Major Forms of BS* to be Avoided

T. David Gordon

[*Of course, by “BS,” what I mean is “bad statement.”]


BS is not mere error.  Humans routinely make errors of judgment, observation, and calculation; and such errors are merely errors.  Error is to be corrected, but not necessarily to be despised.  BS, on the other hand, is indifference to truth, resistance to enlightenment, that is hidden in some way to appear to be something other than resistance to truth/enlightenment.  BS appears when the mind, given to discover truth, is used instead to defend or propagate our current opinion (rather than to discover what opinion we ought to hold); or, worse, to promote people’s opinion of us, to make them think we are noble, intelligent, caring, scholarly, spiritual, cool, or whatever.  This is why Diogenes went about, not looking for a “truthful” man, but for an “honest” man, because he believed that intellectual dishonesty was the prevalent intellectual state.  Such intellectual dishonesty even becomes, in many cases, so habitual, that the primary dishonesty is with self.  The most prolific producers of BS reach a state where they may be unaware that they are even producing it.  


One may rightly suspect that BS is not, ordinarily, an intellectual error; it is also a moral error, ordinarily induced by pride, laziness, or indifference to truth.  We do not wish to acknowledge that perhaps 95% of what we believe and do is merely the result of culture or caprice; we would rather believe that we are intelligent beings who use our intelligence to make informed choices.  And so, our options are either to investigate rigorously our values, opinions, and behaviors; or to pretend that we have conducted such investigation; the latter of which is surely easier, but not something we desire to admit to ourselves or others.  And so, we use the mind for the comparatively easier purpose of covering our tracks; creating some plausible explanation for our opinions, values, or practices, even when we did not create them through the use of the mind in the first place.


I happen to agree with the peripatetic philosophers and with the Bible (“Let God be true though every man be a liar”), that rebellious humans rebel primarily with their minds; by inverting the mind’s created purpose:  The mind was given to discover what opinions we ought to hold; but we commonly use it to justify the opinions we do hold.   Learning to spot this tendency, whether in ourselves or others, begins that process by which the truth makes us free.  While we should have little or no contempt for error or ignorance, we should have contempt for BS.  We should despise its destructive tendencies, its blinding and enslaving power, its encouragement to (individual or cultural) self-righteousness, and its dishonesty.  We should regard it with contempt, loathing, and fear; and we should shame it with all the energy we can muster (though charitably, with due awareness of our own tendencies to produce it).  First, however, we must learn to spot it, and so the following is a brief list of some of its commoner forms.

Defense of Status Quo


Much BS results from defending the status quo.  We become comfortable with certain cultural, familial, ecclesiastical, or personal habits; and we employ the mind to provide a plausible ground/excuse for our being comfortable with the comfortable.  Unwilling or unable to consider the (discomforting) possibility that we or our culture (or subculture) are wrong (in part or whole), we employ the mind to persuade ourselves and others that our habits are well-grounded.  The parable of the Emperor’s new clothes was designed to alert us to this sort of self-deceiving BS, and indeed, we might safely say that this is probably the prevailing form of BS.

Examples:

•The average American household has a television on for slightly over 9 hours daily, and the average American watches almost five hours daily.  Here’s the BS:  People routinely deny/discount the amount of television they watch; people say they watch one-third to one-half the amount they actually watch.  Now, this is double-BS; first, the BS about how much we watch, and second (and far more importantly) the self-deceiving BS about the reality that we throw away massive amounts of our life doing something we are embarassed to admit to ourselves or anyone else that we actually do.  Doesn’t it tell us something when we consistently pretend (to ourselves and others) that we are not addicted to a (largely) useless habit?  By contrast, if someone asked you if you enjoyed poetry or classical music, you would probably exaggerate your interest or time spent therein (“Oh yes, I’m really into poetry...”).  Why do we do so much of what we are ashamed of, and so little of what we would be proud of; and why do we then lie to ourselves and others about both?
  

•Many Americans take one or two newspapers and watch one or more news programs daily, and defend this silly practice on the ground that they wish to remain “in touch.”  In touch with what?  Ten second reports about a fire somewhere?  In touch with a seven-second news story about a contractor who attempted to bribe a bridge inspector?  Why would one wish to be “in touch” with such inconsequential matters, and to repeat this practice on a daily basis?  And why would one choose to spend an hour or more daily allowing someone else (the news programmers) to determine what you will be “in touch” with?  And, if we devoted that hour or so daily to another project (learning a foreign language or musical instrument, reading novels, poetry, or history, volunteering to work with a charitable cause, etc.), would we not be “in touch” with more important realities?  There are no answers to these questions, because it’s all BS--we have no idea why we permit some TV news executives, motivated by the desire to have us watch their commercials, to occupy such a large part of our lives, and to receive such a substantial amount of our limited and precious attention and energy.  I could easily list a hundred things I’d rather be “in touch” with than the day-to-day mundane realities reported on the news:  I’d rather be “in touch” with Plato, Socrates, Tolstoy, Brahms, Beethoven, my family, my neighbors, my church, the American presidency, my friends, the Holy Scriptures, Shakespeare, Jacques Ellul, etc.  Any of these would be more rewarding.  But consuming news is a cultural habit; a status quo that never made any sense (other than commercial sense) and never will make any sense, and indeed a synod of philosophers could not devise a scheme whereby it did make any sense.
  

Attacks on Status Quo

If there is anything as intellectually lazy as defending the status quo, it is the adolescent (in nature, if not always in chronological age) attack on the same.  Some people use their minds to attack any and every received tradition, on the assumption that every tradition, every cultural habit, is wrong.
  Yet any use of the mind to confirm our existing opinion (whether that the status quo is right or wrong) is an abuse of the mind’s capacity to discover what opinions we ought to hold.  While we are entitled, either on historical or theological/philosophical grounds, to believe that humans and their traditions are prone to err, we cannot prejudge any specific human tradition, and assume that it is erroneous.  Sometimes these attacks on the status quo are aided and abetted by a Marxist slant, so that any opinion, action, or tradition that is associated with economic interest is assumed to be errant.

Examples:

•“The President is beholden to the oil companies, and therefore his economic policies are wrong.”  The President, at any moment, could indeed be beholden to the oil industry, and his economic policies could, of course, be wrong.  But they are not wrong for that reason.  No one who objects to the oil industry lives without its products; no one.  Almost every one who objects to the “oil barons” drives a car, or purchases items that are shipped or delivered by trucks, etc., and they do not wish to live without these realities.  While their rhetoric suggests that they wish to see the oil industry disappear from the face of the earth, their behaviors suggest that they would cry like babies if it did.  Every President, and every Congress, must deal with the reality of our dependence on (both domestic and foreign) petroleum; and no citizen may object to this dealing, until and/or unless, as a culture, we are willing to be less dependent on petroleum.

•“That way of thinking is so Western (or male, or capitalist, or whatever).”  It may very well be that certain ways of thinking reveal the influence of culture and history; indeed I would argue that every way of thinking discloses the influence of culture and history; but this does not mean, in and of itself, that the influence is entirely or even partly wrong.  Again, while humans are prone to error, they are also capable of intelligence, generosity, insight, nobility, courage, selflessness, and many other admirable traits.  Therefore, any given tradition (or aspect thereof) could have aspects of what is praiseworthy and desirable in it; and it is intellectually lazy to refuse the hard work of sifting through particular traditions to discover both their merits and their demerits.

Secondary Rationalization


Substantial amounts of BS find their origins here.  For reasons unknown to us, we choose to do, value, or believe certain things; then we go hunting around for an excuse/reason.  This rationale is “secondary,” in the sense that it had no persuasive effect in causing us to embrace the reality in question; it was constructed “secondarily,” as a justification for a matter already believed.  Not all secondary rationalizations are wrong, but since they are so frequently created out of precisely the wrong motive (to justify an existing an opinion), they are a common source of BS.

Examples

•Almost all religious or political statements are secondary rationalizations.  Nine of ten Methodists who defend Methodism, Presbyterians who defend Presbyterianism, or Roman Catholics who defend Catholicism, have never seriously considered rejecting their own religious heritage to join another religious (or irreligious) heritage.  Similarly, most so-called political conservatives or liberals have never read even two serious books on political theory (The Federalist Papers, The Communist Manifesto, Plato’s Republic, Machiavelli’s The Prince, Locke’s Two Treatises of Government or A Letter Concerning Toleration, Hobbes’s Leviathan, etc.).  They haven’t thought philosophically about the question of coercion itself (whether it is ever morally permissible for one moral agent to coerce another, or when); they haven’t thought about the inevitable trade-offs between what a government can do for you and what it can take from you, etc.  Rather, they tend to find themselves in familial or social circles in which particular stances on particular issues are considered fashionable; and not wishing to appear unfashionable, they embrace whatever their circle considers fashionable.  But then they argue with others about these matters as though they had some genuine philosophical understanding of, and commitment to, the same. 

Religious BS


Religion is the source of some of the world’s more intransigient forms of BS, because religion is the almost perfect soil for cultivating BS.  Religion gives us the perfect defense for our parochialism:  it is God’s will.  We adopt the form of religion most compatible with our beliefs, wishes, or practices; and then (lo and behold!) we find a religious justification for the same.  Now, we think we are not only defending our own (short-sighted and parochial) opinion; we are defending the cause of God (angelic chorus or trumpet fanfares here...).  One is tempted to say that religion was created by and for BSers, until one reminds oneself that, for a small but blessed number of people, religion is actually the cure for BS.  True religion calls attention to our self-centeredness, our pride, our stubborn refusal to be corrected; and calls us to be other-centered, humble, and meek.  When the real thing takes place, it dissipates BS as water dissipates a drop of oil.

Examples:

•Exposition has almost disappeared, either from the pulpit or from ordinary theological conversation.
  Many, if not most, religious people use the Bible to justify what they already believe; not to discover what they ought to believe.  When they cite a biblical passage as justification of some aspect of their faith-system, and if you challenge that interpretation on ordinary interpretive canons (literary and historical context), you find an almost universal unwillingness to budge.  Why?  Because the opinion is important to them, and in challenging their use of the text, we threaten their secondary rationalization.  They aren’t really interested in knowing what the Holy Scriptures teach; they are interested in finding in the Holy Scriptures endorsement for what they already believe.  For all of the activity surrounding so-called “Bible Study,” it is remarkable how little effect the Scriptures actually have on people’s faith-development.  Many people will read and (allegedly) study the Bible for thirty years, and not change one opinion.  By contrast, people who read literature routinely find their outlook broadened and expanded.  Why does literature have the effect of changing minds, but Scripture not have this effect?  Because literature is not perceived as a source of authority; no one feels he will settle (or buttress) an argument by appealing to Shakespeare or James Joyce; thus, people are comparatively freer from the temptation to make Shakespeare or Joyce say what they wish.  But religious people like to think their ideas conform to the ostensible source of their religious faith, and they therefore know what they hope the Bible will say even before they read, study, or interpret it carefully.  

•I cannot count the number of times I have heard the common myth about Martin Luther employing the tunes of familiar “bar songs” in his hymns.  This is entirely false, and its utter falsehood is only partially explained by confusion, because Luther did indeed, at times, employ what musicians call “bar form” (an AAB structure), a common musical form in classical and sacred music.  Luther wrote many of his own tunes, and borrowed others from Gregorian chant and elsewhere, but not from taverns.  Here’s what the good friar actually said:  

“I too, with the help of others, have brought together some sacred songs, in order to omake a good beginning and to give an incentive to those who can better carry on the Gospel and bring it to the people…And these songs were arranged in four parts for no other reason than that I wanted to attract the youth (who should and must be trained in music and other fine arts) away from love songs and carnal pieces and to give them something wholesome to learn instead.” [Emphasis mine, from the Forward, first edition, of Johann Walter’s Wittenberg Geistliche Gesangbüchen, 1524.  Cf. also the discussion of this matter in “Luther and Bar Song:  The Truth, Please!”, chapter 21 in Paul S. Jones, Singing and Making Music:  Issues in Church Music Today (P&R, 2006), pp. 171-178].

Educational BS


Education should be designed primarily as a defense against BS; as a training in the use of our critical reasoning capacities, so that we learn to spot and repudiate BS.
  At its best, educational programs have an enemy (e.g. Thomas Jefferson thought education should train us to avoid despots), and the number one enemy should be BS.  Alas, education is rarely at its best.  Sometimes it has no clearly-defined enemy, and commonly, it has the wrong one (e.g., ignorance).  And, once education becomes the tool of positively shaping/coercing/managing a particular kind of culture, it cannot anymore be directed against BS, because this might produce resistance to the very shaping the schools are attempting to do.  At its worst (and it ordinarily is at its worst), education becomes a means of indoctrinating people into the unchallenged (and unchallengeable) values of a particular culture; exactly the opposite of what it should do (kazoo fanfare here).

Examples:

•The Intelligence Quotient.  Bamboozled by (otherwise-decent) people in Princeton, NJ, our culture and our educational system believes that something like “intelligence” exists, that it is valuable, that it can be measured, and then used as a means of evaluating humans (“Mary is an over-achiever; Bob is an under-achiever”).  Each of these propositions is highly, highly debatable.  Let us assume that there is something to the reality of “intelligence,” that some people’s minds tend to grasp either a broader range of realities than the minds of others, or that they grasp some realities more rapidly than others, and that (in both cases) this is due to some genetic propensity or ability (which I doubt; I suspect the mind is more like a muscle, and that those who use their minds well will find them working better).  Even if we granted this, what difference does it make?  If people commonly use their minds to defend their currently-held opinions, rather than to discover what opinions they ought to hold, then would not “intelligent” people merely be better BSers than “unintelligent” people?
  Since there is utterly no evidence that humans use their innate capacities equally (some less-musical people work harder at becoming musicians than more-musical people), why would we care whether person A is “more intelligent” than person B?  Wouldn’t we prefer a person of modest intellectual ability who employs the mind for its purpose (to discover what ought to be believed rather than to defend what is believed) to a person who has more innate ability to do so but who doesn’t in fact use it for its purpose?  And, can any test prove the difference between an honest mind and a BS-ing mind?  Well, then why do we make such a big deal of this?

•Educational technologies.  Educators have always used technologies (“technology” is just a fancy word for “tool”), such as books, chalk-boards, and maps.  Wise educators have recognized that their educational tools shape both the subject-matter they study, and the students who study by using those tools; that is, they have understood that technologies are not “neutral.”  Requiring students to write hand-written reflections on paper, for instance, cultivates care and planning, because such reflections cannot be deleted with a backspace key, nor cut-and-pasted into better order.  But the greater goals of education--understanding, wisdom, learning how to learn--are matters of attitude more than technology, and the technologies employed have hardly any effect on those goals at all.  Only if education is reduced to information-delivery can we discuss the question of which technologies deliver more information.  Most theories of education, historically considered, have considered information to be the least significant of the four components of learning.  As Mortimer Adler surveyed the history of educational systems, he noted that most had a four-step view of learning:  information--knowledge--understanding--wisdom.  Information is simply data; knowledge is data organized into a “field” (such as amphibians); understanding is the appreciation of what can be done with such knowledge; and wisdom is the capacity to make wise choices.  Wisdom, Adler argued, was the goal of education, and understanding was necessary to it; knowledge to understanding, and information to knowledge.  His concern was that by the late twentieth century, the order was becoming reversed; information was becoming valued for its own sake, not as merely an initial step in the quest for wisdom.

Scientific BS


Scientific BS ordinarily exists in two forms:  First, the errant notion that what is objectively observed or measurable (e.g., whether a rattlesnake is warm-blooded or cold-blooded) is more important than what is not objectively observed or measurable (e.g. friendship, nobility, justice); and second, that those who are expert in the arena of what is objectively measurable (e.g., the cost and ecological consequences of building an electrical power plant) are therefore experts in the arena of what is not objectively measurable (e.g. public policy issues such as whether we should build an electrical power plant, and/or where we should build it, and/or how we should fund it).  Science is a discipline (actually a cluster of disciplines) that observes and measures what can be objectively observed (and therefore empirically falsified) and measured about the physical universe, enabling us to discover and harvest its properties for good.  It is utterly incompetent, as a discipline (or cluster of disciplines), to tell us which choices to make regarding the use of the created order (i.e, which choices are better than other choices).  Such choices require wisdom and/or moral philosophy, which are not objectively observable or measurable.

Examples:

•Scientists routinely study the effects of food and drink on various aspects of the body; telling us that red wine is good for cholesterol, but that alcohol addiction is bad for almost everything.  So:  Should one drink red wine or not?  Can science say that drinking red wine will make a given individual healthier or not?  Of course it cannot; it cannot know which human will drink exactly the right amount, conducive to healthy blood, and which human will drink too much and become a boozer.

•Scientists have now demonstrated fairly conclusively that smoking one to two packs of cigarettes (or more) daily is bad for the heart and lungs.  What they haven’t studied is the effect of moderate cigarette-smoking (I know a woman who has smoked precisely two cigarettes daily for nearly thirty years); does the moderate cigarette smoker actually have better health (brief relief from stress, which in our culture is a notorious killer) than the non-smoker?  Further, are there some individuals who would be healthier by their addiction to one substance than by their addiction to another, more-dangerous substance?  For instance, an enormous number of recovering alcoholics are extremely heavy cigarette-smokers.  Indeed, those who are considering joining AA, but who are worried about anonymity, need fear nothing; at most AA meetings, one cannot see across the room through the haze of cigarette smoke.  If the moral crusaders against cigarettes get their way (fueled, of course, by their “scientific studies”), they will eventually outlaw cigarettes entirely, and alcoholism will probably go through the roof.

Technological BS


Despite its great variety, technological BS ordinarily appears in one of two forms:  One, that there is a technological solution to every important human problem; and two, that technologies are merely neutral tools that we employ to shape our environment (rather than value-laden and value-shaping tools that shape us).
  Each of these assumptions, and all of the specific recommendations and values that flow from them, are disastrously wrong.  The history of technology repudiates both assumptions, and we only believe them because of an implied technological messianism that some people, apparently for psychological reasons, just can’t resist believing.

Examples:

•The invention of atomic weaponry was a technology that permitted the United States to conclude a particular war in a manner it deemed favorable to its interests.  The invention did not, however, address or solve the greater human problem:  The tendency to wage warfare in the first place.  This cancerous and semi-suicidal tendency, by which the human race attempts to eradicate itself in part or whole, is not susceptible to a technological cure.  And even those who would argue that the subsequent arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union ultimately toppled the USSR (and, ostensibly, left the world safer for democracy, itself an arguable good or evil) would probably not argue that the victory was achieved without incredible cost to both nations, and therefore both to their citizens and to other world citizens who arguably would have been better served had the resources expended on that race been expended otherwise, such as on medical care.  Particular technologies can win particular wars; but they cannot eradicate or even ameliorate the human lust for conquest.

•The invention of the automobile has, both obviously and tautologically, made human culture more mobile.  Has it, however, made human culture inevitably and uniformly better?  All observers of culture have acknowledged that it has de-valued both family and community, and has created (albeit unintentionally) a widespread cultural narcissism and alienation that is both unhealthy and probably irreversible (Not to mention the 43,000 annual deaths that take place in American automobiles, which in almost all years since its introduction have been greater than deaths due to crime or warfare.  What answer would Henry Ford have received had he framed the question this way:  “I can invent something that will require that we sacrifice a greater number of human lives than we currently lose to crime and warfare combined, but it will enable us to get around faster and further:  Shall we do it?”).

•Electronic communications technologies (beginning with Morse, but proceeding through telephones, cellular phones and Internet) have expanded our social and human community, but have also disembodied it; we communicate well and frequently with those at a comparative distance to us, but less well and less frequently with those in comparative proximity to us.  Wherever we go, our cell phones may take our attention away from those with whom we are present and direct it to those who are absent, or our email may prevent us from speaking with members of our own family.  In the process, “body language” is becoming a dead language, and communication tends to be reduced to the obvious, the literal, and the overt.  When semi-smiles, semi-frowns, babysteps forward or backward, and pauses become meaningless, are we communicating better or worse?

Linguistic BS


While the de-constructionists have exaggerated their observations to the point of practical skepticism, their basic observation is both true and profoundly old (that is, they really are not new kids on the block)--that the language we use to “communicate” what we know also “constructs” what we know in particular ways.  Earlier, this was known as the “Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis,” the almost common-sense recognition that language itself is a construct, a constructed thing.  The reason humans do not speak a universal language is because each particular language is itself a created thing, and many different cultures have created many different languages (about three thousand exist today).  Thus, any language itself is a created/constructed thing, and each language differs in its aptness to think about or communicate different things.  Some languages have more nouns than verbs, or more nouns than adjectives, etc.  Some languages are more phonetically regular than others.  Each language, therefore, has particular comparative strengths and weaknesses to other languages; it more easily facilitates understanding and communicating some things than others.  This is why people who are adept at several languages often borrow a word or expression from another language to express themselves; because their own language doesn’t do so as well (e.g. Friedrich Nietzsche employed the French word ressentiment to denote an approach to political issues from the perspective of perceived injury or being wronged).


Linguistic BS occurs, however, not merely because we employ language (here the de-constructionists are wrong); but it occurs when we naively assume that things frequently said in our language must be truthful representations of reality.  Such linguistic parochialism has the effect of all parochialism; we become stuck in our own particular culture, with its peculiar virtues and vices, and cannot escape its erroneous ways of thinking, some of which are tied to erroneous (but common) use of language.  

Examples:

•”Visual learners.”

In educational circles, it has become de rigueur to speak about “visual learners” and “auditory learners” (and undoubtedly many other types as well; perhaps “olfactory learners” are spoken of also).  Now, when such language was first emerging it was evident that it was wrong, and the only question was in what specific ways it was wrong (and/or whether there was any truth in this way of talking).  I say it was evidently wrong, because, for example, Socrates (and Moses, Solomon, and Jesus) lived millenia before cameras, never saw a painting in his life, and even objected to written (visual) language.  Yet does anyone wish to suggest that Socrates did not or could not “learn,” or that others of his generation were doomed to imbecility because they lived almost three millenia before the invention of the camera in the mid-19th century?  Of course not.  Now, if you check, you will find that those who use the term accurately and correctly refer only to what we call “recall,” the ability to recall things we wish to remember (such as telephone numbers).  In terms of the present state of the neurological development of any given individual, some people score slightly higher on tests of recall if they are exposed to visual, rather than audible, things to recall.  


In this profoundly restricted sense, therefore, there is some small truth to the observation that some individuals at any given moment score slightly higher on tests of recollection of visual things than they do on recollection of audible things.  But what we ordinarily call “learning” includes far more than recall.  “Learning” involves understanding, and, hopefully, wisdom; it is not limited to “recall.”  For instance, I cannot recall when I learned long division, or which teacher it was that taught it to me; I have no recollection at all of the process of learning it.  But I understand long division, and know how to do it, so it is entirely irrelevant that I have no recall of it, or of learning it.  Further, as the tests indicate, so-called “visual learners” are not people who have no ability to recall audible material; they simply recall visual matter slightly better than they do audible material.


But think of all the educational nonsense that has been stimulated by this imperfect use of language.  Merely by confusing “recall” with “learning,” and then making a category of individuals (“visual learners”), thousands of people have thought that the educational process is either inherently flawed or flawed for some individuals unless everything taught has a visual (or auditory, or olfactory, or whatever) component.  But much/most of what we teach is conceptual; it involves the understanding of concepts or abstractions.  In these areas recall is almost entirely insignificant.  And further, individuals are not, categorically, either visual or auditory learners; we all learn by means of each of the five senses God has given us.  Therefore, to designate an individual student as a “visual learner” or “auditory learner” probably has the effect of consigning the individual (and his/her hapless instructors) to untold amounts of unnecessary frustration, all because language has been employed clumsily and then repeated to the point that the clumsy usage is accepted as true.

•“Why did God create evil?”


This question is routinely asked by sincere (though misguided) individuals, and is also then subjected to an attempted answer by equally sincere (and equally misguided) individuals, going (usually) nowhere, because the question itself mis-constructs reality.  “Evil” in most languages is an adjective; as such it has no existence at all--it is a descriptive term, like “confused,” or “cluttered,” or “swift.”  Now, English (and many other languages) has developed a habit of making abstractions out of our adjectives, in order to discuss them (grammatically, we call such “substantives”).  I can live with this, but that’s because I know what’s going on, and none of this addles my brain.  But which of us asks why God created clutter or swiftness or confusion?  The point is this:  Some acts can be described as “evil” acts or “wicked” acts.  But neither “wicked” nor “evil” exist; neither was created.  They are merely terms we employ to describe some acts, and to distinguish them from others.  “Evil” is simply not part of the created order, the way the moon is, or the earth, or trees, grass, flowers, or antelopes.


Some linguists call this “reification” when we attribute existence or ontological reality to something merely because we have a word for it.  But imagine how much time has been wasted by good people attempting to answer an unanswerable question; their time might have been as profitably spent asking why God created unicorns, since “unicorn” exists in our language, but actual unicorns do not exist.  They “exist” only linguistically, the way ghosts, or Plato’s philosopher-kings “exist.”  What exists is human beings with the power of moral agency; and that moral agency has been exercised disobediently rather than obediently.  But there was no “evil” in the world until a human did an evil act.  In this sense, Adam and Eve “created evil,” by doing acts in violation of God’s revealed will.


Now, I’m not saying we don’t still have a theological mystery to address:  Why did God create one species of animate life with the power of moral choice?  Why not make only whales, zebras, and, of course, the ring-tailed lemur?  Why make a being with the power of either loving or hating his Maker?  This is a fair enough and interesting question in its own right--possibly answerable in the light of Scripture and possibly not--but at least it is not erroneously expressed (and therefore incapable of being answered).

•“Listening to music”


The most common error appearing on Facebook is when people describe one of their “interests” as “listening to music.”  In our culture, music (generously defined) is nearly ubiquitous; it is in the background in restaurants, retail stores, and in film and television.  But this music is almost never listened to.  To listen to a piece of music as it unfolds, attempting, while listening to each phrase, to anticipate what the next phrase will be (and being equally delighted when the composer aptly surprises or does not), is almost never done by anyone.  Music may be nearly everywhere, but probably less than one of a hundred people has ever actually listened carefully to a piece of music, uninterrupted, from beginning to end.  


But, in our culture, we don’t say “overhearing music,” which would be an accurate expression; we say “listening to music,” which is palpably false.  We wish to think of ourselves as doing something far more intentional and significant than we actually do when we overhear music.  But, if we “listened” to sermons as we “listen” to music, we still would know nothing of the Christian gospel.  If we “listened” to a lecture as we “listen” to music, no one would graduate from high school or college.  If we “listened” to our physicians as we “listen” to music, our health would be very poor.

•“Reaching people for Christ.”


Here is a final example of linguistic BS (like “personal relationship to Christ,” but I’ll not entertain that one here), of an expression we hear with such regularity in our sub-culture’s language that we assume that it is a helpful and truthful expression of some reality.  However, in any ordinary sense, the expression need not exist and should not exist (and you will only hear me using it to refute it).  We already had some perfectly good language, language informed by Scripture, that would accomplish any truth resident in the expression, such as:  “Proclaim the gospel,” or “call all men everywhere to repent.”  But what does “reach people” mean, and what does “for Christ” mean?  What the entire expression has come to be is a catch-all for virtually any activity of believers toward unbelievers.  But many activities of believers toward unbelievers are unproductive or counter-productive, and ought to be regarded as such, and not honored with an expression that strikes us as positive.


I was driving on Route 128 north of Boston one day when a car passed me in the left lane, bearing a bumper sticker that read “Honk if you love Jesus.”  Shortly after passing, and without a turn-signal or any notice, the vehicle swerved in front of me, forcing me to apply the breaks vigorously to avoid an accident.  I honked, and I think I love Jesus, but the two were unrelated at that moment.  I wonder how many others this individual “reached for Christ” by having “Jesus” on a bumper sticker, while driving like a madman.  He probably thought very highly of himself as a virtual ambassador for Christ, because he had a religious bumper sticker.  In all likelihood, however, he did more harm for God’s kingdom than good.  He didn’t “reach” anyone in a manner that was conducive to their spiritual and religious well-being.

All linguistic BS occurs when we simply employ our existing language as we have become accustomed to hearing it, without asking whether the linguistic expressions we are familiar with actually communicate truth well.  Language can be misleading (Lamentations 2:14; Isa. 3:12; Ezek. 13:10); and sometimes it can be “empty” of any useful content (Mat. 6:7, Eph. 5:6, Titus 1:12).  We are warned by the prophets, by Jesus, and by the apostles not to use language in such manners.  Using the buzzwords of a given sociological sub-group in order to “fit in” and be well received is a self-centered attempt to be thought of as belonging to such a group (the virtual essence of BS).  

“Intellect Abuse”


There, I’ve done it; I’ve coined a new expression:  “intellect abuse.”  We concern ourselves with alcohol abuse, drug abuse, spouse abuse, etc., but not with intellect abuse.  It is an abuse of one of our greatest abilities when we use the mind to pretend to have good reasons for attitudes, ideas, or practices for which we do not have good reasons.  The mind can be employed to evaluate thoroughly and dispassionately the decisions before us (or behind us).  Or, it can be employed deceptively to persuade ourselves and/or others that our decisions are wisely considered, when we know perfectly well that almost none of them are.  As a teacher of ethics, my primary concern is not that many of our choices are wrong; my primary concern is that almost all of our choices are poorly made--made without relevant knowledge, without understanding the history of the question at hand, and therefore without wisdom.  While developing wisdom is a lifelong task, it is not an especially mysterious task, it just requires hard work and the habit of asking a few important questions before decision-making:

1) What are the alternative choices?  

•If our nation faces a possible military action, what are the alternative choices--diplomatic activity, economic sanctions, para-military (covert) operations, support for insurrection, or simply putting up with an imperfect world?  

•If I choose to be religious, are there alternatives (irreligion or other forms of religion)?  

•If I consider turning on a television, as a means of entertainment, what are alternative forms of entertainment, and how are these alternatives likely to shape me as a human?

2) Does this choice have a history?  Has the decision ever been faced by anyone before, and what have thoughtful people said about it?  

•Is there such a thing as Pacifism?  What does it teach, and why?  

•Is there such a thing as Just War Theory?  What does it teach, and why?  

•Is there such a thing as Realpolitik?  What does it teach, and why?  

•Have people, ancient or contemporary, written about entertainment and its effects on us?  Is there such thing as a “theology” of labor and leisure?

3) What are the likely consequences of this choice and its alternates?  Is there a clear objective, and is it likely that this objective can be achieved, at an acceptable cost?  

•Will participating in partisan politics (whether by lobbying, campaigning, voting, etc.) help me to think more clear-headedly about public policy issues, or will it likely cloud my ability to achieve philosophical distance?  

•Should I vote, imposing my will on other free human beings, or should I abstain from such an imposition?  

•Will watching television make me wiser or more humane than reading poetry?  

•How will my religious sensibilities be shaped by liturgical worship, or by non-liturgical worship, by singing contemporary choruses or historical hymns?  

•And does the specific choice have a different effect depending on whether I make it one time or make it habitual?  Does the habit of television-watching have a different likely outcome than watching it once, or occasionally, or infrequently, compared to the alternatives?

4) Does Christian theism provide a perspective on the choice?  Will one choice more likely cultivate or reflect the image of God in me or in others?  Does one choice conform more than its alternatives to the values promoted by Holy Scripture or the Christian tradition(s)?  Will one choice more likely promote the cause of Christ than another?


Having proposed such questions (and others that will grow from them), our answers may be imperfect, partial, or even wrong.  But they won’t be BS; they won’t be merely an attempt to enshroud our unthinking and unthoughtful habits with respectability.  Further, simply by raising such questions, we will often be reminded that we have not satisfactorily answered them, and this will promote a degree of appropriate meekness about the opinions we hold, perhaps even a reticence to articulate them.

For Further Reflection

Neil Postman, “Bullshit and the Art of Crap-Detection,” Paper Delivered at the National Convention for the Teachers of English [NCTE], November 28, 1969, Washington, D.C.  Available at < http://criticalsnips.wordpress.com/2007/07/22/neil-postman-bullshit-and-the-art-of-crap-detection/>.

Max Black, The Prevalence of Humbug and Other Essays (Cornell University Press, 1985).
Harry G. Frankfurt, On Bullshit (Princeton, NJ: University Press, 2005).

Scott Berkun, “How to detect bullshit” August 9, 2006, at  <http://www.scottberkun.com/essays/53-how-to-detect-bullshit/]>.
� And perhaps the major medium for communicating such BS is Facebook; where people’s “interests” have almost nothing to do with reality, and almost everything to do with projecting an “image” of the self.  Cf. Thomas De Zengotita, Mediated:  How the Media Shapes Your World and the Way You Live in It  (Bloomsbury, 2005).





� Criticism of the news as commodity probably began with Walter Lippmann’s 1921 Public Opinion, was sharpened and adjusted to the realities of image-based news with Daniel Boorstin’s 1962 The Image:  A Guide to Psuedo-Events in America, and reached a recent expression in C. John Sommerville’s 1999 How the News Makes Us Dumb:  The Death of Wisdom in an Information Age.





� Note then that Neil Postman followed up his insightful (co-written with Charles Weingartner) Teaching as a Subversive Activity (Delta, 1971) with his Teaching as a Conserving Activity (Laurel, 1987).


� Cf. my Why Johnny Can’t Preach:  The Media Have Shaped the Messengers (P&R, 2009).





� This is a large part of the thesis of Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner, Teaching as a Subversive Activity (Delta, 1971), in which they posit their desire that education furnish students with a kind of “crap detector.”





� Scott Berkun, “Why Smart People Defend Bad Ideas,” <http://www.scottberkun.com/essays/40-why-smart-people-defend-bad-ideas/>.





� Mortimer J. Adler, A Guidebook to Learning:  For a Lifelong Pursuit of Wisdom (New York: McMillan, 1986).





� Among those who have provided lengthy analyses of these two substantial misunderstandings of technology are Jacques Ellul, The Technological Society, Trans. John Wilkinson  (New York: Knopf, 1964); Neil Postman,  Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology  (New York : Vintage Books, 1993); David F. Wells, No Place for Truth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993).
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