness, not to the world as a
whole. For ex­ample, when we are dream­ing, our phys­ical sur­round­ings may be
en­tirely ir­rel­ev­ant to our ex­per­i­ence; when we awaken, we can find no source to
con­firm or deny what we ex­per­i­en­ced in our dream. Even when we are awake, our
senses are lim­ited in what they can con­vey, and our memory is im­per­fect. Since
we be­lieve that we live in a shared ex­ist­ence, we in­ter­pret our im­me­di­ate
con­scious­ness in terms of a world view that in­cludes our memor­ies and the
ex­ist­ence of other people and places. It is of great in­terest to ex­am­ine that
world view, which for each of us is the basis for in­ter­pret­ing our ex­per­i­en­ces,
and hence is an in­ex­tric­able part of eval­u­at­ing truth and dis­tin­guish­ing it
from er­ror.


Stud­ies of hu­man de­vel­op­ment in­dic­ate that our world
view be­gins to de­ve­lop in the womb, changes rap­idly through­out in­fancy and
child­hood, and in most re­spects is firmly in­grained by the end of ad­oles­cence. Changes
in our world view later in life are as­so­ci­ated with ex­treme ex­per­i­en­ces of some
sort, such as per­sonal trauma, so­ci­etal up­heaval, or other
situ­ations that pro­duce an in­tol­er­able dis­crep­ancy between the pre­dic­tions of
our world view and the ex­per­i­en­ces we un­dergo. Since each of us is fi­nite and
im­per­fect, our world view is like­wise lim­ited and, to some ex­tent, er­ro­neous. As
we seek for truth, we con­tinu­ally try to fill in the gaps in our world view and
cor­rect er­ro­neous as­pects of it. How­ever, be­cause our world view shapes our
per­cep­tions, we are also con­tinu­ally try­ing to deny or dis­prove no­tions that
con­flict with our world view. Any­time we en­counter a no­tion that con­flicts with
our world view, we are faced with a choice: change our world view, re­ject the
no­tion, or sus­pend our judg­ment. Of­ten, our im­me­di­ate re­sponse is to re­ject the
no­tion, while on later re­flec­tion, we may re-ex­am­ine our world view.


Ef­fects of Our World View


Cat­egor­iz­ing people is one of the sa­li­ent as­pects of one’s world view. Some com­mon cat­egor­ies are sex, skin color, eth­ni­city, re­li­gion, and wealth. We will dis­cuss two hy­po­thet­ical cat­egor­ies: “cube” and “sphere.” Let us say that we are Cubes. To us, what other Cubes do is nor­mal and pre­dict­able. When an­other Cube says some­thing, we can re­late to it, and agree or dis­agree, be­cause we speak in the same terms. What the Spheres do, though, is strange and un­pre­dict­able. They say one thing and do an­other. We speak to them in our ac­cus­tomed way and they re­spond as though we had in­sul­ted them. Any­thing they tell us has to be care­fully ana­lyzed, be­cause they don’t un­der­stand the truth. Ob­vi­ously, we can in­ter­change Cube and Sphere; the dis­tor­tions of the world-view lenses work in both dir­ec­tions.


These ef­fects are not the product of ill will; they are simply side ef­fects of as­sum­ing that our world view is com­plete and cor­rect. Most of us ac­cept the prob­lem as part of “hu­man nature” and go about our busi­ness as best we can, deal­ing with the dif­fi­culties as they arise. Some of us try to avoid the prob­lem by as­so­ci­at­ing only with other Cubes. A few try to “solve” the prob­lem by elim­in­at­ing the Spheres. An­other ap­proach is multi-cat­egor­ism: ac­know­ledge that there are vast dif­fer­en­ces between Cubes and Spheres, high­light the dif­fer­en­ces, and cel­eb­rate them. Yet an­other ap­proach is to ac­know­ledge that these ef­fects arise from dif­fer­en­ces in world view, and then try to find the com­mon truths, the miss­ing parts, and the con­flict­ing er­rors. This might lead to find­ing and ad­opt­ing the best in each, or to cre­at­ing a new view that takes in both of the old ones. The ap­proaches we take to resolv­ing the cat­egor­iz­a­tion is­sue have dra­matic ef­fects on our lives and our so­ci­et­ies.


Changes in Our World View


Learn­ing to read en­tails a change in world view. What
once ap­peared to be end­lessly com­plic­ated designs of ink sud­denly ap­pear as
words and thoughts. What ap­peared to be the province of grownups or older sib­lings
now be­comes part of our own rep­er­toire. We formerly thought of books as
mys­ter­i­ous, hav­ing mean­ing only to the ini­ti­ate; once we can read them, we see
them as part of the same phe­no­menon as oral speech. The same ap­plies to
learn­ing a new writ­ten lan­guage or a new math­em­at­ical or sci­entific form­al­ism. The
same visual ob­jects that once seemed ob­scure and com­plex be­come clear and
co­gent.


Over­com­ing a pre­ju­dice, such as one of race, sex, class,
re­li­gion, or na­tion­al­ity, is as­so­ci­ated with a change in world view.


Per­sonal trauma can change our world view. When we
are sub­ject to severe in­jury or stress from such causes as an ac­ci­dent, a
crime, war, or death of a loved one, a world that may have seemed pre­dict­able
and be­nign be­comes un­pre­dict­able and threat­en­ing. Situ­ations that once seemed
nor­mal be­come dif­fi­cult or in­tol­er­able. The world—truth—has not changed, but
our view of it has been pro­foundly altered. We may re­quire the ser­vices of
trained pro­fes­sion­als to help re­gain a world view that en­ables us to re­sume
nor­mal func­tion­ing.


Re­li­gious con­ver­sion of­ten en­tails a change in world
view. Some as­pects of life that formerly seemed im­port­ant be­come less so, while
other as­pects, per­haps un­no­ticed be­fore, be­come cent­ral. Old friends may say,
“What happened to you?” New friends may hear of your earlier life and ask, “Was
that really you?” Every as­pect of life, whether work or play, fin­an­cial or
in­tel­lec­tual, birth or death, is in­ter­preted in new ways.


Truth and Our World View


Given that every­one fil­ters truth through their
world view, two is­sues arise. One is how to “turn off” the fil­ter from time to
time, so that our world view does not ob­scure the truth. The other is how to
in­ter­act with people whose world views seem in­com­pat­ible with ours.


One re­sponse to both is­sues is hu­mil­ity. If we
re­mem­ber at all times that we are fi­nite creatures of lim­ited ex­per­i­ence and
ca­pa­city, then it is pos­sible to re­cog­nize that our world view is in­com­plete
and per­haps wrong. This in turn al­lows us to modify our world view. It also
helps us ap­pre­ci­ate that oth­ers’ world views—and con­se­quently their
un­der­stand­ing of truth—will dif­fer from ours. These lim­its on com­plete­ness and
cor­rect­ness are, if noth­ing else, in­ev­it­able con­se­quences of the nature of
in­duct­ive reas­on­ing.


Clearly, we can­not live as though our world view
is wrong. We as­sume its cor­rect­ness be­cause oth­er­wise we have no way to make
de­cisions. Most of the time, we do this with no par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion. How­ever,
when we meet a dis­crep­ancy; when our world view clashes with our ex­per­i­ence;
when we find dis­agree­ment over some­thing that seems ob­vi­ous to us: these are
the oc­ca­sions to pause and ask whether per­haps the prob­lem, as Shakespeare put
it, “lies not in our stars, but in ourselves....”[2] Rather than
un­ques­tion­ingly main­tain­ing that our cur­rent world view is cor­rect, we can use
these oc­ca­sions to re-eval­u­ate the view it­self, and con­sider whether we need to
ex­pand it or cor­rect it.


When we meet dis­agree­ment, we can first try to de­term­ine
whether we are agreed on the ba­sic facts at is­sue. Some­times dis­agree­ment is
not a clash of world views, but a dif­fer­ence in know­ledge, or per­ceived
know­ledge. In this case, if all parties to the dis­cus­sion be­come equally ac­quain­ted
with the facts, there should be no fur­ther cause for dis­agree­ment. If we agree
on the facts, but the in­ter­pret­a­tions are dif­fer­ent, then it may be pos­sible to
dis­cuss our world views. If we find resolv­able dis­crep­an­cies in our world
views, then we should, in this case too, be able to come to agree­ment. If we
can­not re­solve dif­fer­en­ces in our world views, then we are not likely to come
to agree­ment; the best we can do is “agree to dis­agree” and be re­spect­ful and
ac­com­mod­at­ing of each other. Of course, some dis­agree­ments are based on
pref­er­ence, not on truth; in this case too, the best res­ol­u­tion is re­spect and
mu­tual ac­com­mod­a­tion.


So­cial Real­ity


Our so­cial real­ity (the so­cial con­text in which we
live) shapes our ex­per­i­en­ces, pref­er­en­ces, thoughts, habits, lan­guage, and
un­der­stand­ing. We do not, how­ever, live in a single so­cial con­text, but in a
mul­ti­tude of them. Some so­cial con­texts in­clude fam­ily, work, school, be­lief
group, club, elec­tronic net­work, town, tribe, pro­fes­sion, state or
province, lan­guage group, na­tion, and con­tin­ent. Some of these con­texts are
sub­sets of oth­ers; some con­texts cut across other con­texts; and some con­texts
are mu­tu­ally ex­clus­ive of other con­texts. Some con­texts have a spa­tial or
geo­graphic defin­i­tion, while oth­ers have a more ab­stract char­ac­ter. What is
com­mon to all of them is the no­tion of mem­ber­ship.


Mem­ber­ship in a so­cial con­text has many
im­plic­a­tions, such as du­ties, priv­ileges, re­stric­tions, and as­sump­tions. In
par­tic­u­lar, our mem­ber­ship in a so­cial con­text af­fects our search for truth,
our per­cep­tion of truth, and our ac­tions in re­sponse to truth. We cede some of
our judg­ment to the group, ac­cept­ing, in gen­eral, the group’s be­liefs as our
own. We are likely to de­fer to the lead­ers or au­thor­ity fig­ures in the group,
and as­sume that if they hold some­thing as true, it is by vir­tue of proofs that
we would ac­cept if we ex­amined them. This is nat­ural to us, as herd­ing is to
deer or flock­ing is to birds. There is noth­ing in­her­ently bad about it, and it
al­lows us to func­tion ef­fi­ciently within the group. How­ever, we need to be
aware of this ef­fect, and if we de­tect some dis­crep­ancy between the group’s be­liefs
and our in­ner feel­ings, we should make the ef­fort to look for the source of the
dis­crep­ancy, and sub­ject the rel­ev­ant be­liefs to the same rig­or­ous ex­am­in­a­tion
that we would carry out for an idea presen­ted to us by an un­trus­ted stranger. We
should be­ware of ad­opt­ing the po­s­i­tion of “my group, right or wrong.” If we
find some­thing wrong in our group, we should work to make it right, rather than
work­ing to pro­pag­ate and per­petu­ate the wrong.


Let us con­sider group in­flu­ence on search for truth,
per­cep­tion of truth, and ac­tions in re­sponse to truth, in vari­ous so­cial
con­texts. We will be­gin with smal­l or more im­me­di­ate con­texts, and work
out­ward to­ward lar­ge or more gen­eral con­texts.


Fam­ily


By “fam­ily” we mean the im­me­di­ate circle of
ac­quaint­ances with whom we grew up. This may be our bio­lo­gical par­ents and
sib­lings, an ad­opt­ive fam­ily, an ad hoc group, or an in­sti­tu­tion. Whatever its
form, our fam­ily serves as our model for nor­mal hu­man re­la­tions. We learn what
to ex­pect from the world around us, and we learn how to be­have in or­der to
op­tim­ize our ex­per­i­en­ces. We also in­fer a pic­ture of the greater world, based
on our fam­ily ex­per­i­ence.


Early in life, we learn two con­trast­ing les­sons
about truth in the fam­ily. The first les­son con­cerns the im­port­ance of truth. We dis­cover
this when we lie and get pun­ished, or tell the truth about a mis­take and, by
do­ing so, avoid pun­ish­ment. If we are pun­ished after telling the truth, we may
de­cide that a lie is prefer­able to a dif­fi­cult truth. The second les­son con­cerns
so­cial lim­it­a­tions on truth. We learn not to verb­al­ize as­sess­ments of people’s cloth­ing or ap­pear­ance.


The man­ner in which our ques­tions and be­ha­vior are
treated in the fam­ily has a last­ing ef­fect on our un­der­stand­ing of truth and
our as­sess­ment of its im­port­ance. One mes­sage may be that truth doesn’t mat­ter,
and only tra­di­tion is im­port­ant; an­other may be that noth­ing mat­ters ex­cept
truth; an­other may be that truth is im­port­ant, but some­times elu­sive. Con­sider
what re­sponses adults may have made to our ques­tions about “adult” mat­ters, such as “Where do ba­bies come from?” and “Where do we go when we die?” If
the ques­tions are treated as im­port­ant ques­tions, but ones that don’t have an
easy an­swer suited to our child-level un­der­stand­ing, then we are likely to
con­tinue our in­quir­ies as we ma­ture. If we are pun­ished for our in­solence in
pos­ing the ques­tions, then we may with­draw from seek­ing truth, and de­cide that
the best course is to copy whatever we see around us, and not try to make sense
of it. We may re­vise this at­ti­tude in later years, and re­sume the act­ive search
for truth that young chil­dren in­nately dis­play, or we may simply per­petu­ate the
no­tion that truth is whatever our au­thor­ity fig­ures tell us it is. This is, in
the end, a mat­ter of our free choice; but the choice is strongly in­flu­en­ced by
our child­hood fam­ily ex­per­i­ence.


School


The pur­pose of school is to edu­cate its stu­dents. There are
two as­pects to edu­ca­tion: one is to fo­cus the mind on what the edu­cat­ors
be­lieve is im­port­ant; the other is to ex­pand the mind bey­ond the stu­dent’s
cur­rent un­der­stand­ing. In prin­ciple, edu­ca­tion fa­vors the search for truth. Cer­tainly
we will be taught the valid fun­da­men­tal no­tions of math­em­at­ics and lan­guage. How­ever,
edu­ca­tion in­ev­it­ably con­tains ele­ments of bias. As in the fam­ily con­text, the
re­l­at­ive im­port­ance as­signed by the school to truth and bias will have a
sig­ni­fic­ant im­pact on the out­come of the edu­ca­tion. If we are al­lowed to search
freely for ideas, and are given no guid­ance in eval­u­at­ing what we find, we may
con­clude that life is about do­ing whatever we fancy, and grow into
ir­re­spons­ible adults. If we are held ri­gidly to a closed cur­riculum, we may
con­clude that life is a scrip­ted per­form­ance, and be­come no more than ef­fi­cient
cogs in the ma­chinery of so­ci­ety. The edu­ca­tional ex­per­i­ence for most of us lies
some­where between these ex­tremes, and as adults, we choose some as­pects of truth
to ex­am­ine more fully, while abid­ing by our edu­ca­tional train­ing in other
re­spects.


Work


The con­text of our oc­cu­pa­tion de­term­ines a large
frac­tion of our re­la­tion­ship to so­ci­ety, and may have a great in­flu­ence on our lives
out­side the work­place. In gen­eral, we will be truth­ful in de­liv­er­ing what we
are em­ployed for, but may not al­ways con­sider whether the re­ques­ted goods or
ser­vices have op­timal value for the cus­tomer. Thus we may be, in a sense, in a
con­stant state of ten­sion about truth and truth­ful­ness. In terms of our
per­form­ance as em­ploy­ees, we are bound mor­ally and leg­ally to truth­ful­ness; but
in terms of our cus­tom­ers’ re­quire­ments, we gen­er­ally de­fer to our em­ployer’s ex­pect­a­tions,
and do not ven­ture to provide our own as­sess­ment of how well our em­ployer’s
ex­pect­a­tions cor­res­pond to our cus­tom­ers’ needs. Our em­ployer gen­er­ally ex­pects
us to provide the cus­tomer with our com­pany’s goods or ser­vices, and not to
en­cour­age the cus­tomer to look else­where.


If our work is home­mak­ing, then we are an­swer­able
primar­ily to ourselves and fam­ily mem­bers. In rear­ing chil­dren, we
are im­part­ing to them our ideas about truth; as care­takers of our par­ents, we
are con­tinu­ing in some sense on the path of our child­hood fam­ily, but with the
pos­sib­il­ity of chan­ging that path in ways that are im­port­ant to us. In all situ­ations
of work­ing at home, we in­ter­act with so­ci­ety at large, and our work val­ues and
so­ci­etal val­ues must be com­pat­ible.


If we are self-em­ployed, whether in farm­ing,
ser­vice, con­sulta­tion, the arts, or any other field, our cus­tomer re­la­tion­ships
are the primary ex­ternal in­flu­ence on our be­ha­vior. When our cus­tom­ers value
truth­ful­ness, it is easy to make that value a key­stone of our busi­ness, as it is
in our private life. If our cus­tom­ers ask us for il­li­cit be­ha­vior, such as
un­der-the-table deal­ings, tax avoid­ance ex­changes, or bribes, then it may be
chal­len­ging to main­tain both our prin­ciples and our busi­ness.


In sum­mary, whatever our work situ­ation is, it
frames much of our ap­proach and re­sponse to truth.


Be­lief Group


Most of us be­long to a be­lief group, either
form­ally or in­form­ally. We are mem­bers of churches, mosques, syn­agogues, or
temples. We have friends with whom we meet to dis­cuss our thoughts. We be­long
to Free­ma­sonry, Rasta­fari, Sci­ento­logy, Unit­ari­an­ism, or Wicca. We are
be­liev­ers, ag­nos­tics, or athe­ists. We are Chris­ti­ans, Muslims, Free­thinkers,
Buddhists, Bahá’ís, Sikhs, Jews, Zoroastri­ans, Hindus, or Jains. To some
ex­tent, we join be­lief groups be­cause of our be­liefs, and to some ex­tent, we
hold be­liefs be­cause of the be­lief groups we be­long to. Be­lief groups dif­fer
widely in their tol­er­ance for dif­fer­en­ces of be­lief. Some hold that their
be­liefs are true, and that all other be­liefs are false. Oth­ers deny the
fi­nal­ity of any truth. Most steer a path between these two ex­tremes, hav­ing an
ex­pli­cit or im­pli­cit creed and cer­tain ex­pect­a­tions of their mem­bers. Some
al­low wide lat­it­ude of be­lief, but re­strict the ac­tions of their mem­bers, while
oth­ers pre­scribe a set of be­liefs but al­low more lat­it­ude of ac­tion.


Mem­ber­ship in a be­lief group in­her­ently af­fects our
search for truth. If we ques­tion some of the be­liefs in our group, we may not
be free to ex­press those ques­tions. If our search leads us not merely to ques­tion,
but to re­ject, some of the be­liefs of our group, then we may face the choice of
hid­ing our dis­cov­er­ies or leav­ing the group. This can have sweep­ing
con­se­quences for us, our fam­il­ies and friends, our oc­cu­pa­tions, our school­ing,
and our cit­izen­ship. Dur­ing the Cold War, for ex­ample, people who re­jec­ted the
dom­in­ant ideo­logy of their coun­try were faced with dif­fi­cult pos­sib­il­it­ies, in­clud­ing
emig­ra­tion, dis­sim­u­la­tion, flight, and prison. As of the early 21st
cen­tury, there are many coun­tries in which mem­ber­ship in cer­tain be­lief groups
is con­sidered un­pat­ri­otic, heretical, or crim­inal.


For most of us, most of the time, the ten­ets of our
be­lief groups are taken for gran­ted as an in­teg­ral part of our lives. Oc­ca­sion­ally,
though, we are faced with situ­ations that cause us to ques­tion whether some of
those be­liefs are true, and our re­sponse to those situ­ations can have an
im­port­ant ef­fect on the course of our lives.


Club


A club is an or­gan­iz­a­tion, such as Rotary, Hos­pice, or
Am­nesty In­ter­na­tional, con­sist­ing of people work­ing to­gether in a set of com­mon
in­terests. It is fo­cused more on ac­tion and activ­ity than on be­lief. Mem­ber­ship
in a club may provide op­por­tun­it­ies for new views of truth that would not be
pos­sible oth­er­wise, or it may provide pres­sure to con­form to the pre­val­ent
views of the club. Be­cause of the ac­tion-ori­en­ted nature of a club, there is
op­por­tun­ity to see the con­se­quences of what we be­lieve to be true about hu­man
nature, so­ci­ety, and the en­vir­on­ment.


Elec­tronic Net­work


On­line so­cial net­work­ing groups are re­lated to be­lief groups
and clubs, but do not de­pend on phys­ical pres­ence or even geo­graph­ical prox­im­ity. It
is easy to ad­opt an on­line pos­ture that is quite dif­fer­ent from our pos­ture in
phys­ic­ally present so­cial groups. On the one hand, this provides us with the free­dom
to ex­plore truth in a way that we can­not do oth­er­wise; on the other hand, it
can lead to our em­bra­cing and act­ing on con­tra­dict­ory be­liefs. One ex­ample of
this is the phe­no­menon of “flam­ing,” that is, ex­press­ing our thoughts on­line in
an­ti­so­cial ways that we would not do in per­son. The im­pli­cit con­tra­dic­tion
in flam­ing is that we be­have on­line as though oth­ers’ feel­ings are sec­ond­ary to
our priv­ilege of self-ex­pres­sion, while in our face-to-face in­ter­ac­tions, we
be­have as though oth­ers’ feel­ings are the more im­port­ant de­term­in­ant.
Sim­il­arly, we may be free on­line to seek
truth in novel ways, but we may be less com­mit­ted to our on­line dis­cov­er­ies
than to those that are part of our phys­ic­ally present life.


Town or City


Our city, town, vil­lage, or neigh­bor­hood in­flu­en­ces our
op­tions for find­ing, ex­press­ing, and act­ing on truth. Our town, like our
fam­ily, serves as a model for what the world is like. It con­tinu­ally provides
feed­back about our words and deeds. In the an­onym­ity of a large city, the
feed­back may be, “It doesn’t mat­ter what I do.” In the closer-knit struc­ture of
a small town, we may feel pres­sure to con­form to local norms. In a city, our
work and home lives may be en­tirely in­de­pend­ent; in a small town, they may be
closely in­ter­twined. In a city, our par­ti­cip­a­tion in be­lief groups is gen­er­ally
a per­sonal choice, while in a small town, there may be strong ex­pect­a­tions and
so­cial pres­sure to be a mem­ber of one or an­other be­lief group.


Tribe


Our tribe, eth­nic iden­tity, or cul­tural back­ground af­fects
our per­cep­tion of truth and our in­clin­a­tion to ex­plore new av­en­ues, and may
place re­stric­tions on ac­cept­able ac­tions. As a mem­ber of a dom­in­ant
ma­jor­ity group, we may be ar­rog­ant about our (sup­posed) know­ledge and
dis­dain­ful of oth­ers’, and be re­luct­ant to con­sider new ideas. As a
mem­ber of a highly co­hes­ive minor­ity group, we may be un­will­ing to em­brace
any­thing new, for fear of weak­en­ing the group’s co­he­sion. If we are a mem­ber of
a dis­ad­vant­aged group, we may be open to new con­cepts, es­pe­cially those that
of­fer to im­prove our situ­ation; by the same token, we may be more in­ter­es­ted in
the pur­por­ted ad­vant­ages of a new idea than in its truth. If our cul­ture em­braces
ex­plor­a­tion, then we may seek out new ideas, even if the res­ults of
our search do not re­in­force our cul­tural tra­di­tions.


Pro­fes­sion


Apart from our im­me­di­ate work en­vir­on­ment, we may
be­long to a pro­fes­sion, such as edu­ca­tion, brick­lay­ing, medi­cine, law, sci­ence,
fire­fight­ing, en­gin­eer­ing, mil­it­ary, or clergy. Mem­ber­ship in a pro­fes­sion
en­tails vari­ous ex­pect­a­tions, pre­sump­tions, oaths, be­ha­vi­ors, and habits of
mind. We may be re­quired to ac­cept cer­tain ten­ets of our pro­fes­sion in our prac­tice,
even if we are not con­vinced of their truth. Of­ten there is a board reg­u­lat­ing
the pro­fes­sion within a given jur­is­dic­tion, and their de­cisions may carry
con­sid­er­able weight and pos­sibly the force of law. Even in mat­ters that are not
reg­u­lated, we are likely to give strong cre­dence, or at least lip ser­vice, to
the ma­jor­ity opin­ions of our fel­low pro­fes­sion­als.


In some pro­fes­sions, truth is both a basis for the
pro­fes­sion and an ob­ject of the pro­fes­sion. How­ever, truth as an ob­ject may be
re­placed by dis­tor­tion or eva­sion of truth. As an ex­ample, ar­bit­rar­ily chosen, let us con­sider this in the con­text
of the legal pro­fes­sion. Con­sider
crim­inal law, and the situ­ation of a law­yer for the ac­cused. From the point of
view of so­ci­ety, the ob­ject­ive of a trial is to es­tab­lish the truth. How­ever,
from the point of view of the de­fend­ant’s law­yer, the ob­ject­ive is usu­ally to
es­tab­lish the cli­ent’s in­no­cence. Thus, rather than seek­ing to present the
truth, the de­fense law­yer seeks to present a one-sided view and to dis­credit
the evid­ence of the pro­sec­u­tion. In an ad­versarial sys­tem, as in the United
States, the pro­sec­utor is try­ing to es­tab­lish the de­fend­ant’s guilt, not to
un­cover the truth, and will present evid­ence in a lop­sided way. In a civil
suit, there are gen­er­ally two parties, each try­ing to por­tray only one side of
the situ­ation, and to con­vince a judge or jury that this one-sided view rep­res­ents
the truth. While this may seem nor­mal and nat­ural to those who have been raised
and edu­cated within an ad­versarial legal sys­tem, it seems per­verse and un­nat­ural
as a method for find­ing truth. In the sci­en­ces and math­em­at­ics, there may be
com­pet­ing the­or­ies of truth, but all par­ti­cipants in an in­quiry are ex­pec­ted to
work to­gether. If com­ple­ment­ary ex­per­i­ments give dif­fer­ent res­ults, the vari­ous
re­search­ers try to har­mon­ize their find­ings and per­haps sug­gest a new the­ory
that en­com­passes their com­pet­ing the­or­ies, rather than deny­ing any of the
res­ults. Of course, sci­ence is also some­times car­ried out in an ad­versarial
fash­ion; but this is gen­er­ally re­garded as an ab­er­ra­tion, not the norm.


If we ex­amined other pro­fes­sions, we would like­wise find
pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies in the meth­ods of seek­ing or es­tab­lish­ing truth, dif­fer­ent from
those of the legal pro­fes­sion, but equally per­plex­ing. As a mem­ber of a
pro­fes­sion, we may find it dif­fi­cult to avoid the
in­flu­ence of those pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies on our search for truth, even when we are con­sid­er­ing mat­ters that are
out­side the bounds of our pro­fes­sion.


State or Province


Our state, province, or re­gion has an ef­fect on our
per­cep­tions of real­ity and our re­sponses to those per­cep­tions. These ef­fects
are gen­er­ally me­di­ated by the re­gion’s his­tory and pre­dom­in­ance of vari­ous
be­lief sys­tems in the re­gion. Within the United States, for ex­ample, there are states
and re­gions that have a his­tory of re­li­gious per­se­cu­tion, polit­ical re­volu­tion
or re­bel­lion, wars with nat­ive pop­u­la­tions, and slavery. Each of these has a
last­ing ef­fect on the way of think­ing of both the ma­jor­ity and the minor­ity
pop­u­la­tions. For some, the ef­fect may be to avoid a re­pe­ti­tion of his­tory, or
to undo its ef­fects; for oth­ers, it may be to try to re­live that his­tory. Either
way, it skews our in­quir­ies and our per­cep­tions, and af­fects our abil­ity to
dif­fer­en­ti­ate truth from tra­di­tion.


Lan­guage Group


Our com­mand of a lan­guage or lan­guages has a
pro­found in­flu­ence on our ways of think­ing and on our ac­cess to ideas. To the
ex­tent that our com­mu­nic­a­tion is through lan­guage, our com­mu­nic­a­tions are
fa­cil­it­ated by the strengths of our lan­guage and lim­ited by its weak­nesses. Fur­ther­more,
we have ac­cess to the ideas of other lan­guage groups only through trans­la­tion,
which means that the ideas are filtered through the trans­lator as well as
lim­ited by the avail­able cor­res­pond­en­ces between the ori­ginal lan­guage and our
own. In the im­me­di­ate sense, if we meet a speaker of a dif­fer­ent lan­guage, we
can­not com­mu­nic­ate through lan­guage at all, un­less a third per­son is present to
trans­late.


Lan­guages dif­fer widely in their gender
dis­tinc­tions, verbal con­structs, and de­tail of vocab­u­lary. These lim­it­a­tions chan­nel
our thoughts along cer­tain paths, and make it dif­fi­cult to ex­press cer­tain
ideas. For ex­ample, Eng­lish forces a choice of gender in the third per­son. This
in turn leads to a choice among awk­ward­ness (He or she should bring his or her
be­ha­vior into con­form­ity with the ex­pect­a­tions  of his or her par­ents), in­ap­pro­pri­ate
spe­ci­ficity (He should show his re­port card to his par­ents), and in­con­sist­ency
(He should clean his room daily and eat what her par­ents give her). One does
have the choice of the im­per­sonal con­struc­tion, but one finds it fa­tiguing and
overly formal. Some other lan­guages provide gender-neut­ral op­tions in the third
per­son, while oth­ers force a gender choice in all per­sons.


Work­ing around the lim­it­a­tions of a lan­guage is
dif­fi­cult even when we are writ­ing our own thoughts; work­ing around them in
trans­la­tion is far more dif­fi­cult. Each word has a range of mean­ings in one
lan­guage, but the cor­res­pond­ing word in an­other lan­guage typ­ic­ally has a dif­fer­ent
range. Sev­eral dif­fi­culties arise from this cir­cum­stance. One is that the
trans­lator is forced to choose—per­haps ar­bit­rar­ily—among the rendi­tions for a
word. An­other is that where one word may have been suit­able in sev­eral places
in the ori­ginal, dif­fer­ent words must be used in the trans­la­tion, ob­scur­ing the
ori­ginal con­nec­tion between the in­stances of the word in the ori­ginal. An­other
is that a word used in the ori­ginal may have mul­tiple mean­ings in the
trans­la­tion, so that pas­sages that were pre­cise in the ori­ginal be­come
am­bigu­ous in the trans­la­tion. These dif­fi­culties of trans­la­tion are awk­ward in
fic­tion or po­etry, and can have far-reach­ing im­plic­a­tions in the trans­la­tion of
philo­sophy, sci­ence, math­em­at­ics, medi­cine, re­li­gion, gov­ern­ment, and other
found­a­tional works for the con­duct of hu­man af­fairs.


Na­tion


Our na­tion­al­ity has im­plic­a­tions for our mem­ber­ship in pre­vi­ously dis­cussed
groups, such as town, state, and lan­guage  group, and thus cre­ates all the ef­fects 
dis­cussed un­der those head­ings.  In ad­di­tion, it
has ef­fects on our at­ti­tudes, ex­pect­a­tions, rights, and priv­ileges. If
we be­long to an eco­nom­ic­ally strong and tech­no­lo­gic­ally ad­vanced na­tion, we are
in­clined to see truth as re­lated primar­ily to money and ma­chines; if we are in
a less tech­no­lo­gic­ally ad­vanced or poorer na­tion, we will be more in­clined to
see truth as a func­tion of hu­man re­la­tions and har­mony with nat­ural pro­cesses. The
na­tional sys­tem of gov­ern­ment in­flu­en­ces our ideas about de­cision-mak­ing. A
cit­izen of a single-party state will tend to ap­proach prob­lem-solv­ing
dif­fer­ently from someone in a two-party, multi-party, or non-party state. The
na­tional con­ven­tions in law and jur­is­pru­dence also af­fect our ap­proach to
find­ing truth. Those who are ac­cus­tomed to an ad­versarial sys­tem will be
in­clined to see truth as emer­ging from pairs of one-sided present­a­tions and
ar­gu­ments between op­pos­ing views; those ac­cus­tomed to an in­quis­it­orial sys­tem
will be more likely to look for truth through either a co­oper­at­ive or a
one-sided ana­lysis.


Con­tin­ent


Our con­tin­ent or con­tin­en­tal re­gion has an ef­fect on our
as­sump­tions and our ap­proach to truth. Is­land, land­locked, and coastal areas
have some dis­tinct­ive psy­cho­lo­gical and cul­tural fea­tures, as do areas defined
by cli­mate, re­li­gion, lan­guage group, and eth­ni­city. Those who live in a
trop­ical cli­mate may see hu­mans and nature in a har­mo­ni­ous, mu­tu­ally sup­port­ive
re­la­tion­ship, while those from colder cli­mates may per­ceive a need for hu­man­ity
to con­quer nature. People from re­li­giously ho­mo­gen­eous re­gions may make
dif­fer­ent as­sump­tions about what con­sti­tu­tes a nor­mal ap­proach to life from those
made by people from het­ero­gen­eous re­gions. Those who have grown up with
earth­quakes, vol­ca­noes, tor­nadoes, or hur­ricanes may see nature as less
be­ne­vol­ent than those whose re­gions are stable and mild, and they may see cata­strophe
as a nor­mal as­pect of life, rather than as a pre­vent­able ex­cep­tion to the norm.


Earth


We are all hu­mans, and we all live on Earth. When we try to
ima­gine in­tel­li­gent be­ings from other plan­ets, we ne­ces­sar­ily an­thro­po­morph­ize
them. We be­lieve the time scales and tem­per­at­ure ranges of Earth to be
ne­ces­sary to life. We also as­sume that any
in­tel­li­gent life must be sim­ilar to us, and there­fore in need of a sim­ilar
en­vir­on­ment. How­ever, con­sid­er­ing that there are life forms on the Earth that in­habit
hy­dro­thermal vents in the depths of the oceans, far from the sun and at high
tem­per­at­ures and pres­sures, it seems quite pos­sible that in­tel­li­gent creatures from
other star sys­tems might be so dif­fer­ent from us as to be un­re­cog­niz­able as
life, let alone as in­tel­li­gent. The day of en­coun­ter­ing any such be­ings may be
far in the fu­ture, if ever; but we should still keep in mind that our ideas of
truth are bounded by our ex­per­i­en­ces, and that in the vast­ness of space and
time, there may well be ex­per­i­en­ces and truths that we can­not cur­rently con­cep­tu­al­ize.


Pro­moters of Truth


Let us con­sider some of the so­cial agents that
pro­mote truth. Some of these same so­cial agents may also serve as bar­ri­ers to
truth; this will be con­sidered in the fol­low­ing sec­tion.


Edu­cat­ors provide us with the ba­sic tools we need
in or­der to widen our search for truth bey­ond our im­me­di­ate ex­per­i­ence and
fam­ily his­tor­ies. From our early child­hood to the end of our formal school­ing,
edu­cat­ors help us to ac­quire the skills of read­ing, math­em­at­ics, and re­search,
as well as know­ledge of spe­cific fields. They en­cour­age both our curi­os­ity and
our di­li­gence, and by their own edu­ca­tion, they give us ex­amples of in­quiry. They
im­ple­ment the so­cial ideal of a con­tinu­ous and pro­gress­ive ex­pan­sion of
know­ledge and skills, by which each gen­er­a­tion is able to build on the
ac­com­plish­ments of earlier gen­er­a­tions.


Schol­ars and re­search­ers ded­ic­ate their lives to
the dis­cov­ery of truth, of­ten in a nar­row field, but some­times in mul­tiple or
broad areas of re­search. Their ef­forts are con­cerned both with un­cov­er­ing truth
and with im­prov­ing the meth­ods used to un­cover truth and for­mu­late proofs.


Au­thors present truth in a vari­ety of ways,
ran­ging from the strictly lit­eral to the highly meta­phor­ical, and from formal
prose to po­etry. Some present per­sonal views, while oth­ers com­mu­nic­ate
con­sensus views of sci­entific or other schol­arly com­mu­nit­ies. Some writ­ing is
in­ten­ded only for en­ter­tain­ment, but most writ­ing, even if its avowed aim is
en­ter­tain­ment, dis­closes truths about hu­man nature and other as­pects of
ex­ist­ence.


Per­formers, like au­thors, present truth in many
ways, such as speeches, songs, plays, and mono­logues. Some per­formers, such
as ma­gi­cians, de­lib­er­ately falsify what they dis­play, but even sleight of hand
awakens a de­sire in the audi­ence to know “how it is really done.”


The com­mu­nic­a­tions me­dia, in­clud­ing tele­vi­sion,
ra­dio, in­ter­net, news­pa­pers, and magazines, pub­li­cize both typ­ical and atyp­ical
hap­pen­ings, and place them in a so­cial and his­tor­ical frame­work. They provide
us with both a broader and a more in­tim­ate view of so­ci­ety than we could
achieve in­di­vidu­ally. They provide a forum for the ex­change of view­points among
in­di­vidu­als and the broad­cast­ing of in­di­vidual dis­cov­er­ies and opin­ions. Me­dia
in the 21st cen­tury in­clude an un­pre­ced­en­ted spec­trum of
present­a­tion modes, from formal news re­ports to in­di­vidual opin­ions, us­ing the
prin­ted word, still pho­to­graphs, art­work, and both au­dio and video live
streams, re­cord­ings, and com­pos­i­tions. It is not al­ways clear which
present­a­tions are truth­ful and which are fic­ti­tious or de­ceit­ful.


Courts of law are the forum for de­term­in­ing the
truth about legal mat­ters. They have ex­tens­ive rules, which vary among na­tions and
re­gions, in­ten­ded to as­sure that the cri­teria for proof are con­sist­ent and
pre­dict­able. 


In­vest­ig­at­ive agen­cies use every avail­able means
to un­cover truth. Un­like the courts, they try to use un­pre­dict­able means of
proof, in or­der to cir­cum­vent at­tempts to hide activ­it­ies. Both private and
gov­ern­men­tal agen­cies may re­sort to means of du­bi­ous leg­al­ity and valid­ity in
or­der to ac­quire in­form­a­tion.


Con­sulta­tion, mean­ing a mu­tu­ally re­spect­ful group search
for truth, without pre­ju­dice and without at­tach­ment to one’s ini­tial opin­ions,
is a power­ful means of ar­riv­ing at the truth. It al­lows the minds and thoughts
of all the par­ti­cipants to work to­gether, rather than wast­ing time and en­ergy
on de­fens­ive man­eu­vers. It al­lows all parties to suc­ceed, rather than for­cing
some to con­cede de­feat.


Bar­ri­ers to Truth


Let us con­sider some of the so­cial agents that
in­ter­fere with our search for truth.


Spe­cial in­terests try to high­light fa­vor­able
truths and hide un­fa­vor­able ones. Min­ing and pet­ro­leum ex­trac­tion com­pan­ies
em­phas­ize the use­ful­ness of their products and ob­fus­cate the dam­age done in
both their pro­duc­tion and their end use. Drug man­u­fac­tur­ers may spon­sor
mul­tiple tests, pub­li­ciz­ing the res­ults of only the fa­vor­able stud­ies. In­vest­ment
com­pan­ies try to present their funds in the most fa­vor­able light, and pro­moters
of health products will pub­li­cize their suc­cesses and hide their fail­ures. Much
re­search is car­ried out un­der fund­ing from spe­cial in­terests; and even
in­de­pend­ent re­search suf­fers from the self-in­terest of the re­search­ers to
em­blazon their names and at­tract fu­ture fund­ing.


Par­tisan polit­ics sets up a sys­tem­atic pre­ju­dice
against truth: truth is sub­ser­vi­ent to the plat­form and per­ceived ad­vant­age of
the party. When a par­tisan of Party A hears an ex­pos­i­tion from Party B, the
hearer will auto­mat­ic­ally dis­count any­thing that coun­ters or con­tra­dicts Party
A’s set of as­sump­tions or goals. Even if Party B has a can­did­ate who seems
su­per­ior to Party A’s can­did­ate, the par­tisan of A will still vote for Party
A’s can­did­ate, be­cause of party loy­alty and the be­lief that the long-term
ad­vant­age is al­ways gained by pro­mot­ing Party A.


Ad­vert­ising and pub­lic re­la­tions are aimed at
pro­mot­ing a par­tic­u­lar brand or product. Though much ad­vert­ising is aimed simply
at mak­ing a po­ten­tial cus­tomer aware of the ex­ist­ence of a suit­able product,
and much pub­lic re­la­tions ef­fort is merely to pro­mote the im­age of a com­pany,
yet a sig­ni­fic­ant part of it is car­ried out with no re­gard for truth bey­ond
that which is needed to avoid li­bel suits, legal pro­sec­u­tion, and uni­ver­sal
de­ri­sion. Even par­tial de­ri­sion is ac­cept­able, provided that a large enough
tar­get audi­ence will dis­count the de­ri­sion. This in­dustry sup­ports the
self-in­terest of every other in­dustry. It uses the best find­ings of psy­cho­logy
and the most ad­vanced meth­ods of com­mu­nic­a­tion to pro­mote vari­ous no­tions, true
and false, com­pat­ible and con­flict­ing. It makes its ap­peals through every
con­ceiv­able means, with scant re­gard for reason and lo­gic. It co-opts the sex
in­stinct to pro­mote en­ter­tain­ment, and co-opts hun­ger to pro­mote de­struct­ive
eat­ing habits. If the com­mu­nic­a­tions me­dia are sup­por­ted prin­cip­ally through
ad­vert­ise­ments, then ad­vert­ising or ad­vert­isers may sub­vert and
per­vert the primary com­mu­nic­a­tions func­tion of the me­dia. The use of ideal­ized
and un­real­istic im­ages of hu­man life in ad­vert­ise­ments con­trib­utes to con­fu­sion
and dis­sat­is­fac­tion in our per­sonal ex­per­i­ence. The em­phasis that
ad­vert­ising places on ma­ter­ial pos­ses­sions den­ig­rates the im­port­ance of moral and
spir­itual val­ues. While ad­vert­ising per se, in the root sense of mak­ing a po­ten­tial
cus­tomer aware of the ex­ist­ence of a suit­able product, is blame­less and even
praise­worthy, yet the im­ple­ment­a­tion of it in mod­ern so­ci­ety makes it all too
of­ten a bar­rier to truth and reason.


Shills—that is, people who are paid to use a
cer­tain product and then pub­li­cize the product’s be­ne­fits—un­der­mine the eval­u­ation
of one product’s su­peri­or­ity or in­feri­or­ity to an­other. While the ori­ginal
shill, buy­ing from a street vendor with the vendor’s own shil­ling, is mostly a
relic of the past, the mod­ern shill, us­ing product en­dorse­ment, is vis­ible in
every sport­ing event and every ad­vert­ise­ment for sport­ing goods. From sig­na­ture
base­balls to wear­ing a spon­sor’s shoes in the Olympics, the shill is a ma­jor
com­pon­ent of mar­ket­ing in sports and other mass mar­kets.


The com­mu­nic­a­tions me­dia may be an im­ped­i­ment to
truth as well as a source of truth. Com­mu­nic­a­tion per se is truth-neut­ral. In
the ser­vice of seekers and pro­moters of truth, it is likely (though not
in­ev­it­able) that it will serve the in­terests of truth; in the ser­vice of
false­hood, it is likely to be a bar­rier to truth. Com­mu­nic­a­tions are likely to
be biased in fa­vor of those who provide or pay for the com­mu­nic­a­tions, whether
they are ad­vert­isers, me­dia con­glom­er­ates, gov­ern­ments, or spe­cial-in­terest
groups (to name a few). Sub­scrip­tion me­dia are likely to be biased to suit the
pref­er­en­ces of their sub­scribers, and cen­sors may as­sure that me­dia con­form to
gov­ern­men­tal bias.


Edu­cat­ors can be a po­tent force against truth as
well as in its fa­vor. In some cases they may be hired more as in­doc­trin­at­ors
than as edu­cat­ors, to suit the pur­poses of a gov­ern­ment or other power­ful body.
But even with the best will and no in­ten­tional bias, edu­cat­ors can provide only
the truth that they are aware of; in a rap­idly chan­ging so­ci­ety, what they
learned as stu­dents may have been ob­sol­es­cent when they learned it, and may ac­tu­ally
be false by the time they teach it.


Ped­ants, as dis­tinct from schol­ars, have a greater
in­terest in tra­di­tion and con­sist­ency than in truth. Change is
sus­pi­cious, and new ideas are heresy. Pedantic in­flu­ence in edu­ca­tional and
schol­arly pur­suits tends to sup­press the dis­cov­ery of truth. Ped­antry is
in­stru­men­tal in per­petu­at­ing re­cog­nized truths and es­tab­lished false­hoods
alike.


Secrecy is a not only a bar­rier to truth but
an­ti­thet­ical to truth. Whether the con­text is a per­sonal secret, a secret
so­ci­ety, or gov­ern­men­tal secrecy, the ob­ject is the same: to hide the truth. In
some cases the secret is the hid­den truth, such as the name of a spy, the
method to con­struct a weapon, or the iden­tity of an ad­op­tee’s bio­lo­gical par­ent.
In other cases the secret is that the holder of the secret has no truth to
hide, but wishes to en­tice oth­ers to pay or join in or­der to be privy to the sup­posed
secret. Secrecy is surely ne­ces­sary in some cases,
such as pro­tec­tion of pass­words; but this does not al­ter its nature, which is op­pos­i­tion to
the dis­clos­ure of truth.


Law-break­ing is clearly a vi­ol­a­tion of trust, and
it is also a bar­rier to truth. Ly­ing about the il­legal act leads to a series of
other re­lated lies, and may lead to a false ac­cus­a­tion against an­other per­son. The
pre­ced­ent of ly­ing about the il­legal act also leads to a break­down in the
of­fender’s re­gard for truth in gen­eral. If the law-break­ing res­ults in some
sort of fin­an­cial gain, then it en­cour­ages oth­ers in the same pur­suit,
mul­tiply­ing the res­ult­ing bar­ri­ers to truth.


Ad­dic­tion causes us to as­sert the de­sirab­il­ity,
and deny the harm­ful­ness, of the ad­dict­ive sub­stance or be­ha­vior. It has a
sec­ond­ary ef­fect of caus­ing us to lie about our be­ha­vior. It may cause us to
break laws, with all the con­com­it­ant op­pos­i­tion to truth.


“Isms” are sig­ni­fic­ant bar­ri­ers to the re­cog­ni­tion
of any truth that does not con­form to their re­spect­ive points of view. Some ex­amples are
na­tion­al­ism, ra­cism, sex­ism, ageism, com­mun­ism, cap­it­al­ism, so­cial­ism, ma­ter­i­al­ism,
and ra­tion­al­ism. In many of these ex­amples, the bar­rier to truth is not in the
un­der­ly­ing ideas, but in a one-sided view res­ult­ing from their el­ev­a­tion to the
status of un­as­sail­able prin­ciples. Loy­alty to my coun­try, for ex­ample, and
sup­port of its well-be­ing, are laud­able and ne­ces­sary; but to deem my coun­try
su­per­ior to all oth­ers, and to pro­mote its in­terests to the ex­tent of dam­aging
other coun­tries, leads to con­flict and war, and in the end, is det­ri­men­tal to
the wel­fare of my own coun­try as well as that of oth­ers. Like­wise, private
own­er­ship of the means of pro­duc­tion, and a com­pas­sion­ate re­gard for so­cial
wel­fare, are both ef­fect­ive prin­ciples, but if either is ex­al­ted to the
ex­clu­sion of the other, the res­ult is de­struct­ive of both private and pub­lic
in­terests. Fi­nally, ra­tion­al­ity is an in­teg­ral com­pon­ent of private and so­cial
dis­course, but ra­tion­al­ism, i.e. ex­alt­ing ra­tional thought to the ex­clu­sion of emo­tional,
in­tu­it­ive, and artistic urges, is de­struct­ive. Whatever its use, we should
re­gard the “ism” suf­fix as a warn­ing flag in our search for truth.


Pro­gress and Mod­ern­ism


A com­mon as­sump­tion in mod­ern thought, whether im­pli­cit or
ex­pli­cit, is that mod­ern so­ci­ety is a lin­ear sum of all pre­ced­ing so­ci­et­ies,
and is there­fore bet­ter than any­thing that came be­fore. It fol­lows from this
as­sump­tion that whatever is mod­ern is good, and if an older concept con­flicts
with a mod­ern concept, the older one is wrong. From a his­tor­ical per­spect­ive,
how­ever, pro­gress is not lin­ear, but con­sists of some steps for­ward and some
steps back­ward. It is not clear at any given mo­ment whether we are trav­el­ing
for­ward or back­ward. As an ex­ample, mod­ern west­ern so­ci­et­ies provide
un­pre­ced­en­ted free­dom to the in­di­vidual; and yet, this has not res­ul­ted in
un­pre­ced­en­ted hap­pi­ness for the in­di­vidual. We must ques­tion, then, whether
more in­di­vidual free­dom is an un­mit­ig­ated good. Gen­er­ally, in our search for
truth, we should be alert to the fact that not all of what is newer is bet­ter. We
should be will­ing to con­sider that some old-fash­ioned con­cepts, dis­carded by
mod­ern so­ci­ety, are in fact prefer­able to what has re­placed them, and will, in
fu­ture, be taken as pro­gress­ive and nor­mal, while some cur­rently pop­u­lar
con­cepts may be seen as un­work­able and un­de­sir­able.


Summary


Our so­cial real­ity pro­duces mul­tiple and of­ten con­flict­ing
sup­pos­i­tions and pres­sures in seek­ing, ex­press­ing, es­pous­ing, and act­ing on
truths. Our mem­ber­ship in a so­cial con­text tends to pass­ively chan­nel our
thoughts in cer­tain dir­ec­tions. Fur­ther, the be­liefs and cus­toms of our groups may
act­ively re­strict both our search for truth and our ac­tions in re­sponse to newly
dis­covered truth. We may face dif­fi­cult choices such as ig­nor­ing truth, work­ing
to change our so­cial con­text, ac­cept­ing per­se­cu­tion, or leav­ing our so­cial
con­text. Whatever our situ­ation, it be­hooves us to be con­tinu­ally alert to the
lim­it­a­tions it im­poses, and ready to sur­mount those lim­it­a­tions in our quest
for truth.







An­swers


Looking for Answers


We have left in abey­ance a num­ber of ques­tions
and is­sues, con­cern­ing top­ics such as the first cause, real­ity, con­scious­ness,
thoughts, and free will. These ques­tions are in abey­ance be­cause lo­gic, sci­ence,
and math­em­at­ics do not provide sat­is­fact­ory an­swers to them. Where can we
seek such an­swers?


What about philo­sophy? Per­haps the wise and
learned, the “lov­ers of know­ledge,” have found an­swers to these ques­tions. In­deed
they have; how­ever, their an­swers are as dis­par­ate as any that we have
con­sidered so far. Their claims are con­tra­dict­ory and widely di­ver­gent, and
there­fore can­not all be true. In an­cient times, the philo­soph­ers as­sumed the
ex­ist­ence of gods or a god, who con­trolled nature and hu­man­kind, and of a realm
bey­ond the earth, pop­u­lated by heav­enly be­ings and the souls of the dead. Some taught
that the senses show us the true real­ity, from which we then form ideas to
de­scribe it, while oth­ers taught that ideas form the true real­ity, and be­come
mani­fest in the forms per­ceived by our senses and the ac­tions we carry out in
re­sponse. In mod­ern times, the ex­ist­ence of any­thing other than the phys­ical
world has been doubted or denied, leav­ing us with more ques­tions and fewer
an­swers than the an­cients had. At­tempts to put into prac­tice the con­clu­sions of
mod­ern ma­ter­i­al­istic philo­soph­ers have, as noted earlier, res­ul­ted in dis­mal
so­cial fail­ures. Thus, philo­sophy does not prom­ise fruit­ful re­sponses to these
ques­tions and is­sues.


It would be very help­ful to get some re­li­able
in­form­a­tion about the first cause. If we had that baseline in­form­a­tion, we
could per­haps puzzle out sub­si­di­ary mat­ters as well. But we have already
de­term­ined that the first cause is of ne­ces­sity bey­ond our com­pre­hen­sion, so
how can we get in­form­a­tion about it? Is it pos­sible that there is such
in­form­a­tion, but we have been over­look­ing it? What if the first cause is
ac­tu­ally provid­ing an­swers to us, but we are not pay­ing at­ten­tion?


Sup­pose that we have man­aged to cre­ate a race of
in­tel­li­gent ants, and we see that they need guid­ance to carry out whatever
mis­sion we had in mind for them to ac­com­plish. How might we go about
com­mu­nic­at­ing with them? If we ap­proached them, they would flee from our huge
feet, and their hear­ing would not make sense out of any­thing we tried to say. But
if we cre­ated a spe­cial-pur­pose ant, equip­ping it with some sort of
com­mu­nic­a­tions device, then it could talk with the other ants and we could re­lay
com­mu­nic­a­tions through it, and re­ceive an­swers back in the same way. Is it
pos­sible that our cre­ator provides us with some­thing akin to that? Could it
provide some spe­cial-pur­pose hu­man that is able to serve as a com­mu­nic­a­tions
chan­nel between us and it? If so, where might we find such a hu­man?


There is a do­main of hu­man en­deavor that as­serts the
his­tor­ical ex­ist­ence of spe­cial-pur­pose hu­mans. This en­deavor claims to provide
in­form­a­tion from the first cause, to hold an­swers to a num­ber of ex­ist­en­tial ques­tions,
to provide vi­able so­cial norms, and to give ap­pro­pri­ate guid­ance for in­di­vidual
be­ha­vior. This en­deavor has been on­go­ing since the dawn of his­tory, and
provides the primary struc­ture in the lives of bil­lions of people. It is called
re­li­gion. Let us then con­sider re­li­gion, and see if it can con­trib­ute some­thing
to our search for a bet­ter un­der­stand­ing of the first cause and of the many other
is­sues we have raised.


Re­li­gion


By “re­li­gion” we un­der­stand a sys­tem of be­liefs and
prac­tices, based on a be­lief in a uni­ver­sal force, es­sence, or be­ing, and
hav­ing two main pur­poses: the well-be­ing of the in­di­vidual and the har­mo­ni­ous
reg­u­la­tion of so­ci­ety. Note that by re­li­gion we do not mean “go­ing to church”
(or mosque or syn­agogue or temple), al­though that may be a com­pon­ent of
re­li­gious prac­tice. We do, how­ever, un­der­stand some­thing sys­tem­atic and
col­lect­ive, not simply an in­di­vidual sense of spir­itu­al­ity.


Ob­jec­tions and Ex­plan­a­tions


Let us ac­know­ledge at the out­set that re­li­gion has
a bad repu­ta­tion in many mod­ern in­tel­lec­tual and sci­entific circles. It has
been stig­mat­ized as the opi­ate of the masses. It has been re­garded as a crutch
for those of weak will or poor so­cial judg­ment. It has been thought of as a
rem­nant of by­gone su­per­sti­tions, a product of man’s fear, ig­nor­ance, and lack
of un­der­stand­ing. It is seen as in­cul­cat­ing and per­petu­at­ing cer­tain cus­toms
and su­per­sti­tions, such as caste, in­equit­able gender roles, and sor­cery, that
hold back the pro­gress of so­ci­ety. It has been seen as a ma­jor cause of war and
con­flict. In mod­ern west­ern so­ci­ety it of­ten func­tions as a so­cial club. We
will briefly con­sider the reas­ons for this repu­ta­tion, then re­view the his­tory
and func­tion of re­li­gion, and then ex­am­ine whether re­li­gion does in fact have
some­thing to of­fer in sup­port of our in­vest­ig­a­tion of truth, the first cause,
and other ex­ist­en­tial is­sues.


Karl Marx re­garded re­li­gion as a tool for the rich
to con­trol the poor. This view refers more to the cor­rup­tion of re­li­gion than
to re­li­gion it­self. There are in­deed many ex­amples of churches or com­par­able
re­li­gious struc­tures that provide a lux­uri­ous liv­ing for their lead­ers while
ex­ploit­ing their mem­bers, or pro­mote policies on be­half of the wealthy and
elite of the so­ci­ety. How­ever, these func­tions are not in­her­ent to re­li­gion,
but are a res­ult of the size and power of the re­li­gious or­gan­iz­a­tion, and the
lack of scruples of the lead­ers of the or­gan­iz­a­tion. The same situ­ation can be
seen in large com­pan­ies and in gov­ern­ments. The prob­lem in this re­gard is not
with re­li­gion or com­pan­ies or gov­ern­ment per se, but with cor­rup­tion of their
func­tions.


The no­tion of re­li­gion as a crutch for per­sonal
will and so­cial judg­ment, as taught in some schools of psy­cho­logy, has roots in
18th-cen­tury philo­sophy. It arises from a hu­man­istic so­ci­olo­gical
view­point. So­ci­ety needs in­di­vidu­als who be­have ac­cord­ing to so­cial norms;
de­vi­ation from the norms causes dis­rup­tion and dis­in­teg­ra­tion. In­di­vidu­als who
lack judg­ment may vi­ol­ate these norms. Re­li­gion is seen as a psy­cho­lo­gic­ally
co­er­cive meas­ure that sub­sti­tu­tes for in­nate judg­ment. There is an im­pli­cit
sug­ges­tion that in­di­vidu­als who are brought up in some so­ci­olo­gic­ally cor­rect
man­ner will not need any such “crutch,” but will be­have prop­erly of their own
ac­cord. This hy­po­thesis has been, and con­tin­ues to be, put to ex­tens­ive
prac­tical test­ing. The res­ults in­dic­ate that in fact either re­li­gion, or
some­thing sim­ilar to it, is needed for an or­derly so­ci­ety and a sat­is­fact­ory
per­sonal life. People seem to re­quire both goals and guidelines; de­prived of
either, they turn to drugs, vi­ol­ence, and other un­sat­is­fact­ory forms of
be­ha­vior. Re­li­gion has filled this role in so­ci­ety since the dawn of his­tory;
if some other so­cial struc­ture can fill that role, such a struc­ture has not yet
been cre­ated.


Re­li­gion as pal­li­at­ive is epi­tom­ized in the claim,
“There are no athe­ists in a fox­hole.” That is, the fear of death is the cause
of re­li­gious be­lief. The ob­jec­tion raised in this re­spect is that our
as­sess­ment of truth should not be in­flu­en­ced by fear—of death or of any­thing
else. This is a valid ob­jec­tion: to the ex­tent that re­li­gious be­lief is based
on fear, ac­cept­ance of it is an un­worthy ex­er­cise of our free will.


Equat­ing re­li­gion with su­per­sti­tion and ig­nor­ance has
three bases: his­tor­ical forms, lit­er­al­ism, and faulty lo­gic. First,
his­tor­ic­ally, as more of phys­ical real­ity has been ex­plained by sci­ence, less of
it has been ex­plained by re­li­gion. Where once the wind was seen as a god,
sci­ence has shown it to be gen­er­ated by dif­fer­en­tial solar heat­ing; where
vol­ca­noes were once seen as su­per­nat­ural, they are now seen to well up
nat­ur­ally from the hot sub­ter­ranean re­gions of the earth. While this may be a
valid ob­jec­tion to an­cient forms of re­li­gion, it has no bear­ing on the ma­jor
re­li­gious sys­tems foun­ded dur­ing the past three thou­sand years, which are all
mono­the­istic. Second, it is com­mon­place for re­li­gious ad­her­ents to deny clear
sci­entific truth be­cause it con­flicts with their lit­eral in­ter­pret­a­tion of cer­tain
re­li­gious texts, such as cre­ation nar­rat­ives. This stems from the ad­her­ent’s
fail­ure to ap­pre­ci­ate the fig­ur­at­ive nature of lan­guage in gen­eral and of
re­li­gious texts in par­tic­u­lar. Third, a sci­ent­ist may ob­ject that re­li­gion
makes cer­tain claims that are not sup­por­ted by sci­ence; there­fore re­li­gion is
su­per­sti­tion. For ex­ample, sci­ence sees hu­man life as end­ing at phys­ical death;
re­li­gion, by and large, claims a con­tinu­ation of life after the death of the
body. How­ever, sci­ence has no way of know­ing whether the life of the con­scious­ness
is the same as the life of the body. Most in­ter­pret­a­tions of re­li­gious
teach­ings un­der­stand the “eternal life” to be some­thing dif­fer­ent from the life
of the body. The prob­lem with the lo­gic of such a sci­ent­ist is that it equates
cor­rect­ness with com­plete­ness. As we have noted earlier, sci­entific know­ledge
is gen­er­ated in­duct­ively, mak­ing it only pro­vi­sion­ally cor­rect, and al­ways
in­com­plete. We should not ac­cept ar­gu­ments that as­sume the com­plete­ness of
sci­ence.


It is true that cer­tain cus­toms and su­per­sti­tions,
such as caste, in­equit­able gender roles, and sor­cery, are as­so­ci­ated with
re­li­gious be­liefs and prac­tices. In some cases, these are simply out­worn
as­pects of re­li­gion, which once served a pos­it­ive pur­pose; in other cases, they
are ac­cre­tions, not ori­gin­ally part of the re­li­gious sys­tem, that ac­tu­ally run
counter to the core of the re­li­gious sys­tem it­self, but are use­ful to a
power­ful group within so­ci­ety. This is a valid cri­ti­cism of re­li­gious prac­tice,
and many pro­gress­ive re­li­gion­ists work to elim­in­ate these dys­func­tional
ele­ments.


Re­li­gious fan­at­icism has un­deni­ably been a ma­jor
cause of war and con­flict, and con­tin­ues to be so. The ques­tion, then, is
whether re­li­gious fan­at­icism is sep­ar­able from re­li­gion. One dif­fi­culty in
con­tem­por­ary dis­cus­sion of this ques­tion is the use of the word
“fun­da­ment­al­ist” to mean “fan­atic.” Both within and without fan­at­ical circles,
the claim is made that these fan­at­ics are ad­her­ing to the fun­da­ment­als of their
faith. Since one can find a great many people, both today and through­out
his­tory, who are deeply re­li­gious, and be­lieve in the fun­da­ment­als of their
faith, but are not fan­at­ical, it should be clear that fun­da­ment­al­ism and
fan­at­icism are dif­fer­ent things. We will look fur­ther into this ques­tion in our
his­tor­ical in­vest­ig­a­tion, but briefly, it would seem that not re­li­gion but
fan­at­icism is the cause of re­li­gious war­fare. In­deed fan­at­icism of any sort—re­li­gious,
pat­ri­otic, or ra­cial, for ex­ample—leads read­ily to war­fare.


The role of re­li­gious or­gan­iz­a­tions—es­pe­cially the
Prot­est­ant churches—in mod­ern west­ern so­ci­ety can be de­scribed as more so­cial
than re­li­gious. People of­ten choose their church by its pas­tor and its con­greg­a­tion
as much as by its creed. The church provides weekly talks, chil­dren’s
activ­it­ies, and pro­grams to help the poor. While these activ­it­ies all fall
within the pur­view of re­li­gion, they do not provide an­swers to the ex­ist­en­tial
ques­tions we are ad­dress­ing.


The role of in­spir­a­tion in re­li­gion is sus­pect in
the eyes of some in the sci­entific com­mu­nity. They say that sci­ence is based on
re­search, while re­li­gion is based on in­spir­a­tion, and that re­search is what
makes us con­fid­ent in the ac­cur­acy of sci­entific no­tions. While there is some
truth to this as­ser­tion, set­ting in­spir­a­tion in op­pos­i­tion to re­search is a
false di­cho­tomy. Sci­ence can­not pro­gress without in­spir­a­tion, and re­li­gion
can­not ig­nore the res­ults of ex­per­i­ence. Like­wise, one can make a false
di­cho­tomy between faith and reason. How­ever, sci­ence is based on the faith that
what was proven yes­ter­day re­mains true today, and the ex­er­cise of
re­li­gion re­quires reason to con­nect the ten­ets of the faith to their
ap­plic­a­tion in daily life. It ap­pears, then, that the dif­fer­ence between the
in­spir­a­tion- and faith-based ap­proach of re­li­gion, com­pared to the re­search-
and reason-based ap­proach of sci­ence, is one of de­gree and em­phasis, not of
kind.


One of the ob­jec­tions to re­li­gion is that some
prot­ag­on­ists of re­li­gion use a cir­cu­lar ar­gu­ment about “mir­acles” to “prove”
the valid­ity of their faith. The ar­gu­ment goes as fol­lows: In my re­li­gious
sys­tem, such-and-such a mir­acle has oc­curred. I know that it oc­curred be­cause
it is in the writ­ings of my re­li­gious sys­tem. And that mir­acle proves that my
re­li­gious sys­tem is valid. The ob­vi­ous cir­cu­lar­ity of this ar­gu­ment is that the
valid­ity of the re­li­gious sys­tem is con­di­tioned on the valid­ity of a mir­acle,
but the valid­ity of the mir­acle is con­di­tioned on the valid­ity of the re­li­gious
sys­tem. We are thus led to con­clude that re­cor­ded re­li­gious mir­acles, whether
they oc­curred or not, are not a firm basis for ac­cept­ing the valid­ity of a
given re­li­gious sys­tem. This does not im­ply that re­li­gious mir­acles are un­real;
but it does sug­gest that dis­cus­sions of the valid­ity of a re­li­gious sys­tem
should not re­volve around mir­acles. It is also pos­sible that the de­scrip­tions
of cer­tain mir­acles in re­li­gious texts are ex­amples of fig­ur­at­ive state­ments of
truth. For ex­ample, the epis­ode of the flood and Noah’s Ark in the Torah or Old
Test­a­ment may or may not refer to a phys­ical flood of wa­ter, but it has rich
meta­phor­ical sig­ni­fic­ance when seen as a de­scrip­tion of a so­ci­ety cor­rup­ted by
un­sus­tain­able prac­tices, purged by a flood of dis­as­ters, and re­deemed by
em­bark­ing on an im­proved re­li­gious and so­cial sys­tem.


Valid­ity of Re­li­gion


Re­li­gion is of­ten thought of as a mat­ter of faith,
and there­fore en­tirely sub­ject­ive and not sus­cept­ible to ob­ject­ive proof. That
is, people gen­er­ally ac­cept or re­ject re­li­gion, either spe­cific­ally or
cat­egor­ic­ally, on the basis of faith, self-evid­ence, or in­tu­ition, and neither
ex­pect nor de­sire ob­ject­ive proof. Let us ex­plore whether there is ob­ject­ive
evid­ence for the valid­ity of re­li­gion.


The mod­ern ma­ter­i­al­istic nar­rat­ive con­cern­ing
re­li­gion holds that it is an ac­cre­tion to so­ci­ety, some­thing that ori­gin­ates
within so­ci­ety and grows stronger as so­ci­ety de­vel­ops. This view may be ac­cur­ate as
a de­pic­tion of re­li­gious or­gan­iz­a­tions in con­tem­por­ary so­ci­ety, but it
con­flates re­li­gion with re­li­gious or­gan­iz­a­tions. Be­low, we con­sider a dif­fer­ent
nar­rat­ive, which ad­dresses the fun­da­ment­als of re­li­gion as well as its so­cial
or­gan­iz­a­tions, shows that re­li­gion cre­ates so­ci­ety rather than the other way
around, and un­cov­ers reas­ons to be­lieve that re­li­gion does in­deed of­fer an­swers
to life’s dif­fi­cult ques­tions.


If we are to use re­li­gion to an­swer ques­tions, we
need to es­tab­lish its valid­ity. Some would claim that this is im­pos­sible, since
re­li­gion is not an ob­ject­ive dis­cip­line with dir­ec­tly ob­serv­able res­ults. How­ever,
the same ob­jec­tion could be made to many sci­entific dis­cip­lines. For ex­ample,
nuc­lear phys­ics and as­tro­phys­ics con­tain many un­ob­serv­able as­ser­tions; their
valid­ity is es­tab­lished by in­dir­ect means and the lack of al­tern­at­ive
ex­plan­a­tions.


We will ap­proach the val­id­a­tion of re­li­gion along two
paths: his­tor­ical evid­ence for the valid­ity of re­li­gion in the cre­ation and
reg­u­la­tion of so­ci­ety; and con­tem­por­ary evid­ence for its be­ne­fits to the
in­di­vidual. Hav­ing val­id­ated the ob­serv­able res­ults of re­li­gion, we will
ex­am­ine its un­ob­serv­able claims, un­der the same sup­pos­i­tion that we use for
sci­ence: we find a body of the­or­et­ical ex­plan­a­tions provid­ing ob­serv­able
res­ults; we have no al­tern­at­ive ex­plan­a­tion; there­fore the ex­plan­a­tions and
un­ob­serv­able as­ser­tions given by the the­ory may be taken as valid.


Historical Examination


We have seen that the ob­jec­tions to re­li­gion turn
upon such ex­trinsic factors as cor­rup­tion of its func­tions, lack of
ap­pre­ci­ation for its be­ne­fits, lit­er­al­istic in­ter­pret­a­tions, and fan­at­icism,
and not upon its in­trinsic char­ac­ter­ist­ics. Let us now con­sider his­tor­ical
evid­ence for the valid­ity and im­port­ance of re­li­gion. 


We looked earlier at
sci­ence from a his­tor­ical per­spect­ive, and saw how the ex­pres­sion of sci­entific
truth has changed over the ages. We have seen that ob­vi­ous sci­entific truths of
one age are ob­vi­ous sci­entific fal­la­cies of a later age. Let us now take a
brief his­tor­ical look at re­li­gion, con­sider how it has changed, and see what
ef­fects it has had on the life of hu­man­kind. We will con­sider whether it
de­serves a place along­side sci­ence, provid­ing a dif­fer­ent per­spect­ive on truth,
and serving as a guide to moral and spir­itual up­lift­ment, just as sci­ence
serves as a guide for in­tel­lec­tual and ma­ter­ial im­prove­ment. We will be
in­ter­es­ted to see whether it sheds fur­ther light on an in­ter­pret­a­tion of the
idea of a first cause and other pending is­sues.


The earli­est re­cords of
re­li­gion date from pre-his­tor­ical times; we can­not say what the ori­gin and
course of these early forms of re­li­gion may have been. We do know, how­ever, from
his­tor­ical evid­ence, that re­li­gion provided the earli­est bod­ies of or­gan­ized
know­ledge, the earli­est writ­ten re­cords, and the earli­est forms of gov­ern­ment. Re­cords
of the great civil­iz­a­tions in the Near East show that re­li­gion was cent­ral to
the func­tion­ing of so­ci­ety, and that kings and war­ri­ors de­ve­loped from the
priestly class. The earli­est re­cords of sci­ence are the as­tro­nom­ical data, and
as­so­ci­ated math­em­at­ical meth­ods, used in keep­ing track of re­li­gious rites and
fest­ivals. Early gov­ern­ments all owed their valid­ity to sup­port from re­li­gious
bod­ies. Thus we see that from a broad his­tor­ical per­spect­ive, re­li­gion is not a
res­ult of so­cial or­gan­iz­a­tion, but a cause of it.


We will now look in more
spe­ci­ficity at his­tor­ical and con­tem­por­ary re­li­gion in terms of ma­jor ex­ist­ing re­li­gious
sys­tems. In keep­ing with a pref­er­ence for ob­served causes over pos­ited causes,
we will limit our de­tailed con­sid­er­a­tion to re­li­gious sys­tems with clearly
known and widely ac­know­ledged founders, his­tory, be­liefs, and prac­tices. We
will con­sider Juda­ism, Zoroastri­an­ism, Buddhism, Chris­tian­ity, Is­lam, and
Bahá’í.


Juda­ism traces its his­tory through a series of
proph­ets, be­gin­ning with Adam and Ab­ra­ham. The core set of laws is at­trib­uted
to the Prophet Moses, who presen­ted them as be­ing re­vealed to him by the Cre­ator,
an in­vis­ible but all-power­ful Force, iden­ti­fied only by a phrase usu­ally
trans­lated as “I am.” Moses gave laws of per­sonal and in­ter­per­sonal con­duct,
spe­cific­ally en­join­ing love for the Cre­ator. He pro­hib­ited wor­ship of ma­ter­ial
things. The Jew­ish laws and teach­ings cre­ated a cul­ture that has en­dured
sev­eral thou­sand years, in­clud­ing peri­ods of many hun­dreds of years dur­ing
which the Jew­ish people were the stable and dom­in­ant civil­iz­a­tion in their land,
and other peri­ods in which the Jew­ish people main­tained their teach­ings and
cul­ture des­pite be­ing scattered and per­se­cuted. The mod­ern State of Is­rael is
based on the Judaic teach­ings, and mil­lions con­tinue to fol­low Jew­ish
teach­ings.


The Zoroastrian faith was foun­ded sev­eral thou­sand
years ago in Per­sia. Zoroaster em­phas­ized pur­ity, and used fire as a sym­bol of
life. He taught the ex­ist­ence of a unique and all-power­ful Cre­ator. The
Zoroastrian teach­ings guided the life of the Per­si­ans un­til their con­ver­sion to
Is­lam some one thou­sand years ago. The Zoroastrian New Year is still one of the
prin­cipal na­tional cel­eb­ra­tions of Iran (mod­ern Per­sia). Iran still has a
sig­ni­fic­ant Zoroastrian minor­ity.


Buddhism arose from the teach­ings of Gautama Buddha,
who was born into Hindu cul­ture in In­dia about 2500 years ago. He claimed
in­spir­a­tion from an in­vis­ible and su­per­nat­ural force. He taught that people
should love one an­other, and that they should be de­tached from ma­ter­i­al­ity, but
avoid ex­treme as­ceti­cism. Buddhist cul­ture en­gendered long-lived king­doms
through­out south­east­ern Asia, still guides a num­ber of gov­ern­ments, and in­spires
many people to lives of peace and ser­vice. 


Chris­tian­ity comes from the teach­ings of
Je­sus of Naz­areth, known as the Christ, or Anoin­ted One, who lived about 2000
years ago in west­ern Asia. He was born into Jew­ish so­ci­ety un­der Ro­man rule. He
an­nounced that he was in­spired by an all-lov­ing Cre­ator, and that his life
ful­filled cer­tain Jew­ish proph­ecies of a Mes­siah. He en­hanced some Jew­ish teach­ings:
for ex­ample, he com­man­ded his fol­low­ers to love not only their friends, but
their en­emies as well. He ab­rog­ated cer­tain prac­tices, such as ston­ing of
adul­ter­ers, strict ob­serv­ance of the Sab­bath, re­venge, and use of the Temple
for bank­ing. He ex­pli­citly taught that hu­mans have a spirit that sur­vives the
death of the body. Chris­tian­ity gave rise to great king­doms in Europe that
flour­ished for cen­tur­ies. Its teach­ings and prac­tice have spread to every part
of the world. Today, Chris­tian­ity, like Buddhism, con­tin­ues to serve as
in­di­vidual and gov­ern­men­tal in­spir­a­tion.


Is­lam is based on the teach­ings pro­poun­ded  by the
Ar­a­bian Prophet Muhammad, col­lec­ted in the Qur’án (or Koran). Whereas Moses saw
the Cre­ator in a vis­ion of a burn­ing bush, Muhammad heard the Cre­ator as the
voice of the An­gel Gab­riel. He re­it­er­ated cer­tain of the Jew­ish and Chris­tian
teach­ings, and em­phas­ized sub­mis­sion (is­lám) to the will of the Cre­ator, while
re­quir­ing re­spect for the Jews and Chris­ti­ans, and stat­ing that there is to be
no com­pul­sion in re­li­gion. He gave new in­struc­tions able to foster
lar­ger-scale so­cial struc­tures. Over the course of sev­eral cen­tur­ies, the Muslim
(Is­lamic) civil­iz­a­tion spread across thou­sands of miles, uni­fy­ing people from
dis­par­ate re­li­gious and eth­nic back­grounds. The spread of Is­lamic teach­ings
into Europe brought about the Renais­sance, and Is­lamic math­em­at­ical struc­tures
en­abled the de­vel­op­ment of mod­ern sci­ence. Many
gov­ern­ments are Is­lamic, and many of the world’s in­hab­it­ants fol­low the
teach­ings of Is­lam.


The Bahá’í Faith, and its im­me­di­ate pre­de­cessor,
the Bábí Faith, arose in the 1800s amid the wel­ter of a de­cay­ing Per­sian em­pire.
The founders of these two faiths, Bahá’u’lláh and the Báb re­spect­ively, were
Muslim by her­it­age and birth, and pro­claimed that they ful­filled proph­ecies of
Is­lam, Chris­tian­ity, Juda­ism, and other of the past re­li­gious sys­tems. They
taught a view of his­tory known as “pro­gress­ive rev­el­a­tion,” by which they meant
that the founders of each re­li­gious sys­tem, whom they called Mani­fest­a­tions of
God, have built on the pre­ced­ing sys­tems, cre­ated a new sys­tem, and laid
ground­work for a fu­ture Mani­fest­a­tion and a new sys­tem. They are the
his­tor­ic­ally re­cent fig­ures men­tioned earlier in this work, whose new ideas
his­tory has yet to vin­dic­ate.


As dis­cussed earlier, when we look over the
his­tory of hu­man­kind, we see that re­li­gion is a cause of ad­vance­ment in hu­man
civil­iz­a­tion. That is, each time a new re­li­gious sys­tem has ap­peared, a new
so­cial sys­tem, in­deed a new civil­iz­a­tion, has grown up based on that re­li­gious
sys­tem.


We see fur­ther that each re­li­gious sys­tem seems to
have been foun­ded by an in­di­vidual. These in­di­vidu­als are unique in their age. They
are fol­lowed by dis­ciples, con­verts, and ad­epts, many of whom are wise and
renowned. None of the fol­low­ers, though, in­her­its the power, the ori­gin­al­ity,
and the de­gree of as­sur­ance and self-sac­ri­fice that the founder ex­hib­ited. These
founders of re­li­gious sys­tems, then, seem to have had some­thing spe­cial about
them, sim­ilar to the genius of those who have foun­ded sci­entific and
philo­soph­ical move­ments, but greater in de­gree and dif­fer­ent in kind. They have
laid claim to know­ledge re­ceived from the First Cause, either dir­ec­tly or
through an un­seen in­ter­me­di­ary, and they have as­ser­ted that their teach­ings
should be stud­ied and fol­lowed by all who may learn of them. These claims are
so em­phatic and novel that many of the founders were put to death by the people
of their time, as were many of the early fol­low­ers of each re­li­gious sys­tem. The
sur­vival of these re­li­gious sys­tems des­pite severe per­se­cu­tion, and their value
in gen­er­at­ing so­cial pro­gress, are strong evid­ence that the claims of their
founders are valid. Thus, we should con­sider their state­ments care­fully.


The mod­ern view of re­li­gion is biased to­ward what is
of­ten called “priestly re­li­gion,” as dis­tinct from “proph­etic re­li­gion.” That
is, the op­er­a­tion of re­li­gion in the mod­ern world seems to re­volve around laws
and rituals man­aged by a priest­hood, and obed­i­ence to that struc­ture, rather
than around love for a proph­etic founder, and be­ha­vior that flows from that
love. In the his­tor­ical view set forth above, priestly re­li­gion is simply the
evol­u­tion or de­gen­er­a­tion of the early re­li­gious teach­ings into a set of
so­ci­etal norms and struc­tures, some­times in­clud­ing ex­treme and vi­ol­ent ele­ments.
This is not some­thing in­her­ent or unique to re­li­gion, but a con­se­quence of the
in­trinsic power of re­li­gion coupled with the im­per­man­ence of so­ci­etal
in­sti­tu­tions.


Ex­per­i­en­tial Over­view


We have ex­amined re­li­gion from a his­tor­ical and
so­ci­etal per­spect­ive, and seen that it provides the im­petus and frame­work for
many as­pects of so­ci­ety. Let us now con­sider re­li­gion from the per­spect­ive of
the in­di­vidual. It is ob­vi­ous that if re­li­gion is the cause of so­ci­etal
struc­ture, then it is also the cause of the be­ha­vior of the in­di­vidu­als who
make up the so­ci­ety. Thus, from the col­lect­ive point of view, re­li­gion, in
cre­at­ing a suc­cess­ful so­ci­ety, must cre­ate so­cially use­ful in­di­vidu­als. How­ever,
how does this look from the in­di­vidual’s per­spect­ive? After all, it is our
in­di­vidual con­scious ex­per­i­ence that mat­ters to each of us, and not just our
use­ful­ness to so­ci­ety.


A fun­da­men­tal hu­man need is to have mean­ing and
pur­pose in our lives. Re­li­gion ad­dresses this need in both an in­di­vidual and a
so­cial con­text. In the in­di­vidual con­text, it as­serts that our cre­ation and our
be­ha­vior are mean­ing­ful, in and of them­selves. In the so­cial con­text, it
provides a frame­work in which the in­di­vidual can con­trib­ute to so­ci­ety; it
gives guidelines for in­ter­per­sonal re­la­tions; and it sup­plies an as­sur­ance that
work­ing within the frame­work and guidelines will con­trib­ute to a pur­pose­ful, pro­duct­ive
life and a well-func­tion­ing so­ci­ety. Each re­li­gion provides vari­ous be­ha­vi­oral
goals, pla­cing a premium on striv­ing to reach these goals.


Re­li­gion has been the mo­tiv­at­ing force for myriad
en­deavors in the cre­at­ive arts. Temples, fres­coes, paint­ings, statues, songs,
books, plays, movies, and poems all re­flect their cre­at­ors’ re­li­gious in­spir­a­tions.
All over the world, people join to­gether in re­li­gious songs and dances. People
sing in con­greg­a­tions and choirs, in build­ings and forest clear­ings, on beaches
and moun­tains, with clap­ping or drums or or­gans or pi­anos or flutes. People
dance on stages and in vil­lage squares, in groups and alone, giv­ing ex­pres­sion
to a joy they find in re­li­gion.


Re­li­gion helps each per­son to chart a har­mo­ni­ous
life, avoid­ing both self-de­struct­ive and an­ti­so­cial be­ha­vior. It en­cour­ages
pro­duct­ive and gen­er­ous be­ha­vior, and dis­cour­ages un­kind and self-de­struct­ive
acts. It thus guides us to live with a max­imum chance of per­sonal suc­cess and a
min­imum chance of fail­ure.


None of this is to deny that re­li­gion can also be
an ex­cuse for in­di­vidual mis­chief and misery. Any power­ful tool can be used for
good or for bad. It is not the fault of the axe if it is used for blood­shed
in­stead of for chop­ping wood, and the auto­mo­bile in­dustry can­not be blamed for
reck­less drivers. Cer­tainly there are people who con­strue re­li­gion as a reason
to be vi­ol­ent or ab­us­ive to­wards them­selves or oth­ers. We will see, though, in
look­ing at the teach­ings of the ma­jor re­li­gious sys­tems, that, in the
in­di­vidual case as in the col­lect­ive case, such be­ha­vior either is dir­ec­tly
con­trary to the fun­da­men­tal teach­ings of re­li­gion, or is a mis­guided at­tempt to
bring an­cient rem­ed­ies to bear on mod­ern prob­lems. The very fact that the power
of re­li­gion can be mis­used is evid­ence of the power of re­li­gion.


We have seen, then, that re­li­gion is not only a
valid in­stru­ment of the col­lect­ive good, but also a po­tent means for in­di­vidual
joy and pro­ductiv­ity.


The Only True Religion?


The founder of each re­li­gious sys­tem has not merely
in­vited people to fol­low his teach­ings, but has in­dic­ated that those teach­ings
are the only path to in­di­vidual per­fec­tion and so­cial pro­gress. This leaves us
two op­tions (un­der the sup­pos­i­tion that re­li­gion has valid­ity): the founder of
one re­li­gious sys­tem was truth­ful, and all the rest were false; or each founder
was speak­ing to the people of his day, with the ex­pect­a­tion that the people of
a later day would un­der­stand that the claim to unique­ness was made
pro­vi­sion­ally, not ab­so­lutely. If we com­pare re­li­gion to sci­ence, the lat­ter
op­tion makes more sense. The un­der­ly­ing laws of phys­ics, math­em­at­ics,
chem­istry, and other sci­en­ces have not changed dur­ing the course of hu­man
de­vel­op­ment, but the ex­pres­sion of them, our un­der­stand­ing of them, and our
abil­ity to use them have grown over the cen­tur­ies and mil­len­nia. Like­wise it
seems reas­on­able that the ex­pres­sion of re­li­gious con­cepts, our un­der­stand­ing
of them, and the use we can make of them have also grown. Thus it would seem
that the only true re­li­gion is to be faith­ful to the teach­ings (if any) that we
be­lieve to be valid, to re­main alert to the pos­sib­il­ity that the teach­ings have
been up­dated, and to con­scien­tiously in­vest­ig­ate the mer­its of any teach­ings
that claim to up­date the ones we have already ac­cep­ted. If such an ap­proach
were uni­ver­sally ad­op­ted, all would gradu­ally con­verge on the most re­cent valid
re­li­gious sys­tem, and ar­gu­ments and fight­ing over re­li­gious truth would fade
away.


Im­pli­cit in this view­point is the ne­ces­sity for
mu­tual re­spect among the fol­low­ers of all the re­li­gious sys­tems. If I am an
al­gebra stu­dent, I prob­ably un­der­stand arith­metic, per­haps geo­metry, and
prob­ably not cal­cu­lus. But I should neither be dis­missive of the lesser
know­ledge of an arith­metic stu­dent, nor sus­pi­cious of the greater know­ledge of
a cal­cu­lus stu­dent. My know­ledge of al­gebra does not make me a bet­ter cash­ier,
and my ig­nor­ance of cal­cu­lus does not in­val­id­ate the cal­cu­la­tions of a rocket
sci­ent­ist. Like­wise, then, I should be neither dis­missive of the fol­low­ers of
earlier re­li­gious sys­tems than my own, nor sus­pi­cious of the fol­low­ers of later
sys­tems.


Truth Ac­cord­ing to the Founders of Re­li­gious
Sys­tems


We have es­tab­lished that re­li­gion has provided a unique and
dis­tinct­ive im­petus to the de­vel­op­ment of civil­iz­a­tion, as well as valu­able
guid­ance for in­di­vidual lives. Con­se­quently, the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems
have unique in­sight into in­di­vidual be­ha­vior and the work­ings of so­ci­ety. We
will as­sume in what fol­lows that their pro­nounce­ments have the same valid­ity
for hu­man life and so­ci­ety that the laws dis­covered by sci­ent­ists have in the
nat­ural world. It must be re­cog­nized that since most of the founders left no
writ­ten re­cords, we can­not be sure ex­actly what they said; but the re­cords
pre­served by the re­li­gious sys­tems they foun­ded are ac­cur­ate enough to have
en­sured the vi­ab­il­ity and longev­ity of those sys­tems, and so we will use those re­cords
as our best avail­able guide to their founders’ ac­tual ut­ter­ances. Let us ex­am­ine
some of what the founders have said on vari­ous top­ics re­lated to the ques­tions
and is­sues that have been left in abey­ance. Some pro­pos­i­tions are uni­ver­sal to all these re­li­gious sys­tems. Other
pro­pos­i­tions dif­fer among them, and we must even­tu­ally con­sider how to
re­con­cile these dif­fer­en­ces with the claim that the founder of each sys­tem
makes to uni­ver­sal­ity.


Ques­tions in Abey­ance


These are the ques­tions and is­sues that have been left in abey­ance.
After list­ing them, we will con­sider each one in turn.



  	What is the nature of the first cause, the cause of our con­scious­ness and of phys­ical ex­ist­ence?


  	Are hu­mans “merely” an­im­als, and if not, what is our place in cre­ation and what is the pur­pose of our lives?


  	What is the nature of our in­di­vidual con­scious­ness?


  	Is one’s ex­ist­ence con­tinu­ous, or is it in­ter­rup­ted dur­ing peri­ods of un­con­scious­ness?


  	What is the nature of real­ity and its re­la­tion­ship to con­scious­ness?

  
	Is it reas­on­able, given that the brain is phys­ical, to place thought above ac­tion? If so, what is the most ten­able ex­plan­a­tion, such as gestalt (the whole is not just the sum of its parts), ori­gin of thought in some higher do­main, or some other ex­plan­a­tion?


  	Is it ap­pro­pri­ate to com­part­ment­al­ize one’s life, and to be­have as though the dif­fer­ent de­scrip­tions of real­ity can be used in­de­pend­ently, as if ap­ply­ing to dif­fer­ent real­it­ies?


  	Is there free will? If so, what are the lim­its to the choices we can make in its ex­er­cise?


  	Can thoughts and con­cepts, in­clud­ing num­bers, justice, love, mu­sic, art, and life, be said to ex­ist in­de­pend­ently of the phys­ical world?


  	Is the present dis­ordered state of hu­man so­ci­ety the nor­mal and in­ev­it­able con­di­tion of the world, or does it re­flect a world so­ci­ety that is some­how mal­func­tion­ing? If the lat­ter, how do we cor­rect the mal­func­tions?







The First Cause


The First Cause, or Cre­ator, is, of ne­ces­sity, out­side the
realm of space-time. There­fore, Its at­trib­utes are bey­ond our com­pre­hen­sion—that
is, we can­not hope to sur­round them, or in­clus­ively un­der­stand them. How­ever,
the founders of re­li­gion have provided de­scrip­tions of Its at­trib­utes that we
might think of, math­em­at­ic­ally speak­ing, as pro­jec­tions into our space. Based
on our trust in the re­li­ab­il­ity of the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems, we can sup­pose
that these de­scrip­tions are as ac­cur­ate as pos­sible, given the lim­it­a­tions of
lan­guage and of our fi­nite­ness. This sec­tion will cite some of those
de­scrip­tions.


Moses re­por­ted the voice of the Cre­ator as say­ing, 


I am the God of thy father, the God of Ab­ra­ham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob.... I have... seen the af­flic­tion of my people...,
and have heard their cry...; for I know their sor­rows....” [3]



When Moses asked the Cre­ator’s name, the reply was, 


I Am That I Am....[4]


Zoroaster spoke of 


... the cre­ator..., the ra­di­ant, glor­i­ous, om­ni­sci­ent,
maker, lord of lords, king over all kings, watch­ful, cre­ator of the uni­verse,
giver of daily bread, power­ful, strong, eternal, for­giver, mer­ci­ful, lov­ing,
mighty, wise, holy, and nour­isher.[5]


Buddha spoke of


... ac­qui­es­cence in the eternal law....[6]


Buddha did not ex­pound on the nature of the First Cause, but
fo­cused on be­ha­vior. 


Christ said,


God is a Spirit: and they that wor­ship him must wor­ship
him in spirit and in truth.[7] 


My Father ... is greater than all...[8]


...there is none good but one, God....[9]


He also al­luded to at­trib­utes of the Cre­ator in a
well-known prayer,


Our Father which art in heaven, ... Thy will be done.... Give
us ... bread. And for­give us our debts.... thine is the king­dom, and the power,
and the glory, for ever.[10]


Muhammad said, 


There is no God but God.[11]


...God, the Com­pas­sion­ate, the Mer­ci­ful. ... Lord of the
worlds![12]


Your Lord is God ... and he cre­ated the sun and the moon
and the stars, sub­jec­ted to laws by His be­hest....[13]


God would have you be­ware of Him­self.... He knoweth what
is in the heav­ens and what is in the earth; and over all things is God po­tent.[14]


The Báb said,


...O Lord, my God! ... Ver­ily Thou art the Source of all
know­ledge, the Om­ni­sci­ent. ... There is no God but Thee, the All-Glor­i­ous, the
Almighty.[15]


He is ex­al­ted above every name, and is sanc­ti­fied from
every com­par­ison.[16]


Bahá’u’lláh said, 


God was, and His cre­ation had ever ex­is­ted be­neath His
shel­ter from the be­gin­ning that hath no be­gin­ning, apart from its be­ing
pre­ceded by a First­ness which can­not be re­garded as first­ness and ori­gin­ated by
a Cause in­scrut­able even unto all men of learn­ing.[17]


God, the un­know­able Es­sence, the di­vine Be­ing, is
im­mensely ex­al­ted bey­ond every hu­man at­trib­ute.... All the Proph­ets of God ...
and the wise of every gen­er­a­tion, un­an­im­ously re­cog­nize their in­ab­il­ity to
at­tain unto the com­pre­hen­sion of that Quint­es­sence of all truth, and con­fess
their in­ca­pa­city to grasp Him, Who is the in­most Real­ity of all things.[18]


All of these state­ments con­firm, first of all, what lo­gic and
reason de­mand: that the First Cause is unique, that It cre­ated both the
uni­verse and the laws that gov­ern it, and that It pos­sesses, in some sense,
at­trib­utes and prop­er­ties (or their pro­gen­it­ors) that we ob­serve in the world
of ex­ist­ence, such as con­scious­ness and know­ledge. How­ever, they sug­gest
fur­ther at­trib­utes that are not ap­par­ent from a pure cause-and-ef­fect ap­proach:
that the Cre­ator is all-power­ful; that It not only pos­sesses con­scious­ness, but
spe­cific­ally pos­sesses con­scious­ness of each ele­ment of Its cre­ation, and
know­ledge of the con­di­tion of each ele­ment; that It is glor­i­ous; that It is
eternal; that It is lov­ing; and that It provides for Its creatures. A per­usal
of re­li­gious lit­er­at­ure will re­veal many other qual­it­ies at­trib­uted to the
Cre­ator.


The Nature of Hu­man Ex­ist­ence


One of the ques­tions held in abey­ance is whether we hu­mans
are “merely” an­im­als, and if not, what is our place in cre­ation, and what is the
pur­pose of our lives. Let us con­sider what the founders of vari­ous re­li­gious
sys­tems say about this.


Jew­ish tra­di­tion states, in the first book of Moses,


And God said, Let us make man in our im­age, after our
like­ness: and let them have domin­ion over ... all the earth, and over every
creep­ing thing....[19]



Moses said that the Cre­ator spoke as fol­lows:


Thou shalt there­fore keep the com­mand­ments.... Where­fore ...
if ye hearken to these judg­ments... the LORD thy God ... will love thee, and
bless thee, and mul­tiply thee.... And... if thou ... for­get the LORD thy God,
and walk after other gods... ye shall surely per­ish.[20]


Zoroaster relates that the Cre­ator said, 


I cre­ated... the stars, the moon, the sun, and the red
burn­ing fire, the dogs, the birds, and the five kinds of an­im­als; but, bet­ter
and greater than all, I cre­ated the right­eous man.... But without any reason
men ad­here to that evil guide, Pas­sion...; so that they do not think of Fate,
And by the bent of their nature they for­get death.[21]


Buddha said, 


To give one­self up to in­dul­gence in sen­sual pleas­ure...;
and also to give one­self up to self-mor­ti­fic­a­tion...: both these two ex­tremes
the Per­fect One has avoided, and found out the Middle Path, which makes one
both to see and to know..... 


Hence, the pur­pose of the Holy Life does not con­sist in
ac­quir­ing alms, honor, or fame, nor in gain­ing mor­al­ity, con­cen­tra­tion, or the
eye of know­ledge. That un­shak­able de­liv­er­ance of the heart: that, ver­ily, is
the ob­ject of the Holy Life, that is its es­sence, that is its goal.[22]


Christ taught,


 Thou shalt love the Lord thy God.... And... Thou shalt
love thy neigh­bour as thy­self. On these two com­mand­ments hang all the law....[23]


But love ye your en­emies, and do good, and lend, hop­ing
for noth­ing again; and your re­ward shall be great.... Judge not, and ye shall
not be judged: con­demn not, and ye shall not be con­demned: for­give, and ye
shall be for­given....[24]


Muhammad cited the Cre­ator as fol­lows:


I have not cre­ated spir­its and men, but that they should
wor­ship me....[25]


He said fur­ther,


There is no piety in turn­ing your faces to­ward the east or
the west, but he is pi­ous who be­lieveth in God...; who for the love of God
dis­bur­seth his wealth...; who ob­ser­veth prayer... and who is of those who are
faith­ful to their en­gage­ments....[26]


The Báb said,


God loveth those who are pure.[27]


...purge all thine acts and thy pur­suits that thou may­est be nur­tured in the para­dise of pure love....[28]


It is bet­ter to guide one soul than to pos­sess all that
is on earth....[29]


Bahá’u’lláh said,


All men have been cre­ated to carry for­ward an
ever-ad­van­cing civil­iz­a­tion.... Those vir­tues that be­fit his dig­nity are
for­bear­ance, mercy, com­pas­sion and lov­ing-kind­ness to­wards all the peoples and
kindreds of the earth.[30]


He also said that the Cre­ator


chose to con­fer upon man
the unique dis­tinc­tion and ca­pa­city to know Him and to love Him....[31]


The fore­go­ing cita­tions de­mon­strate that the
founders of re­li­gious sys­tems con­sider hu­mans to be greater than an­im­als and
qual­it­at­ively dif­fer­ent from them, and that they con­sider the goals of hu­man
life to be en­tirely dif­fer­ent from the goals of an­imal life. Life goals
men­tioned above in­clude act­ing wisely, seek­ing mod­er­a­tion, lov­ing our fel­low
hu­mans, pro­mot­ing the pro­gress of hu­man­kind, be­ing kind, and be­ing gen­er­ous.


One of the re­peated themes we see in these
quo­ta­tions is that of our re­la­tion­ship to the Cre­ator: one of love, wor­ship,
obed­i­ence and, as far as we are able, un­der­stand­ing. Since the as­pects of love,
wor­ship, and obed­i­ence may seem for­eign to the ra­tional sci­entific thinker, let
us con­sider ra­tional bases for them. As to love and wor­ship, if we think of the
beauty of a sun­set, the glory of stars and galax­ies stretch­ing un­fathom­ably
dis­tant, the won­der of rain and thun­der and a new­born child, and the feel­ings
they evoke, we can per­haps see how those feel­ings can all join to­gether and
res­ult in love and wor­ship of the Cre­ator of them all. As to obed­i­ence and
un­der­stand­ing, these are lo­gical ex­ten­sions of our re­la­tion­ship to the phys­ical
world, where we per­force obey the laws of grav­ity and chem­istry, and seek to
un­der­stand their op­er­a­tion. Just as jump­ing off a cliff or drink­ing poison has
pre­dict­able de­le­ter­i­ous phys­ical ef­fects, so dis­reg­ard­ing the laws of per­sonal
and so­cial be­ha­vior causes pre­dict­ably prob­lem­atic res­ults in our lives and our
so­ci­et­ies. We will con­sider later what it means to obey the laws of re­li­gious
sys­tems, given that they do not all have the same laws.


Crit­ics of re­li­gion have long scoffed at the claim
that “God said, Let us make man in our im­age, after our like­ness....” They
rightly point out that the Cre­ator can­not pos­sibly be a big man with a beard
(or a big wo­man either), and so in that sense hu­mans can­not be in the im­age of
their Cre­ator. How­ever, if we read the no­tion of “im­age and like­ness” in a
non-phys­ical sense, and con­sider that in our ex­per­i­ence on earth, of all the
liv­ing creatures, only hu­mans have cre­ated civil­iz­a­tions, re­cor­ded their
his­tory, pondered their own nature, and cre­ated tech­no­lo­gical won­ders, then
this “im­age and like­ness of the cre­ator” makes good sense. The no­tion that we
have “domin­ion... over every creep­ing thing” be­comes all too clear, as we find
ourselves today in the po­s­i­tion of care­less stew­ards of the earth, won­der­ing
how to pre­serve the price­less di­versity of nature against our abil­ity to turn
forests into deserts and our in­clin­a­tion to hunt boun­ti­ful spe­cies to
ex­tinc­tion.


In­di­vidual Con­scious­ness


We will con­sider here what the founders of re­li­gion have
said about the nature of our in­di­vidual con­scious­ness and the con­tinu­ity of our
ex­ist­ence.


Jew­ish tra­di­tion states,


And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and
breathed into his nos­trils the breath of life; and man be­came a liv­ing soul.[32]


Moses said,


Only take heed to thy­self, and keep thy soul
di­li­gently....[33]


... love the LORD thy God with all thine heart, and
with all thy soul, that thou may­est live.[34]


Zoroastrian re­cords state,


Za­rathus­tra asked Ahura-Mazda: ‘... when a pure man dies,
where does his soul dwell...?’ ..... ‘The soul of the pure man ... ar­rives at
the Eternal Lights.’; Za­rathus­tra asked Ahura-Mazda: ‘...when a wicked one
dies, where does the soul dwell...? The ... soul of the wicked man ... ar­rives
at the dark­nesses without be­gin­ning.[35]


Buddha taught,


... that there is mind. He who un­der­stands by soul mind,
and says that mind ex­ists, teaches the truth....[36]


Buddha answered a ques­tion about eternal con­scious­ness:


Ques­tion: The
Buddha teaches that all con­form­a­tions are tran­si­ent.... How then can there be
Nir­vana, a state of eternal bliss? An­swer:
... to him who sees aright all things are naught.... Since... there is an
un­born, un­ori­gin­ated, un­cre­ated and un­formed, there­fore is there an es­cape from
the born, ori­gin­ated, cre­ated, formed.[37]


Buddha said,


He who seek­ing his own hap­pi­ness pun­ishes or kills be­ings
who also long for hap­pi­ness, will not find hap­pi­ness after death. He who
seek­ing his own hap­pi­ness does not pun­ish or kill be­ings who also long for
hap­pi­ness, will find hap­pi­ness after death. [38]


Christ said,


And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to
kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to des­troy both soul and
body....[39]


For who­so­ever will save his life shall lose it; but
who­so­ever shall lose his life for my sake and the gos­pel's, the same shall save
it.[40]


And these [who have done evil] shall go away into
ever­last­ing pun­ish­ment: but the right­eous into life eternal.[41]


Muhammad stated,


Every soul shall taste of death.... And whoso shall scape
the fire, and be brought into Para­dise, shall be happy.[42]


But they whose only gains are evil works, and who are
en­vironed by their sins,—they shall be in­mates of the fire....[43]


The Báb wrote,


There is no para­dise... more ex­al­ted than to obey God's
com­mand­ments, and there is no fire... fiercer than to trans­gress His laws and
to op­press an­other soul....[44]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote as fol­lows:


Thou hast asked Me whether man... will re­tain, after his
phys­ical death, the self-same in­di­vidu­al­ity, per­son­al­ity, con­scious­ness, and
un­der­stand­ing that char­ac­ter­ize his life in this world. If this should be the
case, how is it, thou hast ob­served, that whereas such slight in­jur­ies to his
men­tal fac­ulties as faint­ing and severe ill­ness de­prive him of his
un­der­stand­ing and con­scious­ness, his death, which must in­volve the
de­com­pos­i­tion of his body and the dis­sol­u­tion of its ele­ments, is power­less to
des­troy that un­der­stand­ing and ex­tin­guish that con­scious­ness?


He answered:


Know thou that the soul of man is ex­al­ted above, and is
in­de­pend­ent of all in­firm­it­ies of body or mind. ... Con­sider the light of the
lamp. Though an ex­ternal ob­ject may in­ter­fere with its ra­di­ance, the light
it­self con­tin­ueth to shine with un­di­min­ished power. ... When [the soul] leaveth
the body, it will evince such as­cend­ancy, and re­veal such in­flu­ence as no force
on earth can equal.[45]


In these ex­tracts, the founders of re­li­gion all
speak of some­thing that we may call con­scious­ness, mind, self, or soul, and all
in­dic­ate that it is in­de­pend­ent of our phys­ical body. Most of them speak
ex­pli­citly of the con­di­tion of our soul after the death of our body, and
in­dic­ate that such a con­di­tion is de­pend­ent on the way we be­haved dur­ing our
phys­ical life­time. All of them in­dic­ate that the well-be­ing of our soul is
de­pend­ent on our choices, and not on the chance con­di­tions of life, such as
poverty or wealth, sick­ness or health. We see fur­ther that our choices should
be made in ac­cord­ance with the teach­ings of re­li­gion, and not on the pure basis
of per­sonal pref­er­ence or con­veni­ence.


It is clear that the founders of re­li­gion do not
teach that the soul is a product of the brain. It ap­pears, fur­ther, that
con­scious­ness—that is, in the sense that we can be con­scious or un­con­scious—is
a state or product of the soul. This an­swers the ques­tion about con­tinu­ity of
our ex­ist­ence: even when we are un­con­scious, both the ex­ternal world and the
soul con­tinue their ex­ist­ence.


We can see once again the sim­il­ar­ity between
sci­entific in­quir­ies and ex­ist­en­tial in­quir­ies. In phys­ical sci­ence, we find
that the real­ity of the things we see about us is de­rived from sub-mi­cro­scopic en­tit­ies
so re­moved from our every­day ex­per­i­ence that we can de­scribe them
math­em­at­ic­ally but still can­not un­der­stand them at an in­tu­it­ive level. Sim­il­arly,
when we re­flect on the real­ity of our con­scious ex­per­i­ence, as de­scribed by the
founders of re­li­gion, it is de­rived from an en­tity that can­not be de­scribed in
words. We can ac­cept the sub-ma­ter­ial real­ity of pro­tons and quarks be­cause they
are an in­teg­ral part of es­tab­lished and ef­fect­ive sci­ence; we can ac­cept the
supra-ma­ter­ial real­ity of the soul be­cause it is an in­teg­ral part of
es­tab­lished and ef­fect­ive re­li­gion.


The Nature of Real­ity


We con­sider here what the founders of re­li­gion say
about the nature of real­ity and its re­la­tion­ship to con­scious­ness.


Jew­ish tra­di­tion in the books of Moses states,


In the be­gin­ning God cre­ated the heaven and the earth.... And
God cre­ated ... every liv­ing creature.... ...God cre­ated man in his own im­age,
... male and fe­male....[46]


Zoroaster cited


Six­teen per­fect lands cre­ated by Ahura Mazda, and as many
plagues cre­ated by An­gra Mainyu.[47] He spoke of the end­less and sov­er­eign Light[48]
and the depths of the dark, ra­ging world of hell.[49]
He spoke of the good creature .. that ... kills thou­sands of the
creatures of the Evil Spirit.[50]


Buddha said, 


[it] re­mains a firm con­di­tion, an im­mut­able fact and fixed
law: that all form­a­tions are im­per­man­ent, that all form­a­tions are sub­ject to
suf­fer­ing....[51];


There is a realm, where there is neither the solid, nor
the fluid, neither heat, nor mo­tion, neither this world, nor any other world,
neither sun, nor moon. ... This is the end of suf­fer­ing.[52]


The Bible re­cords,


Then spake Je­sus again unto them, say­ing, I am the light
of the world: he that fol­loweth me shall not walk in dark­ness, but shall have
the light of life.[53]


Christ said to his dis­ciples,


If ye were of the world, the world would love his own: but be­cause ye are not
of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, there­fore the world
hat­eth you.[54]


The life is more than meat, and the body is more than
raiment.[55]


Muhammad said,


Fair-seem­ing to men is the love of pleas­ures from wo­men
and chil­dren, and the treas­ured treas­ures.... Say: Shall I tell you of bet­ter
things than these, pre­pared for those who fear God...? Theirs shall be gar­dens,
be­neath whose pa­vil­ions the rivers flow, and in which shall they abide for aye....[56]


Ye de­sire the passing fruitions of this world, but God
de­sireth the next life for you.[57]


The Báb wrote,


In the es­tim­a­tion of them that have fixed their eyes upon
the mer­ci­ful Lord, the riches of the world and its trap­pings are worth as much
as the eye of a dead body, nay even less.[58]


He wrote, with re­spect to phys­ical real­ity and the
real­ity of the Cre­ator,


For in­stance, were ye to place un­numbered mir­rors be­fore
the sun, they would all re­flect the sun and pro­duce im­pres­sions thereof,
whereas the sun is in it­self wholly in­de­pend­ent of the ex­ist­ence of the mir­rors
and of the suns which they re­pro­duce. Such are the bounds of the con­tin­gent
be­ings in their re­la­tion to the mani­fest­a­tion of the Eternal Be­ing...[59]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote,


Upon the real­ity of man... He hath fo­cused the ra­di­ance of all of His names and at­trib­utes, and made it a mir­ror of His own Self.[60]


Fleet­ing are the riches of the world; all that per­ish­eth
and chan­geth is not, and hath never been, worthy of at­ten­tion, ex­cept to a
re­cog­nized meas­ure.[61]


Know then that ‘life’ hath a two­fold mean­ing. The first
per­taineth to the ap­pear­ance of man in an ele­men­tal body.... This life cometh
to an end with phys­ical death.... That life, how­ever, which is men­tioned in the
Books of the Proph­ets and the Chosen Ones of God is the life of know­ledge....
This is that blessed and ever­last­ing life that per­ish­eth not: who­so­ever is
quickened thereby shall never die, but will en­dure as long as His Lord and
Cre­ator will en­dure.[62]


Con­sid­er­ing the state­ments of the vari­ous founders, we see
that all have ta­citly con­curred that the phys­ical world is real. Most of them
have in­dic­ated that phys­ical real­ity is tran­si­ent and in some sense sec­ond­ary,
and that phys­ical pleas­ures are sec­ond­ary to spir­itual vir­tue. Most of the
founders have de­scribed a per­man­ent ex­ist­ence of our soul (and hence our con­scious­ness),
vari­ously de­scribed as heaven, para­dise, or free­dom from suf­fer­ing; or hell,
fire, or con­tinual suf­fer­ing.


Thought, Free Will, and Ac­tion


Here we will see what the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems tell
us about thought, free will, and ac­tion. We will then con­sider the ques­tion,
“Is it reas­on­able, given that the brain is phys­ical, to place thought above
ac­tion, and if so, what is the most ten­able ex­plan­a­tion, such as gestalt,
ori­gin of thought in some higher do­main, or some other ex­plan­a­tion?”


Judaic tra­di­tion says,


... what­so­ever Adam called every liv­ing creature, that was
the name thereof.[63]


And the LORD God said, Be­hold, the man is be­come as one of
us, to know good and evil....[64]


Moses said,


Be­hold, I set be­fore you this day a bless­ing and a curse;
A bless­ing, if ye obey the com­mand­ments of the LORD your God, which I com­mand
you this day: And a curse, if ye will not obey....[65]


Speak unto the chil­dren of Is­rael, that they bring me an
of­fer­ing: of every man that giv­eth it will­ingly with his heart ye shall take my
of­fer­ing.[66]


And thou shalt speak unto all that are wise hearted, whom
I have filled with the spirit of wis­dom....[67]


Zoroaster said,


When Thou, O Mazda, in the be­gin­ning didst cre­ate the
In­di­vidual and the In­di­vidu­al­ity, through Thy Spirit, and powers of
un­der­stand­ing—when Thou didst make life clothed with the body, when Thou mad­est
ac­tions and teach­ings, whereby one may ex­er­cise one’s con­vic­tions at one’s
free-will; Then lifts up his voice the false speaker or the true speaker, he
that knows or he that knows not, each ac­cord­ing to his own heart and mind.[68]


What is the thought well thought? It is that which the
holy man thinks.... What is the word well spoken? It is ... the bounteous word
of reason. What is the deed well done? It is that done with ... Right­eous­ness....[69]


Buddha said,


...the arising of con­scious­ness is de­pend­ent upon
con­di­tions; and without these con­di­tions, no con­scious­ness arises. And upon
what­so­ever con­di­tions the arising of con­scious­ness is de­pend­ent, after these it
is called. [Ex­amples in­clude:] eye-con­scious­ness;
ear-con­scious­ness; mind-con­scious­ness; cor­por­eal­ity; feel­ing (bod­ily ease,
pain, joy, sad­ness, or in­dif­fer­ent feel­ing); per­cep­tion (visual ob­jects,
sounds, odors, tastes, bod­ily im­pres­sions, or mind ob­jects); and men­tal
form­a­tions (im­pres­sion, vo­li­tion, etc.).[70]


Christ said,


...those things which pro­ceed out of the mouth come forth
from the heart; and they de­file the man. For out of the heart pro­ceed evil
thoughts, murders, adul­ter­ies, for­nic­a­tions, thefts, false wit­ness,
blas­phemies: These are the things which de­file a man....[71]


...take no thought be­fore­hand what ye shall speak, neither
do ye pre­med­it­ate: but what­so­ever shall be given you in that hour, that speak
ye: for it is not ye that speak, but the Holy Ghost.[72]


...the spirit in­deed is will­ing, but the flesh is weak.[73]


And there was in their syn­agogue a man with an un­clean
spirit; and he cried out.... And Je­sus re­buked him, say­ing, Hold thy peace, and
come out of him. And when the un­clean spirit had torn him, and cried with a
loud voice, he came out of him.[74]


Muhammad, re­lat­ing events of Old Test­a­ment times, states
that the Cre­ator spoke as fol­lows:


O David! ver­ily we have made thee our vice­ger­ent upon
earth. Judge there­fore between men with truth, and fol­low not thy pas­sions....
For they who err from the way of God shall meet with a griev­ous chas­tise­ment....
We have not cre­ated the heaven and the earth and what is between them for
nought. That is the thought of in­fi­dels; but woe to the in­fi­dels be­cause of the
fire! Shall we treat those who be­lieve and do the things that are right like those
who pro­pag­ate evil on earth?[75]


He spoke of those
Who... though long­ing for it them­selves, be­stowed their food on the poor and the
orphan and the cap­tive....[76]


Who is guilty of a greater in­justice than he who in­ven­teth
a lie con­cern­ing God? ... These are they who have lost their own souls....[77]


The Báb, ad­dress­ing the Cre­ator, wrote,


The lofti­est sta­tion to which hu­man per­cep­tion can soar
and the ut­most height which the minds and souls of men can scale are but signs
cre­ated through the po­tency of Thy com­mand and tokens mani­fes­ted through the
power of Thy Rev­el­a­tion.[78]


Bahá’u’lláh said,


Spirit, mind, soul, and the powers of sight and hear­ing
are but one single real­ity which hath man­i­fold ex­pres­sions ow­ing to the
di­versity of its in­stru­ments. ... For ex­ample, if it dir­ec­t­eth its at­ten­tion to
the means of hear­ing, then hear­ing and its at­trib­utes be­come mani­fest.
Like­wise, if it dir­ec­t­eth it­self to the means of vis­ion, a dif­fer­ent ef­fect and
at­trib­ute ap­pear. ... In like man­ner, when this sign of God turneth to­wards the
brain, the head, and such means, the powers of the mind and the soul are
mani­fes­ted.[79]


Let us re­capit­u­late a few points. Moses in­dic­ated that
a wise heart res­ults from the Cre­ator’s filling it with the spirit of wis­dom. Zoroaster
spoke of in­di­vidu­al­ity as be­ing de­rived from the Spirit of the Cre­ator, and
life as some­thing that is clothed with the body, not as some­thing that res­ults
from the body. Buddha dis­tin­guished thoughts caused by phys­ical con­di­tions,
such as sounds, from thoughts caused by ab­stract con­di­tions, such as vo­li­tion. Christ
dif­fer­en­ti­ated a will­ing spirit from a weak flesh. Muhammad de­scribed long­ing
for food, yet giv­ing it in­stead to the poor. The Báb and Bahá’u’lláh spoke of
the vari­ous men­tal fac­ulties as be­ing de­rived from a sign of the Cre­ator.


To sum­mar­ize, in the se­lec­tions quoted in this
sec­tion and the pre­vi­ous one, the founders of re­li­gion taught that hu­mans have
a ca­pa­city for mak­ing de­cisions, a ca­pa­city known as free will, and that this
ca­pa­city arises from some do­main other than the phys­ical realm. For ex­ample,
“to know good and evil” is bey­ond the purely phys­ical. An­im­als are not held
ac­count­able for their de­cisions: they are promp­ted by in­stinct and phys­ical
ne­ces­sit­ies such as hun­ger and self-pre­ser­va­tion. We, how­ever, are held to
ac­count for what we do. If it is in ac­cord with the teach­ings pro­poun­ded by the
founders of re­li­gion, we are re­war­ded (that is, our lives pro­gress in a
sat­is­fact­ory way); if it is con­trary to those teach­ings, we are pun­ished (that
is, our lives go awry). One im­plic­a­tion of this is that some thoughts, at
least, ori­gin­ate from a do­main bey­ond the phys­ical realm, and it is in­deed lo­gical
to place them above ac­tion in the causal hier­archy.


It is clear from sci­ence that the brain is
in­tim­ately con­nec­ted with the thought pro­cess. Stim­u­la­tion of cer­tain parts of
the brain trig­gers sen­sa­tions, memor­ies, and feel­ings; and three-di­men­sional
ima­ging of the brain shows that dif­fer­ent kinds of thought pro­cesses are
as­so­ci­ated with dif­fer­ent re­gions of the brain. We also see a pos­sible al­lu­sion
to phys­ical ori­gins of thought in Christ’s in­ter­ac­tion with an “un­clean
spirit,” which may refer to a phys­ical im­ped­i­ment af­fect­ing the brain. Our
legal sys­tem also re­cog­nizes a dis­tinc­tion between sources of thought, in
al­low­ing for a crim­inal to be ex­cused by reason of in­san­ity: the out­come of the
de­cision-mak­ing pro­cess has been cor­rup­ted by some in­flu­ence other than the ra­tional
free will of the ac­cused. Cer­tain thoughts, then, arise from the phys­ical
work­ings of the brain.


It seems, then, that thought can ori­gin­ate either
from phys­ical con­di­tions or from a realm bey­ond the phys­ical. The founders of
re­li­gious sys­tems in­dic­ate that the thoughts arising from the phys­ical world
are of a lower or­der, and may be un­de­sir­able, whereas the thoughts arising from
bey­ond the phys­ical realm are praise­worthy and be­ne­fi­cial. Some of the thoughts
that seem to ori­gin­ate out­side of the phys­ical realm are char­ity, kind­li­ness,
for­give­ness, cre­at­ive im­pulses (such as give rise to mu­sic, art, and lit­er­at­ure),
and ana­lyt­ical fac­ulties (such as are used in sci­ence and math­em­at­ics).


The an­swer to our ques­tion, then, whether it is
reas­on­able to place thought above ac­tion, is, “It de­pends.” It is reas­on­able to
place thought above ac­tion in some cases, but not in oth­ers. In the cases of
thought’s be­ing placed above ac­tion, the no­tion of gestalt does not seem to
play a par­tic­u­lar role; rather, thought ori­gin­ates in some do­main bey­ond the
phys­ical. In other cases, thought is merely a re­sponse to stim­uli, just like
the “thoughts” of an­im­als, and there is no reason to look bey­ond the phys­ics,
chem­istry, and neur­o­logy of the event; in such cases, per­haps gestalt con­cepts
are ap­plic­able.


Com­part­ment­al­iz­a­tion


One of our pending ques­tions is whether it is ap­pro­pri­ate to
com­part­ment­al­ize one’s life, and to be­have as though the dif­fer­ent de­scrip­tions
of real­ity can be used in­de­pend­ently, as if ap­ply­ing to dif­fer­ent real­it­ies. Here
we will con­sider how the teach­ings of the founders of re­li­gion ap­ply to this
ques­tion, both in the do­main of thought and in the do­main of ac­tion. Let us
re­call that the con­text for this ques­tion was whether life it­self is sub­ject to
dif­fer­ent rules or laws, as are mech­an­ics, chem­istry, eco­nom­ics, and po­etry, so
that we might, for ex­ample, be jus­ti­fied in ad­her­ing to one stand­ard of truth
and rectitude of con­duct in our deal­ings with our fam­ily, but a dif­fer­ent
stand­ard in our busi­ness re­la­tion­ships; or in con­tem­plat­ing moral be­ha­vior for
an hour or two each week, but ig­nor­ing mor­al­ity the rest of the time.


Moses said,


Hon­our thy father and thy mother....[80]


Thou shalt make no cov­en­ant with [thine en­emies], nor with
their gods. They shall not dwell in thy land, lest they make thee sin against
me....[81]


Love ye there­fore the stranger: for ye were strangers in
the land of Egypt.[82]


If thou meet thine en­emy's ox or his ass go­ing astray,
thou shalt surely bring it back to him again.[83]


Unto a stranger thou may­est lend upon usury [in­terest]; but unto thy brother thou shalt
not lend upon usury....[84]


In the Zoroastrian writ­ings, it is re­cor­ded that the
Cre­ator spoke as fol­lows:


Had he sense enough to know that every creature that has
been cre­ated and has had ex­ist­ence shall die.... (Now) when a man sets out on a
jour­ney, he takes pro­vi­sions with him.... How then is it that men take no
pro­vi­sions for that un­avoid­able jour­ney, on which one must go once for all, for
all etern­ity? ... Blind are all those who, on this earth, do not fol­low the
re­li­gion, do not be­ne­fit the liv­ing, and do not com­mem­or­ate the dead.[85]


Buddha said,


What, now, is Right Ac­tion? It is ab­stain­ing from killing;
ab­stain­ing from steal­ing; ab­stain­ing from un­law­ful sexual in­ter­course. ..... ...there
are three things that ac­com­pany and fol­low upon right ac­tion, namely: right
un­der­stand­ing, right ef­fort, and right at­tent­ive­ness.[86]


Christ said,


[God] maketh his sun
to rise on the evil and on the good, and sen­deth rain on the just and on the
un­just.[87]


He that is faith­ful in that which is least is faith­ful
also in much: and he that is un­just in the least is un­just also in much.[88]


Be­ware of the scribes, which de­sire to walk in long robes,
and love greet­ings in the mar­kets, and the highest seats in the syn­agogues, and
the chief rooms at feasts; Which de­vour wid­ows' houses, and for a shew make
long pray­ers: the same shall re­ceive greater dam­na­tion.[89]


And he said unto Je­sus, Lord, re­mem­ber me when thou comest
into thy king­dom. And Je­sus said unto him, Ver­ily I say unto thee, To day shalt
thou be with me in para­dise.[90]


Muhammad said,


If your fath­ers, and your sons, and your brethren, and
your wives, and your kindred, and the wealth which ye have gained, and
mer­chand­ise which ye fear may be un­sold, and dwell­ings wherein ye de­light, be
dearer to you than God and His Apostle and ef­forts on his Path, then wait un­til
God shall Him­self enter on His work: and God guideth not the im­pi­ous.[91]


He con­trasts the be­liev­ers to the un­be­liev­ers:


Men whom neither mer­chand­ise nor traffic be­guile from the
re­mem­brance of God... That for their most ex­cel­lent works may God re­com­pense
them.... But as to the in­fi­dels, their works are like the va­pour in a plain
which the thirsty dreameth to be wa­ter, un­til when he cometh unto it, he
fin­d­eth it not aught.... [92]


The Báb wrote,


O my God, O my Lord, O my Mas­ter! I beg Thee to for­give me
for seek­ing any pleas­ure save Thy love, or any com­fort ex­cept Thy near­ness, or
any de­light be­sides Thy good-pleas­ure, or any ex­ist­ence other than com­mu­nion
with Thee.[93]


I know of a cer­tainty, by vir­tue of my love for Thee, that
Thou wilt never cause tribu­la­tions to be­fall any soul un­less Thou de­sirest to
ex­alt his sta­tion in Thy ce­les­tial Para­dise and to but­tress his heart in this
earthly life with the bul­wark of Thine all-com­pel­ling power, that it may not
be­come in­clined to­ward the van­it­ies of this world.[94]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote to the Ot­to­man Sul­tan
‘Abdu’l-‘Azíz,


Set be­fore thine eyes God's un­err­ing Bal­ance and, as one
stand­ing in His Pres­ence, weigh in that Bal­ance thine ac­tions every day, every
mo­ment of thy life. ... cleanse thine heart from the world and all its van­it­ies....
Not un­til thou dost purify thine heart from every trace of such love can the
bright­ness of the light of God shed its ra­di­ance upon it, for to none hath God
given more than one heart. ....[95]


He said else­where,


O ser­vants! Ver­ily I say, he is to be ac­coun­ted as
truth­ful who hath be­held the straight Path. That Path is one, and God hath
chosen and pre­pared it. ... Who­so­ever hath not at­tained it hath failed to
ap­pre­hend the truth and hath gone astray.[96]


Walk not with the un­godly and seek not fel­low­ship with
him, for such com­pan­ion­ship turneth the ra­di­ance of the heart into in­fernal
fire.[97]


It seems clear from these quo­ta­tions that every
as­pect of our lives is to be lived in ac­cord­ance with the teach­ings of
re­li­gion; there is no in­dic­a­tion that we can live moral lives some of the time,
and im­moral lives the rest of the time. In dif­fer­ent ways and dif­fer­ent words,
the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems prom­ise us and warn us that if we ad­here to
ap­pro­pri­ate prin­ciples, it will go well with us, and if not, we will suf­fer. Christ
ex­pli­citly says that those who make a show of mor­al­ity, but in fact live
im­mor­ally, will suf­fer ex­cep­tional pun­ish­ment.


There is fre­quent ref­er­ence to our hav­ing two
lives: one from birth un­til death, and an­other that be­gins after the death of
the body. All of these ref­er­en­ces in­dic­ate that the nature of the second life
is de­pend­ent on the way we live the first life.


There is no in­dic­a­tion that our ac­tions at work
are sep­ar­ate from our ac­tions within the fam­ily, or that kind­ness to fam­ily is
re­quired, while un­kind­ness to strangers is ac­cept­able. There is also no
sug­ges­tion that the pur­suit of sci­entific know­ledge can be car­ried out with no
con­sid­er­a­tion of its eth­ical im­plic­a­tions. All of our ac­tions are sub­ject to
the same scru­tiny, and all of our thoughts are weighed in the same bal­ance. While
it may be jus­ti­fi­able to sep­ar­ate dif­fer­ent branches of know­ledge, as to
tech­nical ter­min­o­logy and ex­per­i­men­tal meth­ods, we can­not sep­ar­ate dif­fer­ent ac­tions
and weigh them in dif­fer­ent bal­ances.


There is ref­er­ence to liv­ing dif­fer­ently with
friends than with en­emies. Moses tells his fol­low­ers not to make cov­en­ants with
their en­emies, and says that char­ging in­terest to strangers, but not to fam­ily,
is ac­cept­able. Nev­er­the­less, Moses says to love the stranger, and to re­turn
your en­emy’s strayed an­imal. Buddha and Bahá’u’lláh also warn against
as­so­ci­ation with bad com­pan­ions. The pro­hib­i­tion against as­so­ci­ation with
en­emies is given in the con­text of main­tain­ing one’s own good be­ha­vior; it
can­not be taken as jus­ti­fic­a­tion for ill-treat­ing the stranger.


In sum­mary, the founders of re­li­gion tell us that
our lives should not be com­part­ment­al­ized.


Lim­its of Free Will


We con­sider now what the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems say
about the lim­its of free will. We are not in­ter­es­ted here so much in the
con­se­quences of its ex­er­cise as in the lim­it­a­tions of its ex­er­cise. That is, we
are ask­ing what de­cisions we can freely make, not whether they are good or bad,
ef­fect­ive or in­ef­fect­ive de­cisions.


Jew­ish tra­di­tion re­cords that the Cre­ator said to
Ab­ra­ham,


Take now thy son ... and of­fer him there for a burnt
of­fer­ing.... and Ab­ra­ham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt
of­fer­ing in the stead of his son.[98]


Moses said to Pharaoh, king of Egypt,


Thus saith the LORD God of Is­rael, Let my people go, that
they may hold a feast unto me in the wil­der­ness, and Pharaoh replied, Who is
the LORD, that I should obey his voice to let Is­rael go? I know not the LORD,
neither will I let Is­rael go.[99]


He re­por­ted the voice of the
Cre­ator:


Thus shalt thou say to the house of Jacob, and tell the
chil­dren of Is­rael; Ye have seen ... how I ... brought you unto my­self. Now
there­fore, if ye will obey my voice in­deed, and keep my cov­en­ant, then ye shall
be a pe­cu­liar treas­ure unto me....[100]


Zoroaster said, about a king,


He wields his power ac­cord­ing to the wish of Ahura Mazda, 
the Good Spirit...; but if he chooses to per­form the sac­ri­fice and prayer to us 
not in the right way, he does not wield the right power, he will not reign. He will 
re­ceive bad treat­ment in the next world, though he has been the sov­er­eign of a 
coun­try....[101]


Buddha said,


Whatever deeds they do—good or evil—of such they will be
the heirs.[102]


Men, driven on by thirst, run about like a snared hare;
let there­fore the men­dic­ant drive out thirst, by striv­ing after pas­sion­less­ness
for him­self. He who hav­ing got rid of the forest gives him­self over to
forest-life, and who, when re­moved from the forest, runs to the forest, look at
that man! though free, he runs into bond­age.[103]


Christ said,


With men it is im­pos­sible, but not with God: for with God
all things are pos­sible.[104]


If ye have faith as a grain of mus­tard seed, ye shall say
unto this moun­tain, Re­move hence to yon­der place; and it shall re­move; and
noth­ing shall be im­pos­sible unto you.[105]


A good man out of the good treas­ure of his heart brin­g­eth
forth that which is good; and an evil man out of the evil treas­ure of his heart
brin­g­eth forth that which is evil:...[106]


Who­so­ever cometh to me, and heareth my say­ings, and doeth
them... But he that heareth, and doeth not,...[107]


And lead us not into tempta­tion; but de­liver us from evil.[108]


Muhammad said,


O ye who be­lieve! be­stow alms of the good things which ye
have ac­quired, and of that which we have brought forth for you out of the
earth, and choose not the bad for alms­giv­ing,...[109]


And thy Lord cre­at­eth what he will and hath a free choice.[110]


Shall man have whatever he wish­eth? The fu­ture and the present
are in the hand of God:...[111]


He who de­sireth the re­com­pense of this world, we will give
him thereof; And he who de­sireth the re­com­pense of the next life, we will give
him thereof![112]


The Báb said,


If thou art sat­is­fied with thine own way and dost not wish
to fol­low the Truth, then to Me be My way and to thee thine.[113]


Say, ver­ily God hath caused all cre­ated things to enter
be­neath the shade of the tree of af­firm­a­tion, ex­cept those who are en­dowed with
the fac­ulty of un­der­stand­ing. Theirs is the choice either to be­lieve in God
their Lord, and put their whole trust in Him, or to shut them­selves out from
Him and re­fuse to be­lieve with cer­ti­tude in His signs.[114]


Whatever God hath willed hath been, and that which He hath
not willed shall not be.[115]


Bahá’u’lláh said,


I beg of Thee, O my God,... to or­dain that my choice be
con­formed to Thy choice and my wish to Thy wish....[116]


Know ye that the em­bod­i­ment of liberty and its sym­bol is
the an­imal. That which be­seemeth man is sub­mis­sion unto such re­straints as will
pro­tect him from his own ig­nor­ance, and guard him against the harm of the
mis­chief-maker. ... The liberty that profiteth you is to be found nowhere
ex­cept in com­plete ser­vi­tude unto God....[117]


What­so­ever in the con­tin­gent world can either be ex­pressed
or ap­pre­hen­ded, can never trans­gress the lim­its which, by its in­her­ent nature,
have been im­posed upon it. God, alone, tran­scendeth such lim­it­a­tions.[118]


...the Will of God is not lim­ited by the stand­ards of the
people....[119]


For whatever the creatures have is lim­ited by their own
lim­its, and whatever the True One hath is sanc­ti­fied there­from....[120]


It ap­pears from these se­lec­tions that there are few lim­its
on the choices we can make in the ex­er­cise of free will. We can choose to obey
the laws of re­li­gion or not. We can be­lieve or dis­be­lieve in any or all of
re­li­gion. We can choose to pur­sue ma­ter­ial goals or spir­itual goals. We can act
wisely or fool­ishly, kindly or un­kindly. The only sug­ges­tion of lim­its is that
people who are wise and good will make wise and good choices, while those who
are fool­ish or evil will make fool­ish or evil choices. Oth­er­wise, the lim­its
are set on the con­se­quences of our ac­tions, not on our choices. Just as in the
phys­ical sense we can choose to ig­nore the law of grav­ity and jump off a tall
build­ing, so we can choose to ig­nore the laws of re­li­gion and of­fend our
neigh­bor. And just as ig­nor­ing the law of grav­ity has un­de­sir­able res­ults, so
does ig­nor­ing the laws of re­li­gion. The lim­its, though, are placed after the
choices, not be­fore them.


The Real­ity of Thoughts and Con­cepts


An­other pending ques­tion is whether thoughts and
con­cepts, in­clud­ing num­bers, justice, love, mu­sic, art, and life, can be said
to ex­ist in­de­pend­ently of the phys­ical world.


We saw earlier that some thoughts are above the
phys­ical world in the causal hier­archy; such thoughts are, thus, in a causal sense,
in­de­pend­ent of the phys­ical world. We saw also that num­bers can be
con­cep­tu­al­ized (ex­ist as thoughts) without the need for count­ing phys­ical
ob­jects; thus num­bers can ex­ist in­de­pend­ently of the phys­ical world. The
founders of re­li­gion speak of the Cre­ator’s love; this love in­her­ently ex­ists
in­de­pend­ently of the phys­ical world. In­deed, all qual­it­ies at­trib­uted to
the Cre­ator must of ne­ces­sity be in­de­pend­ent of phys­ical ex­ist­ence, al­though
their ac­tu­al­iz­a­tion may re­quire phys­ical ob­jects. Such qual­it­ies, con­cepts, and
at­trib­utes men­tioned already in this work in­clude ra­di­ance, glory, om­ni­sci­ence,
king­ship, watch­ful­ness, power, for­give­ness, mercy, wis­dom, holi­ness, truth, good­ness,
might, single­ness, in­ac­cess­ib­il­ity, ex­ist­ence, caus­al­ity, first­ness, di­vin­ity,
con­scious­ness, etern­al­ity, com­pas­sion, cre­ativ­ity, po­tency, and kind­ness. We
have also seen that the life of the soul is de­scribed as eternal, and
in­de­pend­ent of phys­ical ex­ist­ence.


Let us see what other con­cepts the founders of
re­li­gion men­tion in a con­text in­de­pend­ent of phys­ical ex­ist­ence. 


Moses men­tions speech or ut­ter­ance as a pre­cursor to
phys­ical real­ity:


And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.[121]


Zoroaster men­tioned a light that ex­ists in­de­pend­ently of
phys­ical ex­ist­ence:


There are un­cre­ated lights and cre­ated lights.[122]


Buddha spoke of a truth vis­ible only to the wise:


And I dis­covered that pro­found truth, so dif­fi­cult to per­ceive, 
dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand, tran­quil­iz­ing and sub­lime, which is not to be gained 
by mere reas­on­ing, and is vis­ible only to the wise.[123]


Christ men­tioned per­fec­tion:


Be ye there­fore per­fect, even as your Father which is in
heaven is per­fect.[124]


Muhammad spoke of rivers, food, shade, and fire that
ex­ist in­de­pend­ently of phys­ical rivers, food, shade, and fire:


A pic­ture of the Para­dise which God hath prom­ised to them
that fear Him. The rivers flow be­neath its bowers: its food and its shades are
per­petual. This is the re­ward of those who fear God; but the re­ward of the
un­be­liev­ers is the Fire.[125]


The Báb wrote that the real­ity of feel­ings is non-phys­ical:


In real­ity that which takes de­light in joy or is saddened by pain is the in­ner temple of the body, not the body it­self.[126]


Bahá’u’lláh, writ­ing about So­crates, af­firmed the no­tion
of an ideal ex­ist­ence, of which phys­ical ex­ist­ence is an ac­tu­al­iz­a­tion or
in­stan­ti­ation:


He it is who per­ceived a unique, a tempered, and a
per­vas­ive nature in things, bear­ing the closest like­ness to the hu­man spirit,
and he dis­covered this nature to be dis­tinct from the sub­stance of things in
their re­fined form.[127]


He men­tioned mu­sic in a pre-phys­ical con­text:


Thou
be­hold­est, O my God, how every bone in my body soundeth like a pipe with the
mu­sic of Thine in­spir­a­tion....[128]


In ex­tolling the res­ults of the sac­ri­fice of Christ, he
in­dic­ated that wis­dom, learn­ing, art, and in­flu­ence all have their source in a
non-phys­ical realm:


The deep­est wis­dom which the sages have uttered, the pro­found­est
learn­ing which any mind hath un­fol­ded, the arts which the ablest hands have
pro­duced, the in­flu­ence ex­er­ted by the most po­tent of rulers, are but
mani­fest­a­tions of the quick­en­ing power re­leased by His tran­scend­ent, His
all-per­vas­ive, and resplen­dent Spirit.[129]


We see, then, that thoughts and con­cepts, in­clud­ing num­bers,
justice, love, mu­sic, art, and life, can in­deed be said to ex­ist in­de­pend­ently
of the phys­ical world.


So­ci­ety in Dis­or­der: Nor­mal or Ab­nor­mal?


The ques­tion we con­sider here is whether the
present dis­ordered state of hu­man so­ci­ety is the nor­mal and in­ev­it­able con­di­tion
of the world, or whether it re­flects a world so­ci­ety that is some­how
mal­func­tion­ing. Fur­ther, if it is mal­func­tion­ing, how do we im­prove it?


It seems clear that there will al­ways be some
ele­ment of dis­or­der in so­ci­ety. At present, though, so­ci­ety it­self, on many
levels and in many places, ap­pears to be dis­ordered. Let us see what the
founders of re­li­gious sys­tems have said about or­der and dis­or­der in so­ci­ety.


Jew­ish tra­di­tion relates a trans­ition from an era of
vi­ol­ence to an era of peace in the fol­low­ing par­able:


... God saw that the wicked­ness of man was great in the
earth.... And the LORD said, I will des­troy man.... But Noah found grace in the
eyes of the LORD. And God said unto Noah... thou shalt come into the ark, thou,
and thy sons, and thy wife, and thy sons' wives with thee. And the wa­ters
pre­vailed ex­ceed­ingly upon the earth; and all the high hills... were covered. ...
And all flesh died.... And God re­membered Noah, and every liv­ing thing, and all
the cattle that was with him in the ark: ... and the wa­ters as­s­waged.... And
God blessed Noah and his sons, and said unto them, Be fruit­ful, and mul­tiply,
and re­plen­ish the earth.[130]


Moses com­man­ded both war and peace:


Moses said unto Joshua, Choose us out men, and go out,
fight with Amalek.... And Joshua dis­com­fited Amalek and his people with the
edge of the sword.[131]


He also said,


When thou comest nigh unto a city to fight against it,
then pro­claim peace unto it. And ... if it make thee an­swer of peace, then ...
all the people that is found therein shall be trib­u­tar­ies unto thee.... And if
it will make no peace with thee, but will make war against thee, then thou
shalt be­siege it....[132]


The writ­ings of Zoroaster in­dic­ate that vi­ol­ence is
over­come by ad­her­ence to the teach­ings of re­li­gion:


Now I will pro­claim to those who will hear the things that
the un­der­stand­ing man should re­mem­ber.... Now the two primal Spir­its... are the
Bet­ter and the Bad, in thought and word and ac­tion. And between these two the
wise ones chose aright, the fool­ish not so. And when these twain Spir­its came
to­gether in the be­gin­ning, they cre­ated Life and Not-Life,... Worst Ex­ist­ence
shall be to the fol­low­ers of the Lie, but the Best Ex­ist­ence to him that fol­lows
Right. ... So when there cometh their pun­ish­ment for their sins, then, O Mazda,
at Thy com­mand shall Good Thought es­tab­lish the Domin­ion.... Then truly on the
Lie shall come ... de­struc­tion...; but they who get them­selves good name shall
be par­takers in the prom­ised re­ward....[133]


Buddha 


...teaches that all war­fare in which man tries to slay his
brother is lam­ent­able, but he does not teach that those who go to war in a
right­eous cause after hav­ing ex­hausted all means to pre­serve the peace are
blame­worthy. He must be blamed who is the cause of war. ... Struggle must be,
for all life is a struggle of some kind.[134]


Christ spoke of the king­dom of heaven and of vi­ol­ence:


And as ye go, preach, say­ing, The king­dom of heaven is at
hand. ... And from the days of John the Baptist un­til now the king­dom of heaven
suf­fereth vi­ol­ence, and the vi­ol­ent take it by force.[135]


He spoke of wars:


And ye shall hear of wars and ru­mours of wars.... For
na­tion shall rise against na­tion, and king­dom against king­dom....[136]


He fur­ther re­ferred to a fu­ture time at which so­ci­ety
would be well ordered:


Nev­er­the­less I tell you the truth; It is ex­pedi­ent for you
that I go away: for if I go not away, the Com­forter will not come unto you; but
if I de­part, I will send him unto you. And when he is come, he will re­prove the
world of sin, and of right­eous­ness, and of judg­ment....[137]


He also re­ferred to a time at which there would be only
one re­li­gious sys­tem:


I am the good shep­herd, and know my sheep, and am known of
mine. ... And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must
bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one
shep­herd.[138]


Muhammad spoke of both peace and war:


Now hath a light and a clear Book come to you from God, by
which God will guide him who shall fol­low after his good pleas­ure, to paths of
peace, and will bring them out of the dark­ness to the light, by his will: and
to the straight path will he guide them.[139]


War is pre­scribed to you: but from this ye are averse.[140]


And if they lean to peace, lean thou also to it; and put
thy trust in God: for He is the Hear­ing, the Know­ing.[141]


God loveth not the abet­tors of dis­or­der.[142]


He also speaks of a time when justice will be uni­ver­sally
ap­plied:


...on the re­sur­rec­tion day the whole Earth shall be but
his hand­ful.... And there shall be a blast on the trum­pet.... And the earth
shall shine with the light of her lord... and none shall be wronged....[143]


The Báb wrote,


O peoples of the earth! Ver­ily the resplen­dent Light of
God hath ap­peared in your midst, in­ves­ted with this un­err­ing Book, that ye may
be guided aright to the ways of peace and, by the leave of God, step out of the
dark­ness into the light and onto this far-ex­ten­ded Path of Truth....[144]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote,


Re­li­gious fan­at­icism and hatred are a world-de­vour­ing fire,
whose vi­ol­ence none can quench. The Hand of Di­vine power can, alone, de­liver
man­kind from this des­ol­at­ing af­flic­tion.[145]


Briefly, ... it is Our pur­pose, through the lov­ing
provid­ence of God ..., to ab­ol­ish... all dis­putes, war, and blood­shed, from the
face of the earth.[146]


Be­hold the dis­turb­ances which, for many a long year, have
af­flic­ted the earth, and the per­turb­a­tion that hath seized its peoples. It hath
either been rav­aged by war, or tor­men­ted by sud­den and un­fore­seen calam­it­ies.
Though the world is en­com­passed with misery and dis­tress, yet no man hath
paused to re­flect what the cause or source of that may be. ... If the rulers
and kings of the earth, the sym­bols of the power of God, ex­al­ted be His glory,
arise and re­solve to ded­ic­ate them­selves to whatever will pro­mote the highest
in­terests of the whole of hu­man­ity, the reign of justice will as­suredly be
es­tab­lished amongst the chil­dren of men, and the ef­ful­gence of its light will
en­ve­lop the whole earth.[147]


What we may gather from these ob­ser­va­tions is that the
present dis­or­der in the world is an in­ev­it­able phase, but not a per­man­ent
con­di­tion. The founders of re­li­gious sys­tems refer re­peatedly to peri­ods of
or­der and peri­ods of dis­or­der. The ques­tion then is, how do we move from the
present dis­ordered con­di­tion to a bet­ter-ordered con­di­tion? The short an­swer is
that, just as we seek to un­der­stand and obey the laws of sci­ence, we should
seek to un­der­stand and obey the teach­ings of the re­li­gious sys­tems. This,
how­ever, im­me­di­ately raises the ques­tion posed earlier, of how to obey
teach­ings that are dif­fer­ent, and in some cases con­flict­ing. We will con­sider
this shortly, after dis­cus­sion of the most re­cent re­li­gious sys­tem.


The New­est Re­li­gious Sys­tem


At the close of the sec­tion on “Ac­tion,” there was
a ref­er­ence to ex­amin­ing the views and teach­ings of two in­di­vidu­als with a new
and vari­ant view of truth. These two in­di­vidu­als, both Per­si­ans, were ‘Alí-Muhammad
of Shíráz, known as the Báb, and Husayn-‘Alí of Núr, known as Bahá’u’lláh. They
foun­ded the Bahá’í re­li­gious sys­tem, known today as the Bahá’í Faith. Both were
severely per­se­cuted for their novel views, which some re­garded as heretical. The
Báb was ex­ecuted, and Bahá’u’lláh was con­demned to per­petual ex­ile and
im­pris­on­ment. The fact that their teach­ings have sur­vived ex­tens­ive
per­se­cu­tion of founders and fol­low­ers is a reason to give them the same care­ful
con­sid­er­a­tion as those of earlier re­li­gious sys­tems.


The Bahá’í Faith was foun­ded in the mid-1800s. Be­cause
it is so re­cent, it can­not claim the vin­dic­a­tion of a thou­sand years or more of
his­tory, as the ma­jor his­tor­ical re­li­gious sys­tems can. It stands today in re­li­gious
thought some­what as Ein­stein’s the­or­ies of re­lativ­ity did in the sci­entific
thought of the early 20th cen­tury: novel, and of re­volu­tion­ary po­ten­tial,
but not widely ac­cep­ted. A thou­sand years from now, its sig­ni­fic­ance or
in­sig­ni­fic­ance will be ob­vi­ous; today, our ap­praisal of its mer­its, and our
ac­tions in re­sponse to that ap­praisal, must be based on our
own con­sid­er­a­tion of the writ­ings, teach­ings, and claims of the Báb and
Bahá’u’lláh, of the two cen­tur­ies of his­tory of the Bahá’í Faith, and of its
rel­ev­ance to our in­di­vidual and col­lect­ive lives.


The Bábí re­li­gious sys­tem, the im­me­di­ate pre­cursor
to the Bahá’í Faith, was foun­ded by the Báb in 1844. It ex­is­ted as an
in­de­pend­ent re­li­gious sys­tem un­til 1863. In that year, Bahá’u’lláh, the
pree­m­in­ent fol­lower of the Báb, pro­claimed him­self as Him Whom God Shall Make
Mani­fest, the ful­filler of Bábí proph­ecy, and thereby foun­ded the Bahá’í Faith,
su­per­sed­ing the Bábí re­li­gious sys­tem. Some views pro­poun­ded by the Báb
and Bahá’u’lláh have already been men­tioned in the pre­ced­ing sec­tions. Many of
those views are vari­ations or re­state­ments of views set forth by the founders
of earlier re­li­gious sys­tems, but oth­ers are novel and unique. It is these
lat­ter that in­terest us: what might ad­op­tion of these novel views con­trib­ute to
our in­di­vidual and col­lect­ive well-be­ing? Be­cause the Báb made all of his
teach­ings con­di­tional on their rat­i­fic­a­tion by Him Whom God Shall Make
Mani­fest, we will fo­cus on the state­ments of Bahá’u’lláh.


The basis of Bahá’u’lláh’s teach­ing is that there
is one Cre­ator, who cre­ated all hu­man­ity as one fam­ily, and who gave rise to
all the ma­jor re­li­gious sys­tems. He re­ferred to the founders of the re­li­gious
sys­tems, in­clud­ing the Báb and him­self, as “Mani­fest­a­tions of God.” He taught that
these sys­tems are like chapters in a book or grade levels in a school: each has
built upon the pre­vi­ous one, and the Cre­ator in­ten­ds that hu­man­ity ad­vance
through these sys­tems, as a reader ad­vances through a book or a pu­pil
ad­vances through a school. He in­dic­ated that the Bahá’í re­li­gious sys­tem is
de­signed to unite the world, while ac­know­ledging that this pro­cess will not be
quick or easy. He has in­vited every­one to join his faith: O ye peoples of
the earth! Turn yourselves to­wards Him Who hath turned to­wards you.[148] He re­ferred
to the kings and rulers as the ex­po­nents of power and the daysprings of
glory,[149]
and com­man­ded them, among other ac­tions, to do all in their power [to]
ban­ish dis­cord from this world and il­lu­mine it with the light of con­cord.[150] He has pre­dicted
that in a thou­sand years or more, an­other Mani­fest­a­tion will found a new
re­li­gious sys­tem to suc­ceed the Bahá’í Faith.


A newly ex­pli­cit teach­ing is the one­ness of
hu­man­kind. Al­though this prin­ciple is im­pli­cit in the Golden Rule, ex­pressed in
dif­fer­ent ways in all re­li­gious sys­tems, it has not been ex­pli­citly pro­mul­gated
in the past. Bahá’u’lláh wrote, There can be no doubt whatever that the
peoples of the world, of whatever race or re­li­gion, de­rive their in­spir­a­tion
from one heav­enly Source, and are the sub­jects of one God.[151] He fur­ther wrote,
The well-be­ing of man­kind, its peace and se­cur­ity, are un­at­tain­able un­less
and un­til its unity is firmly es­tab­lished.[152] It is
note­worthy that Bahá’u’lláh de­scribes unity as the pre­re­quis­ite for peace, not
as the res­ult of peace. He gives one­ness fur­ther em­phasis by de­clar­ing the
equal­ity of men and wo­men. He ex­tends one­ness to the re­la­tion­ship between
par­ents and chil­dren, re­quir­ing the par­ents to edu­cate their chil­dren, and the chil­dren
to obey their par­ents. Bahá’u’lláh fur­ther ex­tends one­ness to in­ter­na­tional
re­la­tions, call­ing for the choice or cre­ation of an in­ter­na­tional aux­il­i­ary
lan­guage, the ad­op­tion of a single global cur­rency sys­tem, and the re­duc­tion of
armed forces to those needed for in­ternal se­cur­ity.


A novel pro­vi­sion is the formal con­tinu­ance of
cent­ral­ized au­thor­ity in the Bahá’í Faith. This was done by Bahá’u’lláh’s
writ­ten ap­point­ment of a suc­cessor and in­ter­preter, as well as of an
ad­min­is­trat­ive or­gan­iz­a­tion. The suc­cessor and in­ter­preter was his eld­est son,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, who in turn ap­poin­ted his grand­son, Shoghi Ef­fendi. The
ad­min­is­trat­ive or­gan­iz­a­tion con­sists of elect­ive bod­ies ex­tend­ing from the
local to the in­ter­na­tional level. Be­cause of this formal con­tinu­ance,
au­thor­it­at­ive Bahá’í pro­nounce­ments in­clude the writ­ings of Bahá’u’lláh,
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and Shoghi Ef­fendi, and the de­cisions of the Uni­ver­sal House of
Justice. This formal con­tinu­ance also as­sures the world­wide unity of the Bahá’í
Faith.


An­other novel Bahá’í teach­ing con­cerns the re­la­tion
between sci­ence and re­li­gion. In mod­ern thought, and through much of his­tory,
re­li­gion and sci­ence have been viewed as op­pos­ing sys­tems. From the ex­e­cu­tion
of So­crates, through the per­se­cu­tion of Ga­lileo, to the Scopes trial, faith and
reason seem to be in per­petual and ir­re­con­cil­able con­flict. Bahá’u’lláh,
how­ever, enun­ci­ated prin­ciples that por­tray re­li­gion and sci­ence as
com­ple­ment­ary, rather than ant­ag­on­istic.


He wrote,


Arts, crafts and sci­en­ces up­lift the world of be­ing, and
are con­du­cive to its ex­al­ta­tion. Know­ledge is as wings to man's life, and a
lad­der for his as­cent. Its ac­quis­i­tion is in­cum­bent upon every­one.[153]


He poin­ted out,


Al­though ... the con­tem­por­ary men of learn­ing are highly
qual­i­fied in philo­sophy, arts and crafts, yet ... most of this know­ledge hath
been ac­quired from the sages of the past, for it is they who have laid the
found­a­tion of philo­sophy, reared its struc­ture and re­in­forced its pil­lars. ...
The sages afore­time ac­quired their know­ledge from the Proph­ets, inas­much as the
lat­ter were the Ex­po­nents of di­vine philo­sophy and the Re­veal­ers of heav­enly
mys­ter­ies. ... Empe­docles, who dis­tin­guished him­self in philo­sophy, was a
con­tem­por­ary of David, while Py­thagoras lived in the days of So­lomon, son of
David, and ac­quired Wis­dom from the treas­ury of proph­et­hood.[154]


He also wrote,


Re­li­gion is, ver­ily, the chief in­stru­ment for the es­tab­lish­ment
of or­der in the world, and of tran­quil­lity amongst its peoples. The weak­en­ing
of the pil­lars of re­li­gion ... can­not but lead in the end to chaos and
con­fu­sion.[155]


‘Abdu’l-Bahá sum­mar­ized these and other state­ments as,


...among the teach­ings of Bahá'u'lláh is that re­li­gion
must be in con­form­ity with sci­ence and reason....[156]


He also said,


We may think of sci­ence as one wing and re­li­gion as the
other; a bird needs two wings for flight....[157]


Bahá’u’lláh has as­ser­ted that when his teach­ings are put
into prac­tice world­wide, they will bring about a world civil­iz­a­tion and
uni­ver­sal peace:


These fruit­less strifes, these ru­in­ous wars shall pass
away, and the ‘Most Great Peace’ shall come.[158]


He en­joined his fol­low­ers to spread the Bahá’í teach­ings,
and to in­vite oth­ers to be­come Bahá’ís, but for­bade pros­elyt­iz­ing—that is,
at­tempts to re­cruit mem­bers through prom­ises, threats, co­er­cion, or vi­ol­ence:


Teach ye the Cause of God, O people of Bahá... through the
power of ... ut­ter­ance....[159]


He in­dic­ated fur­ther that this teach­ing is to in­clude
deeds as well as words:


The es­sence of faith is few­ness of words and abund­ance of
deeds; he whose words ex­ceed his deeds, know ver­ily his death is bet­ter than
his life.[160]


We ob­served earlier that the Bahá’í sys­tem is too new to
have been val­id­ated in a mil­len­nia-long his­tor­ical con­text. There are, how­ever,
some cri­teria that sup­port its status as a valid and in­de­pend­ent re­li­gious
sys­tem. One is that Bahá’u’lláh pro­claimed it as such: that is, he made the
same claims that the founders of pre­vi­ous re­li­gious sys­tems made. Be­cause he
made those claims, the Bahá’í sys­tem can­not be re­garded as merely a re­form
move­ment in the Muslim faith. An­other cri­terion is that both the Báb and
Bahá’u’lláh were un­edu­cated and un­read, bey­ond the equi­val­ent of a mod­ern
primary edu­ca­tion, and yet they spoke and wrote widely, deeply, and co­gently on
philo­soph­ical, re­li­gious, and prac­tical top­ics. Even the fiercest en­emies of
Bahá’u’lláh ac­know­ledged his sur­pass­ing wis­dom and elo­quence. An­other cri­terion
is that the Bahá’í Faith has de­mon­strated a num­ber of the prop­er­ties of the
widely-ac­cep­ted re­li­gious sys­tems, such as per­se­cu­tion and mar­tyr­dom of its
founders and early fol­low­ers; new laws; a new cal­en­dar; and in­spired writ­ings. It
has vin­dic­ated, on a scale of sev­eral mil­lion mem­bers, two sig­ni­fic­ant
prop­er­ties: in­clus­ive­ness and co­hes­ive­ness. Its in­clus­ive­ness is de­mon­strated
by the vari­ety of na­tional, eth­nic, and re­li­gious back­grounds of its ad­her­ents.
They were born into var­ied, con­flict­ing, and even ant­ag­on­istic back­grounds, and
now mingle and co­oper­ate in a demo­cratic con­text in sup­port of both local and
global pur­suits. Its co­hes­ive­ness is de­mon­strated by its con­tin­ued growth, as a
single en­tity, with a single co­or­din­at­ing body. There have been break­away or
splinter groups, but none of them has achieved any sig­ni­fic­ant size or any
of­fi­cial gov­ern­ment re­cog­ni­tion, and most have died with their founders. Fur­ther
evid­ence for the valid­ity of the Bahá’í sys­tem is found in the de­gree to which
Bahá’í teach­ings that were novel, rad­ical, or heretical in the 19th
cen­tury (par­tic­u­larly in Bahá’u’lláh’s Per­sian mi­lieu) have be­come ac­cep­ted,
either in prac­tice or in prin­ciple, through­out the mod­ern world. These in­clude
the equal­ity of wo­men and men; the pro­hib­i­tion of slavery; mono­gamy; the right
to choose one’s mar­riage part­ner; uni­ver­sal edu­ca­tion of both sexes;
re­place­ment of war by dip­lomacy; and the re­spons­ib­il­ity of gov­ern­ments to­ward their
cit­izens. The Bahá’í Faith is re­garded by the United Na­tions, by most of its
mem­ber na­tions, and by most of the ma­jor re­li­gious groups as an in­de­pend­ent
re­li­gion. Thus, while we can­not as yet dis­cern a Bahá’í civil­iz­a­tion, which
would be a his­tor­ical proof such as we have for earlier sys­tems, we can dis­cern
a num­ber of sug­gest­ive prop­er­ties of a new re­li­gious sys­tem and the po­ten­tial
nuc­leus of a fu­ture Bahá’í civil­iz­a­tion.


Obed­i­ence to the Cre­ator, Given Mul­tiple
Con­flict­ing Rev­el­a­tions


Bahá’u’lláh ex­pli­citly ad­dresses the ques­tion of
con­flict­ing com­mand­ments of the dif­fer­ent re­li­gious sys­tems. He points out that
hu­man­ity needed dif­fer­ent laws at dif­fer­ent times in its his­tory, and states
that the laws of the pre­vi­ous sys­tems should be given up in fa­vor of the laws of
the new­est sys­tem. How­ever, he also stresses free will and free­dom of be­lief;
thus, while we ought to obey the laws of the latest re­li­gious sys­tem (if any)
that we ac­cept as valid, it is up to each of us to de­term­ine that valid­ity for
our­self, and Bahá’u’lláh for­bids pres­sur­ing or for­cing any­one to re­cog­nize any
par­tic­u­lar re­li­gious sys­tem.



He writes,


That the divers com­mu­nions of the earth, and the man­i­fold
sys­tems of re­li­gious be­lief, should never be al­lowed to foster the feel­ings of
an­im­os­ity among men, is, in this Day, of the es­sence of the Faith of God and
His Re­li­gion. ... Con­sort with all men, O people of Bahá, in a spirit of
friend­li­ness and fel­low­ship.[161]


It is im­port­ant to re­cog­nize that the prac­tices of the
pro­fessed ad­her­ents of a given re­li­gious sys­tem do not al­ways con­form to the
teach­ings of the founder of the sys­tem, and that fol­low­ing the cur­rent
prac­tices of a sys­tem is not al­ways the same as obey­ing the laws en­joined by
the founder of the sys­tem. To cite just one ex­ample among many, Christ
com­man­ded his fol­low­ers, And unto him that smiteth thee on the one cheek
of­fer also the other; and him that taketh away thy cloak for­bid not to take thy
coat also.[162]
While this in­dic­ates clearly that the Chris­tian stand­ard is for­give­ness and
char­ity rather than re­tali­ation and re­venge, the norms and ex­pect­a­tions in
pre­dom­in­antly Chris­tian coun­tries do not al­ways hold to such a stand­ard. On a
per­sonal level, con­sider how of­ten people do seek ven­geance rather than
grant­ing for­give­ness. On a so­ci­etal level, con­sider that bey­ond the crim­inal
law, which is ne­ces­sary to the func­tion­ing of so­ci­ety, there is an enorm­ous
body of civil law, set up to al­low in­di­vidu­als to ex­act not only resti­tu­tion
but re­tri­bu­tion from other in­di­vidu­als. Sim­ilar con­trast­ing ex­amples may be
found in every na­tion and every re­li­gious or sec­u­lar sys­tem. 

As Bahá’u’lláh ex­plains,


It is un­ques­tion­able that... the teach­ings, laws,
com­mand­ments, and pro­hib­i­tions which have been es­tab­lished in the pre­ced­ing
Dis­pens­a­tion, and which have over­shad­owed the people of that age, be­come
darkened, that is, are ex­hausted, and cease to ex­ert their in­flu­ence.[163]


Obed­i­ence to the Cre­ator, then, means to con­form our lives
to our best un­der­stand­ing of the Cre­ator’s will, to al­low oth­ers to do the
same, and to en­cour­age our so­ci­et­ies, our gov­ern­ments, and the in­ter­na­tional
or­gan­iz­a­tions to cre­ate con­di­tions that will en­able all people to like­wise
con­form their lives to their best un­der­stand­ing of the Cre­ator’s will.


Ques­tions No Longer in Abey­ance


Let us briefly re­view what an­swers the founders of re­li­gious
sys­tems have given to the ques­tions that were left in abey­ance.



	Ques­tion: What is the nature of the first cause, the cause of our
con­scious­ness and of phys­ical ex­ist­ence? Brief an­swer: It is unique, cre­at­ive,
con­scious, lov­ing, eternal, and bey­ond our com­pre­hen­sion.


	Ques­tion: Are hu­mans “merely” an­im­als, and if not, what is our
place in cre­ation and what is the pur­pose of our lives? Brief an­swer: Hu­mans
are greater than an­im­als and qual­it­at­ively dif­fer­ent from them. Our place and
pur­pose are to love and wor­ship our Cre­ator, to love one an­other, and to pro­mote
hu­man pro­gress.


	Ques­tion: What is the nature of our in­di­vidual con­scious­ness? Brief
an­swer: Our con­scious­ness is a state or product of the soul. It is in­de­pend­ent
of phys­ical ex­ist­ence and con­tin­ues to ex­ist after the death of our body.


	Ques­tion: Is one’s ex­ist­ence con­tinu­ous, or is it in­ter­rup­ted
dur­ing peri­ods of un­con­scious­ness? Brief an­swer: It is con­tinu­ous.


	Ques­tion: What is the nature of real­ity and its re­la­tion­ship to
con­scious­ness? Brief an­swer: Real­ity in­cludes both the phys­ical world and a
greater real­ity. Phys­ical ex­ist­ence is real but tran­si­ent; our con­scious­ness is
in­de­pend­ent of it.


	Ques­tion: Is it reas­on­able, given that the brain is phys­ical, to place
thought above ac­tion, and if so, what is the most ten­able ex­plan­a­tion, such as
gestalt, ori­gin of thought in some higher do­main, or some other ex­plan­a­tion? Brief
an­swer: Yes, it is reas­on­able: those thoughts that ori­gin­ate in a do­main bey­ond
the phys­ical can be placed above ac­tion.


	Ques­tion: Is it ap­pro­pri­ate to com­part­ment­al­ize one’s life, and
to be­have as though the dif­fer­ent de­scrip­tions of real­ity can be used
in­de­pend­ently, as if ap­ply­ing to dif­fer­ent real­it­ies? Brief an­swer: No.


	Ques­tion: Is there free will? If so, what are the lim­its to the
choices we can make in its ex­er­cise? Brief an­swer: Yes, there is, and our
choices are ef­fect­ively lim­it­less, al­though the res­ults of those choices are
con­strained in vari­ous ways.


	Ques­tion: Can thoughts and con­cepts, in­clud­ing num­bers, justice,
love, mu­sic, art, and life, be said to ex­ist in­de­pend­ently of the phys­ical
world? Brief an­swer: Yes.


	Ques­tion: Is the present dis­ordered state of hu­man so­ci­ety the
nor­mal and in­ev­it­able con­di­tion of the world, or does it re­flect a world
so­ci­ety that is some­how mal­func­tion­ing? If the lat­ter, how do we im­prove its
func­tion­ing? Brief an­swer: It is a symp­tom of mal­func­tion­ing, which can, in
time, be im­proved through obed­i­ence to the Cre­ator.




Fur­ther Truths Ac­cord­ing to the Founders of
Re­li­gious Sys­tems


Ex­amin­ing the found­a­tional writ­ings of the vari­ous re­li­gious
sys­tems gives rise to some ad­di­tional top­ics. Here we ex­am­ine the founders’
writ­ings con­cern­ing three such top­ics: char­ac­ter­ist­ics of the founders of
re­li­gious sys­tems; the concept of love in re­li­gious sys­tems; and the role of
truth in re­li­gious sys­tems.


The Founders of Re­li­gious Sys­tems


The founders of re­li­gious sys­tems were dif­fer­ent from the
rest of us. How dif­fer­ent were they, though, and in what ways? Were they or­din­ary ba­bies
who be­came ex­traordin­ary men? Were they all dif­fer­ent from each other? Were
they all the same as each other, but dif­fer­ent from the rest of us? Let us look
at what they said about them­selves and about each other.


...Moses said unto God, Who am I, that I should go unto
Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the chil­dren of Is­rael out of Egypt?[164]


...say unto the chil­dren of Is­rael, the LORD God of your
fath­ers, the God of Ab­ra­ham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, hath sent
me unto you....[165]


Moses said unto the LORD, O my LORD, I am not elo­quent....
And the LORD said unto him,... go, and I will be with thy mouth, and teach thee
what thou shalt say.[166]


And Moses said unto the LORD, The people can­not come up to
mount Sinai.... And the LORD said unto him, ... let not the priests and the
people ... come up unto the LORD....[167]


The LORD thy God will raise up unto thee a Prophet from
the midst of thee, of thy brethren, like unto me; unto him ye shall hearken....[168]


From the Zoroastrian (Za­rathus­tran) writ­ings:


Za­rathus­tra asked Ahura Mazda: ... Who was the first
mor­tal, be­fore my­self, ... with whom thou... didst con­verse, whom thou didst
teach ... the law of Za­rathus­tra? Ahura Mazda answered: The fair Yima, the
great shep­herd, O holy Za­rathus­tra! he was the first mor­tal, be­fore thee...
with whom I... did con­verse.... O Maker of the ma­ter­ial world, thou Holy One!
Who is the lord and ruler there? Ahura Mazda answered: ‘Urvatad-nara, O
Za­rathus­tra! and thy­self, Za­rathus­tra.’[169]


Buddha said,


Those only who do not be­lieve, call me Got­ama, but you
call me the Buddha, the Blessed One, the Teacher. And this is right, for I have
in this life entered Nir­vana, while the life of Got­ama has been ex­tin­guished.
Self has dis­ap­peared and the truth has taken its abode in me.[170]


I am not the first Buddha who came upon earth, nor shall I
be the last. In due time an­other Buddha will arise in the world, a Holy One, a
su­premely en­lightened One, en­dowed with wis­dom in con­duct, aus­pi­cious, know­ing
the uni­verse, an in­com­par­able leader of men, a mas­ter of an­gels and mor­tals. He
will re­veal to you the same eternal truths which I have taught you. He will
preach his re­li­gion, glor­i­ous in its ori­gin, glor­i­ous at the cli­max, and
glor­i­ous at the goal, in the spirit and in the let­ter. He will pro­claim a
re­li­gious life, wholly per­fect and pure; such as I now pro­claim.[171]


Christ spoke as fol­lows:


My Father wor­keth hitherto, and I work. ... The Son can do
noth­ing of him­self, but what he seeth the Father do.... He that hon­oureth not
the Son hon­oureth not the Father which hath sent him.[172]


... the works which the Father hath given me to fin­ish,
the same works that I do, bear wit­ness of me, that the Father hath sent me. And
the Father him­self, which hath sent me, hath borne wit­ness of me. ... Do not
think that I will ac­cuse you to the Father: there is one that ac­cu­seth you,
even Moses, in whom ye trust. For had ye be­lieved Moses, ye would have be­lieved
me; for he wrote of me. But if ye be­lieve not his writ­ings, how shall ye
be­lieve my words?[173]


Your father Ab­ra­ham re­joiced to see my day: and he saw it,
and was glad. ... Ver­ily, ver­ily, I say unto you, Be­fore Ab­ra­ham was, I am.[174]


I and my Father are
one.[175]


...my Father is greater than I.[176]


He that hat­eth me hat­eth my Father also.[177]


But when the Com­forter is come, whom I will send unto you
from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, which pro­cee­deth from the Father, he
shall testify of me....[178]


How­beit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will
guide you into all truth: for he shall not speak of him­self; but what­so­ever he
shall hear, that shall he speak.... He shall glor­ify me....[179]


Muhammad said,


Moreover, to Moses gave we ‘the Book,’ and we raised up
apostles after him; and to Je­sus, son of Mary, gave we clear proofs of his
mis­sion, and strengthened him by the Holy Spirit. So oft then as an apostle
cometh to you with that which your souls de­sire not, swell ye with pride, and
treat some as im­post­ors, and slay oth­ers.[180]


Ver­ily, Je­sus is as Adam in the sight of God. He cre­ated
him of dust: He then said to him, ‘Be’ - and he was.[181]


Say: We be­lieve in God, and in what hath been sent down to
us, and what hath been sent down to Ab­ra­ham, and Ish­mael, and Isaac, and Jacob,
and the tribes, and in what was given to Moses, and Je­sus, and the Proph­ets,
from their Lord. We make no dif­fer­ence between them.[182]


Muhammad is not the father of any man among you, but he is
the Apostle of God, and the seal of the proph­ets: and God knoweth all things.[183]


The Báb wrote,


Thy pur­pose in per­form­ing thy deeds is that God may
gra­ciously ac­cept them; and di­vine ac­cept­ance can in no wise be achieved ex­cept
through the ac­cept­ance of Him Who is the Ex­po­nent of His Rev­el­a­tion.[184]


In the es­tim­a­tion of God..., what is meant by the Day of
Re­sur­rec­tion is this, that from the time of the ap­pear­ance of Him Who is the
Tree of di­vine Real­ity, at whatever period and un­der whatever name, un­til the
mo­ment of His dis­ap­pear­ance, is the Day of Re­sur­rec­tion. For ex­ample, from the
in­cep­tion of the mis­sion of Je­sus—may peace be upon Him—till the day of
His as­cen­sion was the Re­sur­rec­tion of Moses. For dur­ing that period the
Rev­el­a­tion of God shone forth through the ap­pear­ance of that di­vine Real­ity,
Who re­war­ded by His Word every­one who be­lieved in Moses, and pun­ished by His
Word every­one who did not be­lieve; inas­much as God's Testi­mony for that Day was
that which He had sol­emnly af­firmed in the Gos­pel. And from the in­cep­tion of
the Rev­el­a­tion of the Apostle of God [Muhammad]... till the day of His
as­cen­sion was the Re­sur­rec­tion of Je­sus.... And from the mo­ment when the Tree
of the Bayán [i.e. the Báb] ap­peared un­til it dis­ap­peareth is the Re­sur­rec­tion
of the Apostle of God, as is di­vinely fore­told in the Qur’án.... The per­fec­tion
of the re­li­gion of Is­lam was con­sum­mated at the be­gin­ning of this Rev­el­a­tion;
and from the rise of this Rev­el­a­tion un­til its set­ting, the fruits of the Tree of
Is­lam, whatever they are, will be­come ap­par­ent. The Re­sur­rec­tion of the Bayán
will oc­cur at the time of the ap­pear­ance of Him Whom God shall make mani­fest.[185]


It be­hooveth you to await the Day of the ap­pear­ance of Him
Whom God shall mani­fest... though in­deed He is I and I am He. ... The Bayán [Rev­el­a­tion of the Báb], not­with­stand­ing the
sub­lim­ity of its sta­tion, beareth fealty to Him Whom God shall make mani­fest,
and it is He Who be­seemeth most to be ac­claimed as the Seat of di­vine Real­ity,
though in­deed He is I and I am He.[186]


In the time of the First Mani­fest­a­tion the Primal Will
ap­peared in Adam; in the day of Noah It be­came known in Noah; in the day of
Ab­ra­ham in Him; and so in the day of Moses; the day of Je­sus; the day of Muhammad,
the Apostle of God; the day of the ‘Point of the Bayán’ [the Báb]; the day of
Him Whom God shall make mani­fest; and the day of the One Who will ap­pear after
Him Whom God shall make mani­fest. Hence the in­ner mean­ing of the words uttered
by the Apostle of God, ‘I am all the Proph­ets’, inas­much as what shineth
resplen­dent in each one of Them hath been and will ever re­main the one and the
same sun.[187]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote,


And when the days of Moses were ended, and the light of
Je­sus, shin­ing forth from the dayspring of the Spirit, en­com­passed the world,
all the people of Is­rael arose in protest against Him. They clam­oured that He
Whose ad­vent the Bible had fore­told must needs pro­mul­gate and ful­fil the laws
of Moses, whereas this youth­ful Naz­arene, who laid claim to the sta­tion of the
di­vine Mes­siah, had an­nulled the law of di­vorce and of the sab­bath day—the
most weighty of all the laws of Moses.[188]


Every dis­cern­ing ob­server will re­cog­nize that in the
Dis­pens­a­tion of the Qur’án both the Book and the Cause of Je­sus were con­firmed.
As to the mat­ter of names, Muhammad, Him­self, de­clared: ‘I am Je­sus.’ He
re­cog­nized the truth of the signs, proph­ecies, and words of Je­sus, and
test­i­fied that they were all of God. In this sense, neither the per­son of Je­sus
nor His writ­ings hath differed from that of Muhammad and of His holy Book,
inas­much as both have cham­pioned the Cause of God, uttered His praise, and
re­vealed His com­mand­ments.[189]


Say, O fol­low­ers of the Son! ... Open the doors of your
hearts. He Who is the Spirit ver­ily stan­deth be­fore them. ... Lo! The Father is
come, and that which ye were prom­ised in the King­dom is ful­filled! This is the
Word which the Son con­cealed, when to those around Him He said: ‘Ye can­not bear
it now.’[190]


Con­sider the sun. Were it to say now, ‘I am the sun of
yes­ter­day,’ it would speak the truth. And should it, bear­ing the se­quence of
time in mind, claim to be other than that sun, it still would speak the truth.
In like man­ner, if it be said that all the days are but one and the same, it is
cor­rect and true. And if it be said, with re­spect to their par­tic­u­lar names and
des­ig­na­tions, that they dif­fer, that again is true. For though they are the
same, yet one doth re­cog­nize in each a sep­ar­ate des­ig­na­tion, a spe­cific
at­trib­ute, a par­tic­u­lar char­ac­ter. Con­ceive ac­cord­ingly the dis­tinc­tion,
vari­ation, and unity char­ac­ter­istic of the vari­ous Mani­fest­a­tions of holi­ness,
that thou may­est ... dis­cover the an­swer to thy ques­tion as to why that
ever­last­ing Beauty should have, at sun­dry times, called Him­self by dif­fer­ent
names and titles.[191]


If ye be in­tent on cru­ci­fy­ing once again Je­sus, the Spirit
of God, put Me to death, for He hath once more, in My per­son, been made
mani­fest unto you. ... If ye cher­ish the de­sire to slay Muhammad, the Apostle
of God, seize Me and put an end to My life, for I am He, and My Self is His
Self. ... If it be your wish to riddle with your shafts the breast of [the
Báb], lay hands on Me and per­se­cute Me, for I am His Well-Be­loved, the
rev­el­a­tion of His own Self, though My name be not His name. ... If ye have
re­solved to shed the blood of Him Whose com­ing the Báb hath pro­claimed, Whose
ad­vent Muhammad hath proph­es­ied, and Whose Rev­el­a­tion Je­sus Christ Him­self hath
an­nounced, be­hold Me stand­ing, ready and de­fense­less, be­fore you. Deal with Me
after your own de­sires.[192]


Let none, in this Day, hold fast to aught save that which
hath been mani­fes­ted in this Rev­el­a­tion. Such is the de­cree of God, afore­time
and here­after—a de­cree where­with the Scrip­tures of the Mes­sen­gers of old
have been ad­orned.[193]


When I con­tem­plate, O my God, the re­la­tion­ship that
bind­eth me to Thee, I am moved to pro­claim to all cre­ated things ‘ver­ily I am
God!’; and when I con­sider my own self, lo, I find it coarser than clay![194]


‘Abdu’l-Bahá said,


You will real­ize that if the Di­vine light of truth shone
in Je­sus Christ it also shone in Moses and in Buddha.[195]


He also said,



...the
es­sen­tial found­a­tion of the teach­ings of Moses, Zoroaster, Je­sus and
Bahá’u’lláh is identical, is one; there is no dif­fer­ence what­so­ever.[196]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote,


Wert thou to pon­der in thine heart the be­ha­vior of the
Proph­ets of God thou wouldst as­suredly and read­ily testify that there must
needs be other worlds be­sides this world. The ma­jor­ity of the truly wise and
learned have, through­out the ages ... borne wit­ness to the truth of that which
the holy Writ of God hath re­vealed. Even the ma­ter­i­al­ists have test­i­fied in
their writ­ings to the wis­dom of these di­vinely-ap­poin­ted Mes­sen­gers, and have
re­garded the ref­er­en­ces made by the Proph­ets to Para­dise, to hell fire, to
fu­ture re­ward and pun­ish­ment, to have been ac­tu­ated by a de­sire to edu­cate and
up­lift the souls of men. Con­sider, there­fore, how the gen­er­al­ity of man­kind,
whatever their be­liefs or the­or­ies, have re­cog­nized the ex­cel­lence, and
ad­mit­ted the su­peri­or­ity, of these Proph­ets of God. These Gems of De­tach­ment
are ac­claimed by some as the em­bod­i­ments of wis­dom, while oth­ers be­lieve them
to be the mouth­piece of God Him­self. How could such Souls have con­sen­ted to
sur­render them­selves unto their en­emies if they be­lieved all the worlds of God
to have been re­duced to this earthly life? Would they have will­ingly suffered
such af­flic­tions and tor­ments as no man hath ever ex­per­i­en­ced or wit­nessed?[197]


Let us re­view briefly what the founders of re­li­gion have
said about them­selves and other founders. Each of them claims to speak with the
Cre­ator and to speak for the Cre­ator, and they claim to act only in ac­cord­ance
with what the Cre­ator re­quires of them, not of their own ac­cord. Each of them
refers to earlier founders and later founders. Note that while some founders
spoke by name of pre­vi­ous founders, none of the founders spoke by name of those
who would fol­low them. Read­ing the vari­ous scrip­tures, we find qual­it­at­ive
de­scrip­tions of fu­ture founders, and al­lu­sions to time peri­ods, but Moses did
not say, “a man named Je­sus will arise with the title of Christ,” nor did Christ
say, “An Ar­a­bian man of the fam­ily of Banu Hashim will take the title of
Muhammad.” Nev­er­the­less, Christ said that Moses had spoken of Him, and Muhammad
in­dic­ated that Je­sus was like Him­self.



The Chris­tian Apostle Paul al­ludes to
this one-way view:


For we
know in part, and we proph­esy in part. But when that which is per­fect is come,
then that which is in part shall be done away. ... For now we see through a
glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know
even as also I am known.[198]




To the fol­low­ers of later sys­tems, the earlier
proph­ecies seem clear; whereas to the fol­low­ers of earlier sys­tems, the later sys­tems
seem either blas­phem­ous or ir­rel­ev­ant. Col­lo­qui­ally, “Hind­sight is 20-20.”


What re­cords we have of the founders’ births and
child­hoods in­dic­ate that they were spe­cial from the very be­gin­ning of their
lives. They were un­usu­ally peace­ful ba­bies, and they were pre­co­cious chil­dren. They
were known for their hon­esty, their wis­dom, and their pre­oc­cu­pa­tion with spir­itual
mat­ters. They were not trained in theo­logy, but were able to ex­pound on
theo­lo­gical top­ics. They were not in­ter­es­ted in fol­low­ing the pro­fes­sions or
oc­cu­pa­tions of their par­ents, bey­ond what was ne­ces­sary for a mod­est liv­ing. They
were op­posed by the rich and power­ful of their day, but re­fused to com­prom­ise. They
were self-ef­fa­cing; yet after their death their teach­ings be­came the guid­ance
for mil­lions, even bil­lions, of people.


In sum­mary, the founders of
re­li­gious sys­tems had a great deal in com­mon with one an­other, but they were dif­fer­ent
from the rest of us, both at birth and through­out their lives.


Love


Love is gen­er­ally thought of in sci­entific circles as an
emo­tion. When we ex­am­ine the texts of re­li­gion, how­ever, we find that it is a
much broader concept. Let us ex­am­ine what some of the founders of re­li­gious
sys­tems have said about love.


Moses spoke of the Cre­ator’s


...show­ing mercy unto thou­sands of them that love me, and
keep my com­mand­ments.[199]


He fur­ther said,


And thou shalt love the LORD thy God with all thine heart,
and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.[200]


And now, Is­rael, what doth the LORD thy God re­quire of
thee, but to fear the LORD thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him,
and to serve the LORD thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul, To keep
the com­mand­ments of the LORD, and his stat­utes, which I com­mand thee this day
for thy good?[201]


For the LORD your God... loveth the stranger.... Love ye
there­fore the stranger....[202]


Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge ... but thou
shalt love thy neigh­bour as thy­self....[203]


Zoroaster said,


O Maker of the ma­ter­ial world, thou Holy One! Which is
the first place where the Earth feels most happy? Ahura Mazda answered: ‘It is
the place whereon one of the faith­ful steps for­ward ... ful­filling the law with
love....’[204]


'Listen unto our sac­ri­fice, O Mithra! ... Ac­cept our
liba­tions! ... Gather them to­gether with love...![205]


...far from Thy love the wicked has his por­tion....[206]


Buddha said,


...they are trans­por­ted by emo­tions of love and
com­pas­sion.... Thus ... in truth, they too are already in Nir­vana be­cause in
their emo­tions of love and com­pas­sion there is no rising of dis­crim­in­a­tion.... The
Bod­hisat­tva's Nir­vana is per­fect tran­quil­lisa­tion, but it is not ex­tinc­tion nor
in­ert­ness.... Here is per­fect solitude, ... bliss­fully peace­ful with the
serenity of Per­fect Love.[207]


Rid your­self of love: fear is born of love, fear and
suf­fer­ing. He neither fears nor suf­fers who no longer knows love.[208]


If a man fool­ishly does me wrong, I will re­turn to him the
pro­tec­tion of my un­grudging love....[209]


Christ said,


Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy
neigh­bour, and hate thine en­emy. But I say unto you, Love your en­emies, bless
them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which
des­pite­fully use you, and per­se­cute you....[210]


A new com­mand­ment I give unto you, That ye love one
an­other; as I have loved you, that ye also love one an­other.[211]


Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down
his life for his friends.[212]


The Father loveth the Son, and hath given all things into
his hand.[213]


Muhammad said,


...he is pi­ous who be­lieveth in God, and the last day, and
the an­gels, and the Scrip­tures, and the proph­ets; who for the love of God
dis­bur­seth his wealth to his kindred, and to the orphans, and the needy....[214]


Yet there are men who take to them idols along with God, and love them with the love of God:
But stronger in the faith­ful is the love of God.[215]


If ye love God, then fol­low me: God will love you, and
for­give your sins, for God is For­giv­ing, Mer­ci­ful.[216]


And one of his signs it is, that He hath cre­ated wives for
you of your own spe­cies, that ye may dwell with them, and hath put love and
ten­der­ness between you.[217]


The Báb wrote of


...spon­tan­eous love for the True Word of God, .. ut­ter
hu­mil­ity and lowli­ness ... one of the migh­ti­est signs of true love....[218]


...I am Thy ser­vant, O my God.... I have found no
con­tent­ment save in Thy love....[219]


I beg Thee to for­give me, O my Lord,... for every joy but
the joy of Thy love....[220]


Ex­al­ted art Thou, O my God! The ... love I cher­ish for
Thee is far sweeter to my taste than the know­ledge of all things....[221]


I have yearned for Thy love, but failed to find it ex­cept
in re­noun­cing everything other than Thy­self. I have been eager to wor­ship Thee,
yet have I failed to achieve Thy ad­or­a­tion, ex­cept by lov­ing those who cher­ish
Thy love.[222]


Bahá’u’lláh, speak­ing from the view­point of the Cre­ator,
said,


Make My love thy treas­ure and cher­ish it even as thy very
sight and life.[223]


Love Me, that I may love thee. If thou lovest Me not, My
love can in no wise reach thee.[224]


Out of the clay of love I mol­ded thee....[225]


He also said,


Ob­serve My com­mand­ments, for the love of My beauty.[226]


As My tribu­la­tions mul­ti­plied, so did My love for God and
for His Cause in­crease....[227]


Purge your hearts from love of the world....[228]


The jour­neys in the path­way of love are reckoned as four:
From the creatures to the True One; from the True One to the creatures; from
the creatures to the creatures; from the True One to the True One.[229]


It is the warmth that these Lu­minar­ies of God gen­er­ate,
and the un­dy­ing fires they kindle, which cause the light of the love of God to
burn fiercely in the heart of hu­man­ity.[230]


[The true seeker]
must purge his breast, which is the sanc­tu­ary of the abid­ing love of the
Be­loved, of every de­file­ment.... He must so cleanse his heart that no rem­nant
of either love or hate may linger therein, lest that love blindly in­cline him
to er­ror, or that hate re­pel him away from the truth.[231]


We see in these quo­ta­tions that love is de­scribed not only
as an emo­tion, but as a force. Two as­pects of love are un­con­di­tion­ally good: the
love of the Cre­ator for the creatures, and the love of the creatures for the
Cre­ator. Hu­man love can be seen in two forms. On the one hand there is
un­selfish love, which the founders ex­hort us to ex­press to­ward fam­ily, friends,
strangers, and even en­emies. On the other hand there is selfish and pas­sion­ate
love for riches, power, and lead­er­ship. The founders warn us against the second
form of love.


Truth


What did the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems say about truth?


Moses said in ref­er­ence to the Cre­ator,


He is the Rock, his work is per­fect: for all his ways are
judg­ment: a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is he.[232]


Moreover thou shalt provide out of all the people able
men, such as fear God, men of truth, hat­ing cov­et­ous­ness....[233]


... The LORD, The LORD God, mer­ci­ful and gra­cious,
long­suf­fer­ing, and abund­ant in good­ness and truth....[234]


The holy Za­rathus­tra said aloud:


‘This I ask thee: teach me the truth, O Lord! ...’[235]


For the re­cit­ing of that word of truth, O Za­rathus­tra!
the pro­noun­cing of that for­mula ... in­creases strength and vic­tory in one’s
soul and piety.[236]


Buddha based his teach­ings on four truths:


They are the Noble Truth of Suf­fer­ing, the Noble Truth of
the Ori­gin of Suf­fer­ing, the Noble Truth of the Ex­tinc­tion of Suf­fer­ing, the Noble
Truth of the Path that leads to the Ex­tinc­tion of Suf­fer­ing.[237]


He said fur­ther,

Give ear then, for the Im­mor­tal is found. I re­veal, I set forth the Truth. As I
re­veal it to you, so act![238] 


Christ said,


To this end was I born, and for this cause
came I into the world, that I should bear wit­ness unto the truth.[239]


And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you
free.[240]


Je­sus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the
life....[241]


Muhammad said,


Have thou no doubts about that Book, for it is the very
truth from thy Lord.[242]


... judg­ment is with God only: He will de­clare the truth;
and He is the best set­tler of dis­putes.[243]


And clothe not the truth with false­hood, and hide not the
truth when ye know it:...[244]


Speak­ing as the mouth­piece of the Cre­ator, Muhammad
warned of the con­se­quences of re­ject­ing the truth:


Ver­ily we have sent thee with the truth; a bearer of good
tid­ings and a warner; nor hath there been a people un­vis­ited by its warner. ...
Then chas­tised I the un­be­liev­ers: and how great was my ven­geance![245]


The Báb wrote,


No God is there be­sides Him, the su­preme Ruler, the
resplen­dent Truth.[246]


... God, be­sides Whom there is none other God but Him, the
Sov­er­eign Truth, the Just....[247]


... un­less God ac­com­plish what He wil­leth through the
power of truth.[248]


... Thou art none other but the Ser­vant of God, sus­tained
by the power of Truth.[249]


...those en­dowed with the eyes of the spirit circle like
moths round the Light of Truth....[250]


How of­ten a per­son, hav­ing in­clined his ears to the holy
verses, would bow down in hu­mil­ity and would em­brace the Truth, while his
leader would not do so. Thus every in­di­vidual must bear his own re­spons­ib­il­ity,
rather than someone else bear­ing it for him.[251]


Bahá’u’lláh wrote,


One should not ig­nore the truth of any mat­ter, rather
should one give ex­pres­sion to that which is right and true.[252]


In­deed one's right­eous deeds testify to the truth of one's
words.[253]


En­deav­our to the ut­most of thy powers to es­tab­lish the
word of truth with elo­quence and wis­dom and to dis­pel false­hood from the face
of the earth.[254]


God, the Eternal Truth....[255]


Re­fer­ring to the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems,
Bahá’u’lláh said,


...what­so­ever pro­cee­deth from these Mines of di­vine Wis­dom
and these Treas­ur­ies of eternal know­ledge is truth, and naught else but the
truth.[256]


In sum, the founders of re­li­gion de­clared truth as
cent­ral to their mis­sions, and they con­firmed that it is vi­tal to the
well-be­ing of man­kind.







Ac­tions


Situational Review


We have looked at truth and proofs; it re­mains to
con­sider ac­tions. Let us first see what our hu­man situ­ation looks like, based
on all that we have con­sidered so far.


Simple re­flec­tion and per­sonal ex­per­i­ence con­vince
us that we are con­scious, think­ing, cre­at­ive creatures, in­hab­it­ing a phys­ical
world sub­ject to the laws of cause and ef­fect. We make use of vari­ous proof
tech­niques to ar­rive at our views of truth. We have a per­sonal realm of
ex­per­i­ence, and pre­sum­ably, we ac­cept that every­one else must sim­il­arly have a
per­sonal realm. We also have a joint realm, shared both dir­ec­tly through com­mon
ex­per­i­en­ces and in­dir­ec­tly through spoken and writ­ten lan­guage. We re­cog­nize
that lan­guage can be truth­ful or un­truth­ful. We see that sci­ence and cul­ture
evolve over time, and that truths in these do­mains are re­l­at­ive. We de­term­ine
that there must be a First Cause of some sort, but our in­her­ent lim­it­a­tions
pre­vent us from fully com­pre­hend­ing the nature and char­ac­ter­ist­ics of that
First Cause. We find a num­ber of other ques­tions that are not amen­able to
in­tro­spect­ive or sci­entific ana­lysis, and we turn to the vari­ous re­li­gious sys­tems
for elu­cid­a­tion.


The world view pro­poun­ded by the founders of
re­li­gious sys­tems elab­or­ates on the nature of the First Cause. It tells us that
the phys­ical as­pect of real­ity is not its primary or most im­port­ant as­pect: it
denies that ma­ter­i­al­ism is a valid philo­sophy. It con­firms, in a sense, one
as­pect of the na­ive and in­tu­it­ive view of ourselves: that our con­scious­ness is
our primary real­ity, and all other as­pects of our be­ing are sec­ond­ary. How­ever,
it also ad­vises us that there is a pur­pose to our ex­ist­ence, and that
sat­is­fy­ing the tran­si­ent whims of our con­scious­ness runs counter to that
pur­pose. It tells us that we have moral and eth­ical re­spons­ib­il­it­ies, and that our
per­sonal ex­per­i­ence, both dur­ing our phys­ical life­time and after our phys­ical
death, will be joy­ous and sat­is­fy­ing pre­cisely to the ex­tent that we ac­cept
those re­spons­ib­il­it­ies and shape our lives around them. It also sets out
so­ci­etal norms and struc­tures that en­able us to co­oper­ate ef­fect­ively in a
moral frame­work. These norms and struc­tures have a com­mon core, but de­tails
have changed over the mil­len­nia.


Let us now turn to the topic of ac­tions.


Actions


Our choice of ac­tions, like our search for truth,
is a lifelong en­deavor. The pur­pose of dis­cov­er­ing new truths is not only the
sat­is­fac­tion of un­der­stand­ing the world and ourselves, but the be­ne­fit of
hav­ing sound guid­ance for our ac­tions. We have con­sidered truths ran­ging from
the trivial to the meta­phys­ical realms, from per­sonal to global valid­ity, from math­em­at­ical
to re­li­gious bases. There is no need to dwell on ac­tions de­pend­ent on simple
phys­ical truths; and the im­plic­a­tions of com­plex sci­entific truths are bey­ond
the scope of this work. What is of in­terest here is to con­sider some
im­plic­a­tions of ex­ist­en­tial truths for the con­duct of our lives.


Since it is the founders of re­li­gious sys­tems who
have provided ex­ist­en­tial truths, we will ex­am­ine how the truths they ex­poun­ded
can be used, in­di­vidu­ally and col­lect­ively, to im­prove our value as­sign­ments in
both per­sonal and col­lect­ive do­mains, and thereby to have bet­ter lives in well-func­tion­ing
so­ci­et­ies. We will con­sider what ad­di­tional ad­vant­ages we can find in the new
views of truth set forth by the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh, bey­ond those of the older
and widely ac­cep­ted re­li­gious sys­tems. We will be­gin with the per­sonal, and work
to­wards the global.


In all our ac­tions, it seems clear that as lov­ers
of truth, we should try not to vi­ol­ate our own un­der­stand­ing of truth: that is,
to in­ten­tion­ally and will­ingly en­gage in ac­tions that we be­lieve to be con­trary
to what is true and right, or to par­ti­cip­ate in dis­cus­sions that re­quire us to
agree with what we be­lieve to be false. In the course of our ac­tions and
dis­cus­sions, our un­der­stand­ing may change, so that in the end, we may do and
say things con­trary to what we pre­vi­ously be­lieved; but this does not jus­tify short-cir­cuit­ing
the pro­cess by un­der­tak­ing ac­tions and mak­ing state­ments that we be­lieve to be
wrong and false.


At the same time, and by the same token, we should re­main
aware and re­spect­ful of oth­ers’ points of view, and re­frain from ac­tions that
would vi­ol­ate their own im­per­at­ive to act and speak, within legal and so­cial
lim­its, ac­cord­ing to their own un­der­stand­ing.


Private Comportment


Our private com­port­ment is the touch­stone for our un­der­stand­ing
of truth, and for put­ting that un­der­stand­ing into ef­fect in the
world. Our thoughts, our med­it­a­tions, our pray­ers, our fears, our hopes, what
we read and write, what we watch and listen to, what we sing and play, what we
make or draw or paint, how we walk and run and dance, how we earn our liv­ing
and spend our money, all are ex­pres­sions of our in­ward and private
un­der­stand­ing of truth.


As we dis­cover new truths, we are bound to re-think
our daily pat­terns of be­ha­vior, to con­form them bet­ter to our new
un­der­stand­ings. This is as true in the moral do­main as in the in­tel­lec­tual
do­main. When we learn new as­pects of math­em­at­ics or sci­ence, we work prob­lems
in or­der to be­come pro­fi­cient. Like­wise, as we learn new as­pects of per­sonal and
so­cial real­ity, we need to put our new un­der­stand­ings into prac­tice. We can
read and study books that em­body and ex­press new truths. We can pray and
med­it­ate daily, as re­com­men­ded in every re­li­gious sys­tem. We can ex­am­ine our char­ac­ter
and our be­ha­vior, look­ing for de­fects to cor­rect, miss­ing ma­ter­ial to fill in,
and strong points to en­hance.


The ma­ter­i­al­istic view of ex­ist­ence as­serts that
the life of our con­scious­ness ends with the death of our body. This in turn tends
to­ward he­don­ism, to­ward re­gard­ing one’s own phys­ical grat­i­fic­a­tion (im­me­di­ate
or de­ferred) as the su­preme goal. Ma­ter­i­al­istic cul­ture urges that we should
re­strain ourselves only from ac­tions with bad ma­ter­ial con­se­quences such as ill
health, loss of em­ploy­ment, or legal ac­tion. This at­ti­tude is so pre­val­ent that
if someone acts ac­cord­ing to moral stand­ards, we look for some hid­den
self-in­terest: Is he just try­ing to make him­self look good? Is she angling for
a job? Someone who ab­stains from drugs, al­co­hol, and promis­cu­ity is likely, in
some circles, to be re­garded as a prude or a spoil-sport.


The view pro­poun­ded by the founders of re­li­gious
sys­tems is quite dif­fer­ent from the ma­ter­i­al­istic view. It pro­motes al­tru­istic
be­ha­vior, which was prac­ticed to an ex­em­plary de­gree by the founders. It as­serts
that our phys­ical life is only the first stage of an eternal ex­ist­ence. It sets
forth stand­ards of be­ha­vior, in­clud­ing re­quired ac­tions, re­com­men­ded ac­tions,
dis­cour­aged ac­tions, and pro­hib­ited ac­tions. It ex­horts us to con­sider our
well-be­ing in spir­itual rather than ma­ter­ial terms.


The ex­horta­tions of re­li­gion have led some people to
be­lieve that com­plete re­jec­tion of ma­ter­ial com­forts, even to the ex­tent of
starving or whip­ping them­selves, is the best way to de­mon­strate their love of
truth. Bahá’u’lláh cla­ri­fied this is­sue, in­dic­at­ing that we should avoid
ma­ter­i­al­ism, but not to the ex­tent of as­ceti­cism. He said, Liv­ing in se­clu­sion or prac­tising as­ceti­cism is not
ac­cept­able in the pres­ence of God. ... De­prive not yourselves of the boun­ties
which have been cre­ated for your sake.[257]


Bring­ing our lives into bet­ter con­form­ance with the
teach­ings of re­li­gion can be chal­len­ging. We are mem­bers of so­ci­et­ies that
em­phas­ize either the in­di­vidual or the so­ci­ety, set­ting these in op­pos­i­tion to
each other. Our chal­lenge is to in­tern­al­ize and act on the prin­ciple that the
good of the in­di­vidual and the good of the group are not, in fact, in
op­pos­i­tion. They are, rather, com­ple­ment­ary. We can­not be fully se­cure and
con­tent if our sis­ters and broth­ers are not se­cure and con­tent, and we can­not
have a pros­per­ous and joy­ous so­ci­ety if the in­di­vidu­als within it are not
pros­per­ous and joy­ous.


Individual Interactions


Let us next con­sider our in­ter­ac­tions with fam­ily,
friends, cowork­ers, cli­ents, clerks, salespeople, and oth­ers with whom we have dir­ect
re­la­tion­ships. This is our most im­me­di­ate level of in­ter­ac­tion with the rest of
hu­man­ity. It is where private com­port­ment puts on a pub­lic face. It is the most
ba­sic level at which our per­sonal un­der­stand­ing of truth may be tested,
con­firmed, chal­lenged, or har­mon­ized with oth­ers’ un­der­stand­ing. If our view of
truth is valid and suf­fi­ciently broad, we should find oth­ers’ be­ha­vior
reas­on­able and pre­dict­able. If we are sur­prised or puzzled by oth­ers’ be­ha­vior,
then by defin­i­tion, our view of truth is in­com­plete, and we need to re­vise it
in light of what we have en­countered. We may not agree with an­other’s view of
truth that leads to their un­ex­pec­ted be­ha­vior, but we would do well to
re­cog­nize its ex­ist­ence and al­low for its con­se­quences in or­der to avoid be­ing
sur­prised.


The ma­ter­i­al­istic in­ter­pret­a­tion of our
in­ter­ac­tions with oth­ers as­sumes that we are an­im­als with reas­on­ing power. Un­der
this as­sump­tion, the primary drivers of hu­man in­ter­ac­tions are in­stinct and
con­di­tioned learn­ing, while our reas­on­ing power al­lows us to in­ten­tion­ally modify
our an­imal be­ha­vior. A con­se­quence of this is that in­ter­per­sonal con­flict is
seen as an in­ev­it­able as­pect of our in­ter­ac­tions with oth­ers. Stud­ies of
prim­ates and other so­cial an­im­als show that there are in­stinctual bases for
co­oper­a­tion, but there are also in­stinctual bases for dom­in­ance and ag­gres­sion.
It is these lat­ter tend­en­cies that give rise to in­ter­per­sonal con­flict and
ex­ploit­a­tion.


Re­li­gion provides a dif­fer­ent in­ter­pret­a­tion. It
re­gards love, rather than in­stinct, as the primary mo­tiv­ator of hu­man be­ha­vior.
It pro­claims the hu­man be­ing as a spir­itual creature clothed in an an­imal body,
and teaches that if we al­low our spir­itual nature to dom­in­ate our an­imal
nature, in­ter­per­sonal har­mony will be nor­mal to us. In­stinct is seen as one of
many nat­ural forces, like heat, grav­ity, and light, which must be taken into
ac­count in plan­ning our ac­tions, and which should be har­nessed to worthy ends.


How can we work to im­prove our in­ter­ac­tions? We can
be­come more pa­tient and less de­mand­ing, more gen­er­ous and less cov­et­ous. If we
lose our tem­per we can apo­lo­gize, and if someone else loses theirs we can
ex­cuse them. We can look for the best in oth­ers, and avoid show­ing the worst in
ourselves. We can re­joice in oth­ers’ good for­tune as well as our own. We can be
open-minded and equit­able, and strive to en­gage in con­sulta­tion rather than
ar­gu­ment­a­tion. We can look for op­por­tun­it­ies to be of ser­vice to oth­ers, and
even to re­gard their wel­fare as more im­port­ant than our own. Ac­cord­ing to
Bahá’u’lláh, Blessed is he who pre­fer­reth his brother be­fore him­self.[258]


We can be trust­worthy and truth­ful. Bahá’u’lláh said,
Trust­wor­thi­ness is the greatest portal lead­ing unto the tran­quil­lity and
se­cur­ity of the people. In truth the sta­bil­ity of every af­fair hath de­pen­ded
and doth de­pend upon it.[259]
The Bahá’í writ­ings state, Truth­ful­ness is the found­a­tion of all hu­man
vir­tues. ... When this holy at­trib­ute is es­tab­lished in man, all the di­vine
qual­it­ies will also be ac­quired.[260]


We can avoid gos­sip and back­bit­ing. This is more
dif­fi­cult than it may ap­pear. Much of what passes for news could be de­scribed
as gos­sip, as could much of our con­ver­sa­tion. Gos­sip causes us to fo­cus on the
do­ings of oth­ers, and in­ev­it­ably de­gen­er­ates into back­bit­ing. Bahá’u’lláh re­minds
us that every one of you knoweth his own self bet­ter than he knoweth oth­ers,[261] and warns
that back­bit­ing quencheth the light of the heart, and ex­tin­guish­eth the life
of the soul.[262]


Family Life


The fam­ily is the ba­sic unit of so­ci­ety. If we seek
to achieve a bet­ter so­ci­ety, we must be­gin our ef­forts in the fam­ily. It is
easy, of course, to see vari­ous as­pects of dys­func­tion in other fam­il­ies, and
to enu­mer­ate the changes they should make. It is within our own fam­ily,
how­ever, that we can have the greatest ef­fect; and within the fam­ily, it is our
own at­ti­tudes and be­ha­vior that we can change. If we read the news­pa­per ad­vice
columns, we see a great many let­ters com­plain­ing about the prob­lems caused by
other fam­ily mem­bers, but very few ask­ing, “How can I change my­self to make my
fam­ily bet­ter?” Yet our own self is the only self we can change. It is pos­sible,
even prob­able, that im­prov­ing ourselves will in­spire other fam­ily mem­bers to
im­prove them­selves; but that can­not be our motive. A sin­cere ef­fort to be
lov­ing and giv­ing will give us joy, and will make for a more har­mo­ni­ous fam­ily.


Mar­riage is the core in­sti­tu­tion of fam­ily life. Bahá’u’lláh
calls it a fort­ress for well-be­ing and sal­va­tion.[263] It is one of
the old­est hu­man in­sti­tu­tions, be­ing de­pend­ent only on a com­pet­ent
au­thor­ity to define it and en­force its pro­vi­sions. Its con­tract has been
vari­ously between one man and one wo­man; one man and sev­eral wo­men; one wo­man
and sev­eral men; two men; two wo­men; or among a group of men and wo­men. Bahá’u’lláh
defined it as con­sist­ing of one man and one wo­man, and in­dic­ated that its
primary pur­pose is the rear­ing of chil­dren. He said, Enter into wed­lock, O
people, that ye may bring forth one who will make men­tion of Me amid My ser­vants. [264] Else­where in the
Bahá’í writ­ings it is cla­ri­fied that mar­riage is a re­com­mend­a­tion, not a
bind­ing com­mand, the al­tern­at­ive be­ing to re­main single and cel­ib­ate. Bahá’u’lláh
said with re­spect to chil­dren, He that brin­g­eth up his son or the son of an­other,
it is as though he hath brought up a son of Mine....[265] In view of
the Bahá’í prin­ciple of equal­ity of the sexes, it is clear that “he” and “son”
can be un­der­stood as “he or she” and “son or daugh­ter.”


As men­tioned earlier, Bahá’u’lláh re­quired that par­ents
edu­cate their chil­dren. Like­wise, he wrote of fi­lial duty: The fruits that
best be­fit the tree of hu­man life are trust­wor­thi­ness and god­li­ness,
truth­ful­ness and sin­cer­ity; but greater than all, after re­cog­ni­tion of the
unity of God, ... is re­gard for the rights that are due to one’s par­ents.....[266]


The ex­ten­ded fam­ily of­fers us a lar­ger scope in
which to ex­er­cise our un­der­stand­ing of truths about per­sonal in­ter­ac­tion. It
in­volves sev­eral gen­er­a­tions, giv­ing us the op­por­tun­ity to ob­serve and bridge
gen­er­a­tional dif­fer­en­ces. We may find ourselves chal­lenged by the pro­ver­bial
in-law prob­lems, try­ing to find ways to re­con­cile dif­fer­ent as­sump­tions,
be­liefs, cus­toms, and tra­di­tions, as well as to re­duce the dis­trust that of­ten
seems to be at the root of in-law dif­fi­culties. Bahá’u’lláh’s re­quire­ment of
par­en­tal per­mis­sion is ger­mane in this re­gard: ... mar­riage is de­pend­ent
upon the con­sent of both parties. De­sir­ing to es­tab­lish love, unity and har­mony
amidst Our ser­vants, We have con­di­tioned it, once the couple’s wish is known,
upon the per­mis­sion of their par­ents, lest enmity and ran­cour should arise
amongst them.[267]


Workplace


For many of us, the work­place is “a job”—that is, a
means to earn money, rather than a ca­reer or pro­fes­sion to which we feel
ded­ic­a­tion and com­mit­ment. Bahá’u’lláh offered a new and help­ful per­spect­ive on
work. He said that every­one should have an oc­cu­pa­tion of some kind (which
in­cludes un­paid oc­cu­pa­tions such as home­mak­ing, child rear­ing, and elder care)
and says, We have ex­al­ted your en­gage­ment in such work to the rank of
wor­ship of the one true God.[268]
That is, “work­ing” no longer means just earn­ing money, and “wor­ship” no longer
means stop­ping everything else to think about the Cre­ator. Work thus be­comes
some­thing noble, and wor­ship be­comes an on­go­ing activ­ity whenever we are
work­ing. The Bahá’í writ­ings also en­cour­age us to ap­proach our oc­cu­pa­tion in a
spirit of ser­vice. These novel and noble ideas provide a found­a­tion for
im­prov­ing the work­place, give a sense of whole­ness to our work, and en­hance con­tinu­ity
between our per­sonal and work­place lives.


The work­place re­flects both the func­tion­ing and
mal­func­tion­ing of mod­ern so­ci­ety. The chal­lenges and op­por­tun­it­ies of life in
the work­place are sim­ilar in some ways to those of the fam­ily. We may be called
upon to lead, to fol­low, and to co­oper­ate, de­pend­ing on our role in a
par­tic­u­lar or­gan­iz­a­tional ef­fort. Each of these roles has its own op­por­tun­it­ies
and chal­lenges. When we lead, we have to be as­sert­ive without be­ing tyr­an­nical;
when we fol­low, we have to be obed­i­ent without be­ing pass­ive. In our
co­oper­a­tion, we need to make our own voice heard and also en­cour­age oth­ers to
speak their minds. We need to be con­tinu­ally alert to the ten­sion between truth
and con­veni­ence, and to make our views known without be­ing in­sist­ent or
stub­born.


Em­ploy­ees are of­ten treated as ex­pend­able
com­mod­it­ies rather than as val­ued hu­man be­ings. Ef­fi­ciency of pro­duc­tion is
in­creased while product qual­ity and job sat­is­fac­tion are de­creased. Clearly
such at­ti­tudes are not in keep­ing with the true nature of hu­man be­ings. It may
not be pos­sible for an in­di­vidual to change the struc­ture of the work­place, but
it is al­ways pos­sible for each of us to con­trib­ute ef­fect­ively, to make oth­ers
feel val­ued, and to speak out in sup­port of the be­ne­fits of a work­place that
im­pli­citly re­cog­nizes the spir­itual nature of hu­man be­ings. 


Neighborhood


A neigh­bor­hood can be of many dif­fer­ent forms,
ac­cord­ing to whether we live in an urban area, a town, or a rural dis­trict; and
whether we live in a single-fam­ily house, a shared unit, or a high-rise
apart­ment. A har­mo­ni­ous neigh­bor­hood de­pends, at a min­imum, on trust and mu­tual
re­spect. There are well-func­tion­ing neigh­bor­hoods in which people leave their
doors un­locked and chil­dren play un­su­per­vised. There are also poorly
func­tion­ing neigh­bor­hoods in which doors are double-locked, win­dows are barred,
and people avoid go­ing out alone. Most neigh­bor­hoods func­tion some­where between
these ex­tremes.


While it may be bey­ond an in­di­vidual’s power to
trans­form a poorly func­tion­ing neigh­bor­hood into a well-func­tion­ing one, we can
still ask ourselves, “What part can I play in im­prov­ing my neigh­bor­hood?” One be­ne­fi­cial
ap­proach is, Be worthy of the trust of thy neigh­bor, and look upon him with
a bright and friendly face.[269]
On a lar­ger scale, we can act­ively look for op­por­tun­it­ies to be­come ac­quain­ted
with our neigh­bors, to be of ser­vice to them, to visit them, to in­vite them to
visit us, and to foster the growth of neigh­bor­hood chil­dren. We can do this either
in­di­vidu­ally or as part of vari­ous com­mu­nity out­reach or­gan­iz­a­tions. In­vit­ing
neigh­bors to one’s home to join in in­ter­faith prayer and de­vo­tional gath­er­ings
is one way to build trust and friend­ship in a di­verse neigh­bor­hood.


Community


Com­mu­nity-wide ac­tions are nat­ur­ally more formal
and or­gan­ized than our in­di­vidual neigh­bor­hood in­ter­ac­tions. Com­mit­tees, civil
or­gan­iz­a­tions, and re­li­gious groups all play a part in fos­ter­ing a healthy
com­mu­nity life. Some ex­amples of com­mu­nity or­gan­iz­a­tions with in­ter­na­tional co­or­din­a­tion and
sup­port in­clude Scout­ing, Grange, Rotary, Boys and Girls Clubs, and the Ju­nior
Youth Spir­itual Em­power­ment Pro­gram, which fo­cuses on the spir­itual as­pect of
ad­oles­cent en­ergy and chan­nels it into co­oper­a­tion and ser­vice.
Mem­ber­ship or lead­er­ship in com­mu­nity or­gan­iz­a­tions provides wide-ran­ging
op­por­tun­it­ies to pro­mote healthy com­mu­nit­ies.


The Bahá’ís of Iran have been put­ting
Bahá’u’lláh’s teach­ings on edu­ca­tion and equal­ity of the sexes into prac­tice
for over a cen­tury. They es­tab­lished some of the first Ir­a­nian schools for
girls. One such school, the Tar­biyat School for Girls, open to girls of all
faiths, was suc­cess­ful and well-at­ten­ded from 1911 un­til 1934, when it was closed by
ant­ag­on­istic au­thor­it­ies. As of the early 21st cen­tury,
Bahá’ís are sys­tem­at­ic­ally ex­cluded from in­sti­tu­tions of higher edu­ca­tion in
Iran, and have re­sor­ted to cre­at­ing their own private edu­ca­tional net­works. Gradu­ates
of these net­works have been ac­cep­ted for con­tinu­ing study in other coun­tries,
while within Iran the net­works have been dis­rup­ted by re­peated gov­ern­ment raids
and con­fis­ca­tions. Teach­ers and co­or­din­at­ors of these ef­forts have been
sen­tenced to lengthy prison terms, solely be­cause they have offered edu­ca­tional
op­por­tun­it­ies to young Bahá’ís. The edu­cat­ors in these in­sti­tu­tions are
de­mon­strat­ing the highest de­gree of de­vo­tion to com­mu­nity well-be­ing. Through­out
the world, Bahá’ís and other par­ti­cipants are en­gaged in a co­or­din­ated pro­cess
of dis­trib­uted learn­ing, called the In­sti­tute Pro­cess, which pro­motes spir­itu­ally-based
edu­ca­tion among chil­dren, ad­oles­cents, youth, and adults. This pro­cess has
gen­er­ated spir­itual, in­tel­lec­tual, and ma­ter­ial be­ne­fits in di­verse com­mu­nit­ies
of dif­fer­ent na­tions and con­tin­ents.


Closely re­lated to “com­mu­nity” is the no­tion of “civil
so­ci­ety.” From vo­lun­teers at local schools to non-gov­ern­men­tal or­gan­iz­a­tions at
the United Na­tions, civil so­ci­ety provides ser­vices that com­ple­ment those of
gov­ern­men­tal and busi­ness en­tit­ies. It provides a grass-roots ap­proach to
oth­er­wise in­tract­able so­cial prob­lems. As of 2016, there were about 30,000 Civil
So­ci­ety Or­gan­iz­a­tions work­ing with the United Na­tions[270], in­clud­ing about
4,000 that have con­sul­tat­ive status.[271]
These or­gan­iz­a­tions em­body and pro­mote the truth that all hu­man­kind forms an
in­ter­de­pend­ent or­gan­iz­a­tion. The Bahá’í In­ter­na­tional Com­mu­nity has played a
strong role, ever since the found­ing of the United Na­tions, in fos­ter­ing the
in­flu­ence of civil so­ci­ety on that in­sti­tu­tion.


Government


Gov­ern­ment is the formal means of main­tain­ing or­der
in so­ci­ety. As col­lat­eral to this ob­ject­ive, it may have many other func­tions
such as edu­ca­tion, health, care of the needy, and pro­tec­tion of chil­dren. The
avowed fo­cus for gov­ern­ment may be the in­di­vidual, so­ci­ety col­lect­ively, or a
mon­arch. The founders of re­li­gious sys­tems have been seen, by the gov­ern­ment of
their day, as dangers to the ex­ist­ing so­cial or­der; while the founders
them­selves ad­vised their fol­low­ers not to in­ter­fere with the gov­ern­ment. In the words of Christ, Render there­fore unto Caesar the
things which be Caesar's, and unto God the things which be God's.[272]  In the
cen­tur­ies after each founder’s death, new sys­tems of gov­ern­ment gradu­ally de­ve­loped
that were either based ex­pli­citly on the new re­li­gious sys­tem, or at least in
har­mony with it. Today there is no gov­ern­ment that seems well aligned with the
teach­ings of any re­li­gion, al­though some of them claim to be.


As lov­ers of truth, we can hardly con­done lies and
dis­sim­u­la­tion, tyranny and self-ag­grand­ize­ment on the part of gov­ern­ments or
their rep­res­ent­at­ives. At the same time, none of us can hope to “fix” what we
re­gard as wrong with the gov­ern­ment, es­pe­cially since there is no single
stand­ard for what is right. What can we do, then? We can par­ti­cip­ate in pub­lic
dis­course, make our views known, try to un­der­stand the views of oth­ers, and
look for the best res­ol­u­tion of our dif­fer­en­ces. If we live in a demo­cracy, we
can vote; if not, we can ap­peal to the gov­ern­ment through of­fi­cial chan­nels. The
Bahá’í writ­ings for­bid par­ti­cip­a­tion in par­tisan polit­ics; en­cour­age states­man­ship;
and al­low ad­min­is­trat­ive ser­vice and other non-polit­ical sup­port of gov­ern­ment
func­tions.


Bahá’u’lláh
wrote, In every coun­try where any of this people reside, they must be­have
to­wards the gov­ern­ment of that coun­try with loy­alty, hon­esty and truth­ful­ness.[273]


Societal Transformation


We try to live our lives in ac­cord­ance with
our un­der­stand­ing of the truth, and like­wise, we want to see so­ci­ety func­tion in ac­cord­ance
with that un­der­stand­ing. Ob­vi­ously, this means that we would like oth­ers
to share our un­der­stand­ing. If we oc­cupy a po­s­i­tion of power in so­ci­ety, it is
tempt­ing to simply im­pose our views of truth on those we con­trol. This has been
tried re­peatedly over the ages and in mod­ern times, and has never pro­duced good
res­ults. Kings and gen­er­als, popes and ca­liphs have im­posed their laws and
de­crees, died de­tested, and been for­got­ten. The founders of re­li­gious sys­tems,
on the other hand, have im­bued their fol­low­ers with new be­liefs and val­ues. These
fol­low­ers have never been the power­ful and elite, but rather the humble and
down­trod­den. They have shared their new be­liefs with their friends and
neigh­bors, and raised their chil­dren ac­cord­ing to those be­liefs. Over
cen­tur­ies, the fol­low­ers have grown in num­ber, and their be­liefs have be­come
cus­tom or law. Time and truth have conquered, where tem­poral might has failed. This
cycle has been re­peated in the past, and will surely con­tinue to be re­peated
today and in the fu­ture. If our un­der­stand­ing of truth is valid, then the
so­ci­etal goals we strive for will be reached, though per­haps not in our
life­time.


Any last­ing change in so­ci­ety must be­gin with the
chil­dren. The Bahá’í writ­ings point out, It is ex­tremely dif­fi­cult to teach
the in­di­vidual and re­fine his char­ac­ter once pu­berty is passed. ... There­fore
it is in early child­hood that a firm found­a­tion must be laid. While the branch
is green and tender it can eas­ily be made straight.[274] Fos­ter­ing the
de­vel­op­ment of chil­dren be­gins in the fam­ily and con­tin­ues in the schools. We
should make every ef­fort, then, to cre­ate lov­ing fam­il­ies of our own, to
en­cour­age and fa­cil­it­ate the same for oth­ers, and to sup­port a strong and
nur­tur­ing edu­ca­tional sys­tem.


World Society


In an­cient times, hu­mans lived in small so­cial
groups. With the pas­sage of time, so­ci­ety or­gan­ized into fam­il­ies, tribes, and
clans. Still later, cit­ies and na­tions ap­peared. Today there are na­tions and
groups of na­tions, al­though the lat­ter are far weaker than the former. If we
con­sider a hier­archy of gov­ern­men­tal power and au­thor­ity, we see the na­tions at
the top, then be­low them their states, provinces, re­pub­lics, or other na­tional
di­vi­sions, and be­low them their local re­gions and cit­ies. The groups of na­tions
are also be­low the na­tions, even though they are lar­ger. If we turn to the
eco­nomic sphere, how­ever, we see that na­tional bound­ar­ies are prac­tic­ally
mean­ing­less. Large mul­tina­tional cor­por­a­tions may have a nom­inal headquar­ters
in one na­tion, an ef­fect­ive cen­ter of power in an­other na­tion, and sub­si­di­ar­ies
in dozens or hun­dreds of na­tions. Like­wise so­cial and re­li­gious net­works ex­tend
across the world, en­abled by in­ter­na­tional com­mu­nic­a­tions from mail to
tele­vi­sion to the in­ter­net.


Is there some­thing wrong with this pic­ture? It is,
of course, the world we live in, and so we take it largely for gran­ted. There
are, how­ever, many people who are dis­turbed by this situ­ation and find it
chaotic. Their re­sponses to this chaos are di­verse and con­tra­dict­ory. Some want
to re­turn to a sim­pler time: break up the mul­tina­tion­als, im­pose tar­iffs, buy
only from their own coun­try, pre­vent im­mig­ra­tion. Oth­ers want to take ad­vant­age
of the situ­ation: keep their money in Switzer­land, re­gister their ships in
Panama, base their pro­duc­tion in China, and build their call cen­ter in In­dia. It
seems ob­vi­ous that his­tory never runs back­ward, and that the world will not
re­turn to a col­lec­tion of in­de­pend­ent na­tions with very little trade between
them. We are thus faced with the ne­ces­sity of reg­u­lat­ing the af­fairs of the
en­tire world in some way that min­im­izes the chaos while pre­serving in­di­vidual,
na­tional, and re­gional self-de­term­in­a­tion.


There is no present struc­ture to ac­com­plish com­pre­hens­ive
world reg­u­la­tion. The groups of na­tions, with the par­tial ex­cep­tion of the
European Union, are sub­si­di­ary to the na­tions that form them, and the United
Na­tions is primar­ily an ad­vis­ory body. The con­sti­tu­tion of each na­tion places
it at the top of the gov­ern­men­tal hier­archy, which means that no world
reg­u­lat­ory struc­ture can be cre­ated without every na­tion’s re­vis­ing its most
fun­da­men­tal gov­ern­ing doc­u­ment. This, for most na­tions, re­quires that a large
ma­jor­ity of its cit­izens sup­port such a change. There is thus an enorm­ous
bar­rier to the con­struc­tion of a world reg­u­lat­ory struc­ture.


And yet, without such reg­u­la­tion, eco­nomic,
so­cial, and mil­it­ary chaos is bound to in­crease. The same chan­nels of
com­mu­nic­a­tion, trans­port, and fiscal in­ter­change that al­low a world so­ci­ety to
thrive are be­ing used for eco­nomic ex­ploit­a­tion, op­pres­sion of work­ers, far-flung
mil­it­ary op­er­a­tions, and ter­ror­ism. The threat of nuc­lear holo­caust still hangs
over the world, in­creas­ing as ad­di­tional na­tions de­ve­lop their own cap­ab­il­it­ies.
Heavy-handed po­lice and mil­it­ary in­ter­ven­tion on the one hand, and
pseudo-re­li­gious fan­at­icism on the other, are spread­ing in­sec­ur­ity into
im­pov­er­ished and wealthy re­gions alike. Edu­ca­tional and pro­fes­sional
op­por­tun­it­ies, which seemed to be con­tinu­ally in­creas­ing through the 20th
cen­tury, are in de­cline. The world’s wealth is be­ing con­cen­trated in
ever-greater amounts in ever-fewer hands.


In the second half of the 1800s, the west­ern world
foresaw a fu­ture of lim­it­less in­dus­trial ex­pan­sion that would provide every­one
in the world with all they needed to be happy and pros­per­ous. Writ­ing in that
same period, Bahá’u’lláh warned, The world is in trav­ail, and its agit­a­tion
waxeth day by day. Its face is turned to­wards way­ward­ness and un­be­lief. Such
shall be its plight, that to dis­close it now would not be meet and seemly.[275] Again, The
winds of des­pair are, alas, blow­ing from every dir­ec­tion, and the strife that
di­videth and af­flic­t­eth the hu­man race is daily in­creas­ing. The signs of
im­pend­ing con­vul­sions and chaos can now be dis­cerned, inas­much as the
pre­vail­ing or­der ap­peareth to be lam­ent­ably de­fect­ive.[276] He also pre­scribed
a rem­edy: The time must come when the im­per­at­ive ne­ces­sity for the hold­ing
of a vast, an all-em­bra­cing as­semblage of men will be uni­ver­sally real­ized. The
rulers and kings of the earth must needs at­tend it, and, par­ti­cip­at­ing in its
de­lib­er­a­tions, must con­sider such ways and means as will lay the found­a­tions of
the world's Great Peace amongst men. Such a peace de­man­deth that the Great
Powers should re­solve, for the sake of the tran­quil­lity of the peoples of the
earth, to be fully re­con­ciled among them­selves. Should any king take up arms
against an­other, all should unitedly arise and pre­vent him. If this be done,
the na­tions of the world will no longer re­quire any arma­ments, ex­cept for the
pur­pose of pre­serving the se­cur­ity of their realms and of main­tain­ing in­ternal
or­der within their ter­rit­or­ies. This will en­sure the peace and com­pos­ure of
every people, gov­ern­ment and na­tion.[277]


The Bahá’í Faith is ad­min­is­trat­ively or­gan­ized
along the prin­ciple of world unity. The Bahá’ís of every city and of every na­tion
have a demo­crat­ic­ally elec­ted gov­ern­ing body. The na­tional gov­ern­ing bod­ies
join in elect­ing a world gov­ern­ing body. The Bahá’í writ­ings refer to this as a
sys­tem which is at once the har­binger, the nuc­leus and pat­tern of a fu­ture
world or­der.[278]
These writ­ings say fur­ther, The unity of the hu­man race, as en­vis­aged by
Bahá’u’lláh, im­plies the es­tab­lish­ment of a world com­mon­wealth in which all
na­tions, races, creeds and classes are closely and per­man­ently united, and in
which the autonomy of its state mem­bers and per­sonal free­dom and ini­ti­at­ive of
the in­di­vidu­als that com­pose them are def­in­itely and com­pletely safe­guarded.[279]


As to eco­nom­ics, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the son of
Bahá’u’lláh, stated in a speech in 1912, All the gov­ern­ments of the world
must be united and ... plan with ut­most wis­dom and power so that neither the
cap­it­al­ist suf­fer from enorm­ous losses nor the laborers be­come needy. ... Oth­er­wise,
the labor prob­lem will lead to much de­struc­tion, es­pe­cially in Europe. Ter­rible
things will take place. For in­stance, the own­ers of prop­er­ties, mines and
factor­ies should share their in­comes with their em­ploy­ees and give a ... per­cent­age
... of the gen­eral in­come of the fact­ory....[280]


Cre­ation of a world reg­u­lat­ory sys­tem is a daunt­ing
task, and one that many people, fear­ful of world-wide tyranny, be­lieve should
not even be at­temp­ted. How­ever, the same feel­ings and ar­gu­ments have been
proffered at the be­gin­nings of many mod­ern na­tions. It is hard to ima­gine that fifty
sep­ar­ate States would be faring bet­ter than one United States, or that thirty-four
sep­ar­ate provinces would be stronger, hap­pier, or more pros­per­ous than one French
na­tion. It is true that many of the na­tions of the So­viet Union left the Union
when they were able, but they had not entered the Union vol­un­tar­ily. With
proper safe­guards and uni­ver­sal vol­un­tary par­ti­cip­a­tion, a World Fed­er­a­tion
will someday be achiev­able and will be prefer­able to a world in its present
state of con­stant im­bal­ance and com­mo­tion. Work­ing to­ward such an
ac­com­plish­ment is a worthy en­deavor at any scale, from con­ver­sa­tions with
friends to in­ter­na­tional con­voc­a­tions.


Con­clu­sion


The search for truth is an un­end­ing ex­plor­a­tion,
for each of us and for all of us. Each newly dis­covered truth an­swers some
ques­tions and raises fur­ther ques­tions. We have ex­plored vari­ous as­pects of
truth, from the trivial to the un­know­able, from com­monly ac­cep­ted to hotly
con­tested, from sci­entific and math­em­at­ical to philo­soph­ical and re­li­gious,
with at­ten­tion to both pre­re­quis­ite proofs and con­se­quent ac­tions.
Math­em­at­ical and sci­entific meth­ods of proof, and of put­ting into ac­tion the
truths dis­covered, provide a paradigm for dis­cov­er­ing, prov­ing, and act­ing on
ex­ist­en­tial truths. The re­l­at­ive nature of state­ments of math­em­at­ical and
sci­entific truth is re­flec­ted in the re­l­at­ive nature of state­ments of
ex­ist­en­tial truth. We have looked at a few in­stances of truth, and the chan­ging
nature of our com­pre­hen­sion of truth, in the do­mains of math­em­at­ics, sci­ence,
and re­li­gion. We have con­sidered ideas pro­poun­ded by founders of re­li­gious
sys­tems over the last sev­eral mil­len­nia, be­gin­ning with early Jew­ish, Greek,
and Per­sian times, and ex­tend­ing into the cur­rent cen­tury.


We have paid par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion to the new
ex­pos­i­tions found in the writ­ings of the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh. The Bahá’ís work
to align their own be­ha­vior with these ex­pos­i­tions and to make them more widely
known. They in­vite all, whether or not they ac­cept the sta­tions of the Báb and
Bahá’u’lláh, to make use of the truths em­bod­ied in these ex­pos­i­tions, and to
put them into prac­tice in their in­di­vidual lives and in the col­lect­ive life of
hu­man­kind. They in­vite those who do ac­cept the sta­tions of the Báb and
Bahá’u’lláh to form­ally en­roll in the Bahá’í Faith. 


We close with these words of Bahá’u’lláh: We
fain would hope that, God will­ing, thou wilt not re­turn, de­prived and still
athirst, from the shores of the ocean of di­vine mercy, nor come back des­ti­tute
from the im­per­ish­able Sanc­tu­ary of thy heart's de­sire. Let it now be seen what
thy search and en­deav­ours will achieve.[281]

















Notes and Ref­er­en­ces


Defin­i­tions


This sec­tion col­lects the defin­i­tions given through­out the
text into one al­pha­bet­ical list for quick ref­er­ence. Terms not lis­ted here are
to be un­der­stood in their nor­mal range of dic­tion­ary mean­ings. 


Ab­so­lute truth: Truth on which every­one
will agree.


Ac­tion: An ac­tion that arises from hav­ing
ac­cep­ted a given truth or set of truths.


Au­thor­it­at­ive proof: The as­ser­tion that a
no­tion is valid based on some au­thor­it­at­ive source.


Be­lief: A no­tion that may or may not have
an as­so­ci­ated proof.


De­duct­ive proof: A proof that starts with
a set of premises (hy­po­theses) and uses formal or in­formal rules of lo­gic to
ar­rive at con­clu­sions.


De­gree of con­fid­ence: As­sess­ment of the
level of cor­rect­ness of a proof.


Fig­ur­at­ive truth: Truth ex­pressed in a
form that is evoc­at­ive but not lit­eral.


Gestalt: The no­tion that the whole is not just the sum of its parts.


Hier­archy: Any sys­tem­atic rank­ing. Usu­ally
based on a value sys­tem.


Hy­po­thesis: A no­tion that one is in the
pro­cess of prov­ing or dis­prov­ing.


In­duct­ive proof: A proof that starts from
ob­served con­clu­sions and at­tempts to find a valid set of premises that ex­plains
the ob­ser­va­tions.


Lit­eral truth: Truth that is ex­pressed in
words and phrases that re­flect as closely as pos­sible the no­tion that is to be
ex­pressed.


Ma­ter­i­al­ism: A con­cep­tion of real­ity as
primar­ily phys­ical, with all other as­pects of real­ity be­ing by-products of
phys­ical ex­ist­ence.


Ob­ject­ive con­fid­ence: De­gree of
con­fid­ence based on a proof.


Pre­ju­dice: A be­lief that is main­tained in
the face of con­trary evid­ence; dis­tin­guished from un­der­stand­ing.


Proof: A pro­ced­ure that causes us to
ac­cept a no­tion as true.


Ra­tion­al­iz­a­tion: An ex-post-facto chain
of reas­on­ing that seeks to jus­tify one’s ac­tions or be­liefs.


Real­ity: That which is de­scribed by the
set of true no­tions.


Re­l­at­ive truth: A state­ment or no­tion
that may be true or false de­pend­ing on the con­text.


Re­li­gion: A sys­tem of be­liefs and
prac­tices, based on a be­lief in a uni­ver­sal force, es­sence, or be­ing, and
hav­ing two main pur­poses: the well-be­ing of the in­di­vidual and the har­mo­ni­ous
reg­u­la­tion of so­ci­ety.


Sci­ence: A body of know­ledge and sys­tem
of reas­on­ing hav­ing for its ob­ject the dis­cov­ery of truth.


Self-evid­ent: The as­ser­tion that a
cer­tain no­tion is true without any need of proof.


Spir­itual: Con­cern­ing those as­pects of
life that are not spe­cific­ally phys­ical or sci­entific.


Stat­ist­ical proof: Syn­onym for in­duct­ive
proof.


Sub­ject­ive con­fid­ence: De­gree of
con­fid­ence based on un­tested or un­con­scious as­sump­tions.


Truth: Re­li­able no­tions.


Un­der­stand­ing: Be­lief held on the basis
of proof; dis­tin­guished from pre­ju­dice.


Value: An at­trib­ute that al­lows us to
de­cide whether one item is an equal, bet­ter, or poorer al­tern­at­ive to an­other. Used
in cre­at­ing hier­arch­ies.
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