Commonsense  -  A practical philosophy for defining and facilitating  progress for embodied individuals of an on-going group

1.   Introduction

1.1   Purpose

The following is an attempt to develop a plain language philosophy which can assist us to improve the quality and sustainability of human life.  

It is consistent with (but not dependandant on) a view of humanity as being a radiation through time, a wave creating Meaning (for ourselves at least) and Purpose (for ourselves and other beings and things even if only in our terms), and Time (at least in the sense of being able to distinguish a historical timeline through noting cause, effect, and tides in our own and Earth's affairs) and Space (at least in the sense of being able to distinguish physical simultaneous separation of ourselves in the spaces we manage, and being able to comprehend what will happen if and when some other huge object's path destines it to the same space as our planet!). 

It can do this by helping us to be more aware of what sort of beings we actually are, thereby helping us to bring our innate commonsense more to consciousness (i.e. to “realise it”, “discover it for ourselves”, “put words on it”).  This awareness can then be used to create and develop a hierarchy of values with which to consciously and meaningfully address our daily individual and group lives. 

For it to be useful, it will have to provide a framework to enable those who use it to feel both individually free while simultaneously also part of something greater than themselves, to be able to appreciate and enjoy his life, despite his limitations.   It must provide a believable and visible path to a self- and group- image which will encourage anyone to feel happy about his life and place in the world  -  as happy, perhaps, as a football fan at the team celebrations after a great club effort in a final might feel (in his fair dinkum Aussie way), as he prepare to really enjoy his first beer since the final whistle!   Therefore, it aims to help the user to find meaning and thereby direction for his individual existence, which is consistent with both his individual and our group development.

The philosophy (so far as I have been able to take it) centres on a brief consideration of the concepts "commonsense", “good”, “bad”, “right”, “wrong” and “civilisation”,  taken from the viewpoint of a member of a continuing and potentially developing group. 

1.2   Short statement of basic tenets

Success (feeling happy, getting ahead) for individuals as individuals is underlain by (i.e. requires?) success for individuals as group members, which in turn is underlain by good, positive sustainable (i.e. life promoting) action, which clearly requires the general use of life promoting values (in all spheres at all times), the conscious components of which can only be underlain by good philosophy, i.e. commonsense philosophy.

I.e.:

Individuals feeling good    group doing well    People behaving “sensibly”    People always using sensible values    People consciously adopting commonsense philosophy

You are not special, I am not special  -   but we are.   Because humans are our mother’s, i.e. Earth’s, greatest immanence, her most powerful children, the ones who can see her best and appreciate her most, the ones who can see that they will eventually have to leave her before she comes to an end, the only ones who can consciously continue her beautiful unfolding, forever.

You can’t live forever, I can’t live forever  - but We can  (and because we can, we must and because we must, we will).

As an individual, you are not vital, and  you are not alone.

Individual freedom may be possible, but it could be for fools alone, as those who want to live meaningfully, those who want to be conscious of their own existence as individuals can only do so with values which are consistent with meaning and the rest are fools!

i.e. You are either a fool who thinks that she can make up meaning as she goes along through life, or you accept that meaning can only derive from and through the on-going group, whose continued existence is essential for her existence, and not at all dependant on her.

Quis custodies custodiet?(Who will police the police?) –-  You must, but you need a philosophy to do it with!

Quo vadimus? (Where are we going?) We don’t know, but the more we try, the more meaning we can create, and the better we can conceive future directions.

The meaning of life may be just that – meaning.  Life’s purpose may be the creation of purpose  --  even if we can never establish a purpose of life in anything other than (or more than) terms of human protection and development (i.e. even if there is no “grand design” of which we humans are just part, Life can still be very enjoyable, and that in itself and of itself is a good thing!

(A) You and I can only exist as part of the group (humanity) – sole individual existence is impossible1 for any of us.  Therefore, just to exist, to even begin to look for, to have any hope of finding any idea of what, let alone who (i.e. which of the whats!) she is, an individual must have a group dimension to her life. She must have social roles to play, must interact and check and test and compare, all of which bring group responsibilities with them.  This is why a carefree existence is impossible, and not at all something appropriate for someone to wish for themselves! If you matter to nothing, nothing can matter to you, if you care for nothing more than yourself, you have detached from us, you are lost, “on your own, a complete unknown, no direction shown”. You must interact with the rest of us to even exist – and you need a philosophy do it consciously.

(B) Life can sometimes feel enjoyable for most of us, and can be more than tolerable for many people most of the time, given favourable conditions, such as those currently enjoyed by most Australians.

A + B  The primary group responsibility of any being is to the promotion of Life.  It is therefore the primary purpose (and fundamental yardstick) of  politics.  (Politics being the sets of beliefs, goals, systems etc. with which we consciously organise ourselves, effectively the hopes, processes etc. through which the group can exist as an entity.)

1.3   Assumptions

The following assumes that: 

- while alive, each one of us can only manifest ourselves and realise our individual potentials through others – a lone, separate existence  would be meaningless.

- living can be a positive, enjoyable experience for most individuals

- living sometimes is a positive, enjoyable experience, individuals do sometimes feel great

- living should be a positive, enjoyable experience – and there should be much more “joie de vivre” !

- individual beings are better able and more likely to contribute positively to their fellows and descendants if they feel secure and feel they have opportunity themselves 

- it is possible for us to plan for, and assess our progress towards, a future in which all feel as well as see that each is part of something bigger and more meaningful than him or herself

- it is possible to behave honourably – i.e. to include the legitimate claims of others, and of principle in choosing our courses of action.

- we must attempt to answer age old questions like: 

What are we?   Where are we going?   What distinguishes us from rabbits or apes?

Can we do anything to increase the chances that our children have the opportunities to live well?  What is living well?

What is progress?  How do we judge it ?  How can we choose ways or means of improving our lives, when we don’t seem able to decide what we really want ?

What do we think we are, anyway? - individuals “along for the ride” who just happened to drop in to Earth for a few years?.... separate beings cast away in Space-Time?.... elements of some extra-terrestrial entity’s creation?...... individual sparks in some unknowable Godhead?..... or perhaps just good solid citizens who are getting on with “things” ?

2.   Definitions

2.1
Commonsense 

In the following, commonsense is defined as the instincts, senses, understanding and knowledge which allow human beings to make some sense of themselves, life, the world and their parts in it.    Let us separate it into 3 types – practical, innate and conscious.    For the purposes of this political philosophy, the term will be limited to those elements of either innate or conscious commonsense which contribute to how we understand ourselves and others, and to how we behave with and to each other.  Innate commonsense with sub- or semi conscious dimensions may include, e.g., common sympathy for and a desire to help other people or even sick puppies, wanting the underdog to win, viewing others who appear to be making a mess of their lives or doing badly, as "battlers" rather than "losers"......... )

Commonsense is the combination of skills, knowledge and understanding which enables us to live simultaneously as individuals, as a group members and as parts of an ongoing, developing “River of Life”.    It makes it possible for almost everyone to perceive and interpret “reality” in ways that can be understood and applied by almost everyone else.   It allows the individual to combine his or her personal and group identities, directing his attention and actions towards the common objectives of his personal and group-member perspectives and allowing him to somehow juggle their seemingly contradictory objectives.    Commonsense thereby enables and encourages the development of the group through personal individual advancement by providing a shared framework (“society”) within which an individual can live a meaningful and personally rewarding life which is productive for the group as a whole.

Consciously, commonsense informs us (i.e. we “know”) that life can be enjoyable and can feel worthwhile, at least at the time.   Commonsense also insists that what is worthwhile must be encouraged, must be sustained, nurtured and developed.  When considering this and other claims for it, bear in mind that a species could never have survived “natural selection” without commonsense as defined above – i.e. some form of commonsense (or whatever you call those abilities etc.), which allows beings to simultaneously operate as both  group member and as individual) has been naturally selected “in” –  a species without it would never have survived.

Basically our continued existence implies the existence of commonsense as defined above.

2.2   Good 

"Good" actions are those which sustain, develop and advance the potential of  life i.e. something is good only to the extent that it promotes life, which means that it improves the experience and sustainability of life.  Bad actions are those which diminish the experience or sustainability of life, which reduce opportunity or which engender fear or less civilised behaviour.

2.3   Right

An action or decision etc. is "right” only to the extent that it is (or its reasonably expected consequences are) good.  

This means that good precedes right -  we can judge something to be right or wrong according to whether we see or expect its effects to be good or bad.  This means that we should not consult a book of regulations for directions on what the “right” thing to do is, unless we are confident that those regulations are designed to achieve good.   

[The above can be summarised as “anything is good only to the extent that it promotes Life, and anything is right only to the extent that it is good.    The concept of "right" is very useful in so far as it helps to ensure a common understanding of what is good  -  because it is often easier to judge what is right according to long established and well known rules,  than it is to see for ones' self what is good for all (especially when, e.g., one feels caught in the middle of a situation,  or when one's own family or friends are involved, or when others' reactions are confusing or contradictory).   Rule books or any systems for codifying “right” (e.g. the Bible or Koran), are only useful to the extent that they encourage "good"  -  and can do more harm than good,  unless people can see the difference between right and good,  and  which precedes which.  

It is surely unhelpful to base a moral system around the concept of the expected result of good actions being that we will get closer to some Heaven or Nirvana - or any place (or state of being) which is outside both our space and our time - and cannot therefore be tested confidently, because it can only be imagined, not seen and felt by us when we act. It is not coincidental that many of those prepared to murder others to secure themselves or their own sub-groups believe that their actions are sanctified by their special relationship with a super-powerful being from another dimension, an almighty god.  Apparently their goal in this life is to earn the right to admire for ever (in safety, comfort and satisfaction) the omnipotent one who could just as well damn them to an awful eternity if they fail him.  Therefore, here on miserable little Earth, they can bite the hands that may feed them for a mere life time, so that in the next, they will just have to joyfully sing at the feet of the Hands that will feed them forever and ever.  ] 

 2.4   Civilised Society

A civilised society would be a loving one, in which all its members feel and see and rejoice in themselves as they are – tiny, brief, non vital parts of the most vital thing in the universe, Life.  It would be one where physical or emotional security issues would be almost entirely group related – since its’ members would see each other as family, not as competitors, or yardsticks to justify themselves by.

3.   Commonsense Values

Commonsense informs us that just as we all have a common origin, eventually we all have a common destiny, and that what we do at any time must be guided by the needs of all of us, no matter where in Space they are now, or where in Time they will be in the future.  Practically, this means that any solutions we adopt now for current problems must also be part of solutions to our longer-term issues.  We must lay down clear principles and values to ensure that commonsense underlies policy.     In short, commonsense values are:

1.
To decide what we want to achieve

Before judging the relative merit or usefulness of any thing or event, there must be a clear and consistent framework to compare things by  -  we need to know which way is “up”.   That framework must be based around the commonsense definition of “good”  -  i.e. that something is “good” only to the extent that it promotes Life.   I.e. anything that does not secure or develop or increase the potential of Life is not “good” - it may be pleasant or sexy or desirable or anything else, but not good!

2.
To choose between right and wrong

Something is “right” only to the extent that it is, or its consequences are reasonably expected to be, “good”.   All moral codes, whatever faith or tradition they may claim to be based on, must accord with Commonsense - i.e. they should only be tolerated to the extent they promote Life.

3.
To choose between the rights of the individual and the rights of the group

The basic right of the group, always and everywhere, is that the promotion of life as a continuing and developing and improving and ongoing phenomenon must be respected in the most fundamental way possible, as the primary value.  However, the group only exists through individuals, so its interests include individual happiness and freedom of expression, with the group’s interests additionally including securing the ongoing promotion of life beyond the lifespans of the individuals who currently constitute it by being alive now.

This means that sometimes the interests of the group over-ride the interests of particular individuals or sub-group (e.g. Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Saddam Hussein, Yasser Arafat, Galluruwuy9 Yunipingu, John Laws et al. should have been or be eliminated from the public arena),  

and at other times require that the interests of a particular individual or sub-group over-ride the short-term interests of the larger group (e.g. a family’s or community’s sacrifices so a few can go on to a better life).

4.
The relative weighting of  Future  .v.  Current consequences 

The promotion of life will always require that the future consequences of current alternatives be considered, and sometimes that they must take precedence over the expected current consequences.  (e.g. in general we need to reduce current resource consumption levels in case we reduce life potential or prospects in the future, but in times of dire need, a people may have to damage their environment in the medium term to survive.)

5.
To choose how we want ourselves and others to behave

Commonsense tells us that it makes sense to encourage good behaviour – i.e. behaviour which is designed to promote life.   We must develop clear codes to encourage honourable behaviour – which requires loving vision (i.e. seeing others as fellow travellers rather than competitors) and truthful behaviour (i.e. behaviour based on seeing the situation from other’s points of view).

4.   Commonsense Action

4.1     What do we want to achieve? 

Commonsense informs us that ensuring the survival and development of a decent, hopeful life for ourselves and those who will follow us, is the most fundamental activity.

   We must remember that although no individual can live forever, we can (and therefore must) live our lives in the belief that life will always continue, and that life will always include developing, maturing humans.

It is irrational, unreasonable and downright stupid not to desire improved life for all, including oneself.

4.2   The current situation

- We are not accepting the first responsibility of every generation - to ensure the viability of life for following generations  (How do we think we have survived in this form for thousands of generations ?).

- We have not achieved some basic requirements for civilised2, meaningful life like:

- practical and common knowledge of what is “good”, and of the differences between "good" and "right”;

- a shared understanding of what "commonsense" and "honour" actually are;

- systems for encouraging honourable, commonsense behaviour. 

- We are not even putting systems in place to meet these requirements;

- We are failing to work out the extent to which our individual lives are lived as separate beings and as group members.  This failure to understand the significance of being an individual within an ongoing group  causes much wasted time and effort trying to establish ourselves (at least in our own and others’ minds) as something we are not - completely separate and autonomous beings1.

- There is unnecessary insecurity - the most basic cause of our non-enjoyment of Life and of our inability to act meaningfully.  Many of us feel less in control of our lives than we think we should be - even though we now have more control over the circumstances of our lives than ever.

- Our education levels are poor -  too few of us understand our place in the world, or how it came to be as it is (leading to, e.g., the apparently high levels of support for leaving children in sinking boats, in a country populated mainly by settlers from lands which had a strong Christian tradition).

4.3   What we can and must do :

-   Recognise the basic problems and learn which are causes and which are effects (e.g.  excessive individuality which increases the sense of alienation in our society leading to  "selfish" behaviour ;  low education standards which unnecessarily limit and cheapen many of our lives ;  poor planning leading to the loss of  public amenities for little visible long-term gain ;  annoying petty theft being a result of alienation rather than one of its' causes) ;

-    Recognise that all solutions we adopt must apply across Race, Place and Time ;

-   Set up a Commission for the Future, which sets out possible future scenarios and which selects, publicises, updates and reports on these scenarios.  {A similar project was started by a previous government, based in part around the UN sponsored Brundtland Report: ‘Our Common Future’ (1987) - c.f. www.unedforum.org  }

These scenarios would be set for a minimum of, e.g., 3, 6, 10, 20, 50, 100, 200 and 1000 years into the future. They would include estimates of population numbers; racial, educational, professional etc. mixes; images of where and how people live; of how they relate with the rest of the planet.......   {One of mine would include a vision of the reintegration of different generations and professions by integrating crèches, old peoples' homes, schools and other currently separated activities into  shopping centres}.

Various groups (including e.g. Yr. 4 girls from Yirrkala or the Darwin branch of the RSL) would select these scenarios.  There would be a nationally available template to which individual contributions and actual events could be compared.  (c.f. ABC website on choosing a “Utopia” http://www.abc.net.au/rn/utopias/, computer game SimCity   http://simcity.ea.com  …………..) 

-   Set up systems which measure and record progress towards higher levels of civilisation  -  i.e.  set public goals which can be clearly seen, tested and adjusted.

-    Look and judge whether and why or why not these goals are being attained.

-   Hire and fire our community leaders on how they will and do facilitate our movement towards these pre-defined and shared goals - and not on the basis of deliberately confused offerings during election campaigns, which can cause problems for years into the future (e.g. Tampa "crisis").

-   Recognise that our current decision making systems seem to be based on the theory that  "the squeakiest wheel gets the grease",  and that we as a whole are not yet  honourable or civilised enough to produce politicians who will work in the genuine long-term interests of humanity.   

We must see that politics is too important to be left to the politicians, and insist on a Commission for the Future as a practical way for people to have varying levels of involvement in our development (since our current political tools tend to pander more to peoples’ personal immediate and visible interests - sometimes to the detriment of future sustainable development).

-    Encourage and develop a sense of Honour 

We must encourage honourable behaviour  -  i.e. behaviour which uses commonsense as its guide (rather than e.g. personal gain or fear).   Honour must be seen as more important than personal wealth, fame or security - because it simply is the thing which most enables us to see good from bad, and to therefore judge right from wrong.   

Practically, women must admire it in men,  men must admire it in women - parents and friends  must encourage it in children and most importantly,  all must demand it of our leaders.  There are no second best alternatives - the level of our civilisation is directly proportional to the honour of our people, and to our ability and willingness to distinguish good from bad, and to act accordingly.

-    Encourage and develop a sense of  Truth 

We must get above this senseless, post-modern, “all things are relative” bullshit.  There is a meaningful hierarchy of value - development of life is the most valuable activity, and it takes precedence over everything else.

-    Encourage and develop a sense of  Love

requires loving vision (i.e. seeing others as fellow travellers rather than competitors)

5.   The future – Quo vadimus, Quis custodies custodiet?   And: What’s the meaning of Life?

The purpose of life may be to create purpose, by creating meaning and to create meaning by creating purpose – life does not need any greater or indeed any other purpose than its own beautiful unfolding.  

(see 1.2 above. Sounds a bit like  “the purpose of meaning is purpose,  the meaning of purpose is meaning”  or more likely maybe,, “the purpose of purpose is purpose,   the meaning of meaning is purpose …..” – it’s at least a nice idea, don’t you think? Do you think?)

5.1   Action plans must allow for 4 quadrant development

As per Ken Wilber, “Marriage of sense and soul……”  -  political development, i.e. development in the visible relationships between us and ourselves, between us and our environments will only succeed to the extent that we develop our personal selves, our psychology and our spirituality.

5.2   Ensure checking systems – quis custodiet…

Before setting any action plans in motion, we must be clear on how we are going to assess their unfolding in a complex environment.    Bibles, Korans, Kabalas are useless for this basic task, and (e.g.) the police are manifestly unable to police themselves.

5.3   C’sense  .v.  Religion,  X-files,  Empire,  Extended life span,  Genetic engineering,  Memetic engineering….

C.f.     A.C. Grayling  “What is Good?....” ,  May 2003 ;    Peter Singer  “One World”, 2002?;   Ken Wilber “Marriage of sense and soul” , 198?.

Wilber  “Some religions find it hard to come to terms with evolution, not only because of their reliance on dogma, but also because they are “retro-Romantics” – i.e. they confuse the differentiation (dignity) of Modernity with the dissociations (disaster) of Modernity.”

5.4   Love thy neighbour…  what’s the difference between that and Commonsense?

Commonsense is much simpler than any of the messages that we have come to associate with Jesus or Mohammed.  It is also much more difficult.

6.   Notes

1.       We are mutually creative means that we create each other. Our ideas of ourselves revolve around our comparisons to each other (and other creatures).  This is so obvious that you’d never think it!  Basically since you can only assess yourself compared to other ones of us, you can only know yourself through the rest of us, i.e. You can only exist through US!  

[Note that Hugh Mackay says something similar in a recent (2004) book about choosing between right and wrong – refer audio transcript on ABC http://www.abc.net.au/northtas/stories/m860740.ram .]
2.       Civilised as in “…highly developed…, ….enlightened…, …refined, educated” (Shorter Oxford, 1993).    Let’s take “refined” as meaning sensitive to beauty etc., rather than putting on airs and graces,  and not confuse “civilised” with “sophisticated”.              In other words increasing levels of civilisation would result in increasing general levels of security, opportunity, personal development and well-being.  

3.             Values as in the principles and preferences we use to make decisions and choices.  (e.g. we generally regard stealing as undesirable, presumably partly because if we accepted it, no-one’s belongings would be safe, which would make it more difficult to accumulate things which make our lives more secure, and would therefore lower the level of civilisation we all enjoy).

4.             Humanity must continue because it can continue - and we don’t have the right to judge now how it will develop in the future. Although, hopefully, future generations will be disgusted at our recent irresponsible playing around with nuclear and genetic manipulation, it would be even less responsible to assume that we cannot improve as a species, at least to the extent of being less of a threat to our planet’s existence. 

5.             Similarly, not to assume that life is intrinsically worthwhile is senseless. If we can’t see its’ value, we must just keep on looking.   

6.              Apparently, approx. 95% of Europeans are so genetically similar that they could all have descended from only 6 (?) women.  Do you think that there will still be colour or indeed any other visible racial differences between people in 4002 AD?  It is obvious that a current Icelander’s great, great, great etc. grandniece may well be living next door to a current Maori’s great, great, great etc. grandnephew in e.g. 3002 AD. 

7.             Death of individuals is essential for all life forms which evolve by “natural selection” (i.e. better inter generational survival rates at any given time of the mutations which are more suitable for that time). Currently increasing life spans probably slows down our “natural” evolution, but this effect can be negated by our “artificial” genetic manipulation and perhaps by our changing of the circumstances of life for following generations (e.g. poor eye-sight no longer significantly adversely affects one’s chances of survival, so general near-sightedness levels may be increasing).   Let us assume that death will continue to be integral to our development - imagine a 500-year-old George Bush !

8.   
We should be planning now for the certainty that eventually we will have to leave our mother, the Earth - we don’t expect the Sun to last forever. Unfortunately, our planet can’t be guaranteed to last even as long as our sun is expected to - collision with other bodies large enough to at least knock us out of orbit cannot responsibly be ruled out - note the lack of notice we had about a near collision (75,000 miles?) with some asteroids large enough to cause serious destruction in June 2002.

Could we transform or mutate ourselves into creatures which do not need to breathe, which could live in space, without an atmosphere?  Now wouldn’t that be a good project for those who are desperate to be at the cutting edge of genetic engineering!  (Incidentally, why don’t we develop wings ? - we should be able to engineer that  within 50 generations!) 

9.
Check spelling and remember what has happened to others who told Galluruwuy what he really is – Journalists please refer to, e.g., among many others, the breakaway land council members of about 10 years ago.  

