Chapter 10

KNOWLEDGE AND REALITY 
Chris Clarke

INTRODUCTION
Debates about psychosis and spirituality often hinge on the concept of reality. A current psychiatric manual, for example, defines psychosis as involving a “break in reality testing” (First, Frances and Pincus., 2004, p. 160). But what is real and what is not real varies with the culture involved, particularly concerning spirituality and religion; and when we look at the problem more closely the whole concept of “reality” is seen to be highly problematic. In this chapter I will survey the philosophy of reality and argue that we now have a good understanding of the issues based on the nature of knowing.

The history of this area of philosophy falls approximately into two phases separated by the work of Descartes. Prior to this, the debate (initiated by Plato and Aristotle) was mainly about whether one could determine what was real and what was illusion, and if so, how; while from Descartes onwards the debate mainly focused on how it is that we know things, and hence on what the status might be of the things that we do claim to know. The role of language was important in both these phases. Here I deal in turn with attempts in philosophy to specify what is real, language, and the nature of knowing – including the role of science. 

WHAT IS “REAL”?

Plato, the “founder of Western philosophy” who worked around 380 BCE, set out a mixture of his own ideas and those of his teacher Socrates. He was convinced that there was such a thing as reality, and that we could learn to find it. The case of reality which particularly impressed him was the example of mathematics. It was not merely that everyone could agree the 3 + 2 really was 5 and could not possibly be anything else; even more importantly “[arithmetic] draws the mind upward and forces it to argue about pure numbers, and will not be put off by attempts to confine the argument to collections of visible or tangible objects” (Plato, 1955: 293). For him the “visible or tangible” was not real, whereas mathematics seemed to offer a whole word that was far more true and real than the world that we could perceive with our senses. In the mathematical world triangles always had exactly straight lines and angles that added up to exactly 180⁰ whereas in the world around us everything was approximate and reality was fuzzy. 

Plato illustrated the universality and certainty of mathematical reality by describing a seminar (almost certainly fictitious) led by Socrates and featuring a visiting scholar called Meno. In the course of this Socrates asks Meno to call one of his slaves. Socrates then conducts the slave through the proof of a geometrical theorem (Plato, 1924: 259–371), drawing a series of diagrams for this, and at the end the slave “sees” that a particular geometrical proposition is in fact true. This demonstrates, according to Plato, that all people, of whatever intellectual or social status, have an innate knowledge of an absolutely real mathematical world. All that is needed is a reminder to enable them to recall and “see” this world. Indeed the word “theorem” is derived from the Greek θεωρειν meaning “to look at”. 

Plato’s argument is not particularly convincing to us now. Even if it were true that geometrical ideas are implicitly present in all human beings, this could be telling us more about human beings than about “reality” – a vital point which, as I will describe, would be taken up much later by Emmanuel Kant. Plato’s claim was credible at the time, however, because it fitted in with a generally current notion of a “heavenly” repository of truth to which we might have access, as expressed, for instance, by his contemporary Parmenides (1986). 

Plato saw these absolute truths (called, in English translations, “ideas” or “forms”) as ultimate reality. Further, he felt there was some truth in mythological accounts that described the human soul coming from this realm of reality to be incarnated in a human, and this was what enabled the soul to remember, like Meno’s slave, the truths that it had previously known.

So Plato’s realm of ideas had two aspects, which we would regard as opposed. On the one hand, it was the source of abstract ideas, both statements about geometry and general concepts like “Cat”, which we think of as rather ordinary. On the other hand, it was associated with reincarnation and the divine which we would link with spiritual/mystical experience (or with delusion, depending on our approach). For Plato or his character Socrates there is always an air of mystery and “numinosity” about all aspects of this realm. We can note that, whereas modern thought is concerned with distinguishing rational “factual” mathematics from numinous (and possibly delusional) spirituality, Plato classes them together and is concerned with distinguishing both from the mere “appearances” of the material world, though we would regard the latter as “reality”! We shall see in what follows how subsequent philosophical developments resulted in Plato’s “ideas” being seen as humanly constructed rather than (divinely) ready-made, and undermined his distinction between reality and appearance. 

REALITY THROUGH  RATIONALITY

Though Plato’s views were to last for the next 2000 years, an alternative school of thought immediately started to emerge in parallel with Plato’s from the work of his pupil Aristotle. He lacked Plato’s mystical streak and so had no time for a separate realm of reality. For him, reality was in the here and now. He continued and developed, however, the tradition of careful logical analysis started by Socrates and Plato. In particular, he codified the rules of logic and developed a system for classifying the words used for talking about things into logical categories (such as, “substance”, “quantity”, “place” and so on). He proposed that by using these one could analyse people’s ideas and discover the truth by proceeding from a generally agreed starting point to reliable conclusions (Aristotle, 1989). 

Although Aristotle rejected Plato’s notion that universal ideas like Cat (as opposed to Tiddles, a particular, solid cat on a particular mat) occupied some special absolute reality, he did assume that there was a real property of “catness”, so to speak, that was contained in actual cats. Plato’s “ideas” (or universals as philosophers now call them) were still there for Aristotle, but they had been brought down to earth in the form of properties of actual objects. By the Middle Ages, however, the reality of such universals started to be questioned. In 1087 the French theologian Roscellinus (D'Onofrio, 2008: 140) taught that universals like this had no reality, but were just words that we chose to attach to things, a view called nominalism that gradually gained acceptance amidst much controversy. The picture that progressively emerged in the early Middle Ages on the avant garde side was one in which the ordinary physical world of things was real, but we then classified things arbitrarily by attaching words to them. The more conservative side, however, held to a more Platonic view, holding that the ideas had an absolute reality, a view termed realism. 

We can compare this with the interacting cognitive subsystems (ICS) model described by Isabel Clarke in this volume ( p ***) which makes a distinction between two ways of knowing: one way using language in its Western form rather its older form described here by Klotz and Lancaster) and relying mainly the propositional subsystem, and the other way going beyond constructs or relying mainly on the implicational subsystem. These two ways of knowing loosely correspond, respectively, to Aristotle’s logical, categorising approach and the numinous aspect of Plato’s “ideas” which Plato sees as expressed through myths. 

As Neil Douglas-Klotz has emphasised in his chapter, whereas Semitic languages held together the different aspects of existence represented by these subsystems, Western language has divided them. All knowing is an active personal engagement with whatever is out there, to which we bring our particular tools of understanding, including our now narrowed use of language. Different language-uses result in the perception of a somewhat different reality through this way of knowing. When I go out into the garden, for example, I “see” a lawn; but I know that my botanist friends, with their more nuanced languages, “see” a complex ecosystem of tens or hundreds of interrelated species. So what we call “reality” is a product of both what is outside us and the knowing abilities inside us – our ways of knowing. Different people have different ways of knowing and so “see” different worlds (Clarke, 2005).

KNOWING

The Nature of the Knower

Performing a “reality check” on one’s ideas involves checking whether the ideas are based on valid knowledge, or whether they are just supposition. So I return now to the historical sequence and the question, how do we come to know things? This goes to the heart of the nature of the human being.

Both Aristotle and Plato held that the distinctive quality of humans beings lay in the nature of our soul, and that the it was the soul that was the ultimate “knower” as far as the human being was concerned. Plato felt that there was some truth in mythical accounts of a soul that was reincarnated from one body to another, though he did not claim to be able to prove this. Aristotle, on the other hand, started from thinking about actual physical humans and regarded the soul as a specialised principle possessed by humans which enabled us to discriminate and make judgements about the data coming from our senses. They agreed, however, that the soul (or at least the thinking, intellectual part of it, as opposed to the part that feels hungry etc.) was, in Aristotle’s words, “imperishable” (ου φθειρεσθαι). Whatever Aristotle himself may have thought about it, this insistence by him and Plato on an unchanging soul as the knower gave human knowing a privileged position related to religion and spirituality. 
Aristotle’s main argument for this is in fact weak. He is implicitly resorting to a doctrine that no thing can change without some cause to make it change. The only available cause for the soul’s perishing seems to be ageing; but ageing pertains to the body and not the soul. Hence the soul does not age, and it is therefore imperishable. But the basic reason why Aristotle accepts such a rocky argument is that, while he makes a considerable advance on his predecessors, he still has an insufficiently clear notion of what, on his approach, pertains to the body and what to the soul, or how they might relate to each other. 

It was to be some 2000 years before Aristotle’s picture of the human was seriously challenged, through the work of Descartes which completely revolutionised thinking about human beings and reality, work flowing from an episode when he spent several days in a prolonged meditation while sheltering from the cold in a refuge in the hills near Neuburg-on-Danube (Rodis-Lewis, 1998, p 36). He started from a recognition that, in principal, one could doubt almost all the “truths” that he and most others of his time would regard as reality, such as: that the world of trees and woods really existed, and that he and all the world had been created by an omnipotent and benign god. But he was rescued from total nihilism by deciding that his could be sure of his own existence: for, if he doubted his existence, who would it be who was doubting it, other than himself? Thus arose his famous primary proposition, “I think, therefore I am”. The “I” was real and was the ultimate knower. 

From this he then unfolded the essence of his subsequent philosophy, including a proposal for the nature of the human being (Descartes, 1968, pp 53–65). In the course of this he derived and so reinstated the wider assumptions about reality that he had earlier put into doubt, starting with the reality of a beneficent God ― a crucial step that enabled him to deduce the reality of the external world on the grounds that such a God would not deceive us by displaying an illusory world. The deduction of the existence of God owed more to Descartes' Jesuit education than to rational argument and was not to survive subsequent critiques, but his arguments about human beings set the agenda for philosophy and science until the present day.

Considering the human being , he assumed that the “I” whose existence he had claimed to have established was to be identified with Aristotle's soul, and then he set out to elucidate the relation between the soul and the body, which had remained obscure for Aristotle. His first move was to invite the reader to imagine, for the sake of argument, that the body was an automaton like the animated models operated by clockwork and pneumatic control that were starting to be made at that time. Just how much of the human body's functions, he asked, could we imagine being performed by a mere machine? Guided by what was then known about anatomy and by his own discoveries from the corpses of animals, as well as by reflecting on the making of automata, he described how the nerves, which could well be bundles of fine tubes, might convey signals to the muscles by means of pulses of “spirits” sent down them. He speculated that our reflexes and appetites might regulate these signals at their point of generation in the brain by using similar signals from nerves coming from the senses. This regulation, he suggested, took place in a fluid-filled cavity in the brain called the third ventricle which he took to be a control centre through which impulses from the nerves could propagate. A crucial organ in this process might be the pineal gland, which he incorrectly took to be suspended from the top of the third ventricle. Impulses from nerves that originated from the sense organs could shift the position of the pituitary gland, which would in turn affect the flow of other signals across this cavity, so that they entered nerves leading to different muscles (Descartes, 1972, pp 77–93). 

In this way he developed at considerable length an account of how such an automaton might work. He took it for granted that such a model could only cover the physical aspects of the body, leaving conscious intellectual operations to the soul, which he felt could best carry out its functions by being coupled to the pineal gland. He was in no position to prove that this really was how the body worked, but he made a very convincing case that such a system could be correct in principle.

 This was indeed radical stuff. Up to this point all the function of the body, such as sense, motion, digestion, growth and so on, had been assigned to mysterious soul-like properties attached to the material body. But on the new picture all these functions could become completely comprehensible, implemented by mechanical components. In particular, the experiences produced by the senses - the redness of a rose, the sweetness of sugar - corresponded to the impact of “spirits” on the pineal gland. The rose possessed not redness but the power of reflecting a particular sort of light which excited particular nerves in the eye; sugar possessed not sweetness, but molecules that excited particular taste receptors on the tongue. Such qualities as these, which had previously been a part of external reality, now became illusions constructed by a mechanical body. While the status of reality – mainly resting with an immortal soul rather than physical matter – was still maintained by Descartes, his mechanical vision of the human being as knower was destined to change radically the philosophy of knowing and hence the philosophy of reality.

For the next 250 years the study of human physiology corrected, verified and refined Descartes' proposal, and at the same time progressively transferred mental functions such as language and decision making from Descartes' “soul” to the physical brain. The soul withered away and became superfluous for mainstream science, while external reality lost more and more of its seductive qualities and became an arid realm of mechanical operations. Ironically, science in this way removed the one certain reality supposed by Descartes, namely the human soul, the “I”, thus cutting the foundations from the Descartes’ whole structure. This would result in scientific materialism, according to which all religious beliefs were illusory.

Emmanuel Kant

While science was to move steadily towards a purely mechanical picture, with no place for the reality of the spiritual, in philosophy an entirely new approach entered in 1781 with the publication by Kant of the Critique of Pure Reason (Kant, 2003; Savile, 2005). His proposal involved not tinkering with Descartes’ approach, but starting again from scratch. Eschewing false modesty, he compared his idea to the revolution wrought by Copernicus in placing the Sun, rather than the Earth, at the centre of the planetary system: both Kant’s system and that of Copernicus involved looking at a problem from a completely different point of view.

There were two essential planks to his argument. The first was critical and seemingly negative. The doubts of Descartes and his successors such as Locke, Berkeley and Hume had to be faced with no evasion. Everything we think we know about the world comes through our senses, either by direct perception or by indirect perception using instruments or by reasoning based on these. Religious faith apart, we have no “hot line” to reality and so we can know nothing of the absolute reality lying behind our senses. This does not mean that we are making it all up: Kant’s point is rather that our knowledge is always knowledge of the world as it appears to us and not the world as it is “in itself” (as Kant puts it). Indeed, the world could seem fundamentally different to beings different to ourselves. 

Compared to Descartes’ positive findings this seems seriously bad news. But the second plank to Kant’s argument turns this conclusion on its head and produces a core of certainty; a foundation on which, Kant claims, we can build science and ethics. For, if the only world we have is the world as it appears to us, this world must necessarily conform to any basic principles that govern the way we experience things. So a basis for the world as it appears can be found by analysing the bounds and the structure of our own thoughts and experiencing. This is the change of “centre” that Kant likens to the Copernican revolution. Instead of focussing on the content of our experience, we must focus first on the structure of our knowing. Here, Kant claims, we can find essential regularities that must necessarily underlie any world that appears to us. Importantly, the aspect of the world that we find by this procedure is not an illusion. It is a genuine aspect of the real world that we can fully grasp by using our understanding to the full. The qualification is that it is necessarily the world’s aspect as it reveals itself to us, rather than its aspect as it is for itself.

Kant’s picture of how we know the world has several stages. First, our senses give us a the raw data of a manifold of constantly shifting forms, which he calls the “manifold of intuition”. This is so far back in our consciousness that we cannot be said even to be aware of it. Conscious perception then comes from a process of “synthesising” this manifold to produce things with definite properties. But there is more than this. Our perception is not just a collection of bald images, but it is a coherent picture of a state of affairs, involving objects that endure in time and change in time and are related to each other meaningfully in space. Analysing this situation, Kant identifies two distinct sorts of processing going on, both necessarily to our full grasp of the world. First, the manifold of intuition is ordered by means of the concepts of time and space which we supply prior to actually having a sensation. The concepts of time and space provide the form for our sensation, irrespective of its content. Second, we bring to this sensation an understanding as to a state of affairs: we exercise judgement in order to form concepts that unite and relate the elements of our sensations. Just as time and space give form to our raw sense data, so there are, he claims, basic types of judgement that give rational, propositional form to a meaningful world.

When it comes to the specification of these types of judgement, Kant reaches for Aristotle’s logic and in the spirit of Aristotle lists four basic components that a judgement must have (quantity, quality, relation and modality), each of which can take one of three possible values. Here his account starts to feel arbitrary and unconvincing from our modern perspective. Kant’s enduring legacy is not the details of his logic. Rather, it is the principle that we do not passively image a given world, but we bring to the world a very specific repertoire of processes which involves a whole panoply of concepts and structures, some so basic as to be “hard wired”, and others formed progressively through the application of these basic elements. 

The most important of these structures is the unity of our perceptions, which is linked to the concept of a self. There is an “abiding and unchanging ‘I’” which “forms the correlate of all our representations in so far as it is to be at all possible that we should become conscious of them” (Kant, 2003, A123). This binding together of our objects of perception in a unity, which we can subsequently call a “self” in the sense of the subject of all experience, is called by Kant “the first pure knowledge of understanding” (Kant, 2003, B137). We see here how far Kant has progressed beyond Descartes. The latter’s “I think therefore I am” seems from the perspective of Kant to be based on little other than the fact that in the French of the first published version of Descartes’ work this statement happens to contain the pronoun “je”. Reality, Kant claimed, was now on a firm foundation, but it was the foundation of the nature of the human knower.

Philosophy and Science

Kant was a great admirer of Newton, and he believed that his own philosophical derivation of space and time (ingredients that Newton sets out in basic axioms at the start of his main work) would be the prototype of a recasting of science on the basis of his own philosophy. One reason why this failed to happen was that science (or “natural philosophy” as it was then called) has a life of its own as an activity of a community that has always paid at best only a passing reference to other branches of philosophy. As science and mathematics developed they were to demonstrate that the details of Kant’s arguments were simply wrong. Kant, for instance, had argued that space must necessarily conform to the axioms of Euclidean geometry, because these were implicit in the very idea of space. Today “non-Euclidean geometry” is the basic conceptual structure of Einstein’s theory of relativity . Having spent much of my own life working on this, I can testify to the fact that there is nothing a priori unthinkable about alternative geometries, Kant notwithstanding. In a great many such details of his system, Kant’s assertions that anything other than X is unthinkable can be refuted by thinking X.

More generally, the development of mathematics and its subsequent applications in science have undermined both Plato’s realm of absolute reality and Kant’s system of a priori human concepts. Alternative logics have been developed distinct from the logic of Aristotle that Kant embodied in his principles of understanding. The most relevant new logics to the theme here are topos logic (Isham and Butterfield, 1998) and bilogic (Matte Blanco, 1975), the first of which has been found valuable in making sense of quantum mechanics and the second in analytic psychology. 

As science has repeatedly disproved claims from philosophy either for absolute reality or, as with Kant, for a foundation to the world with an equal status to absolute reality, so the idea has grown that science itself can provide either an absolute reality (the idea of scientific materialism) or at least an increasing “verisimilitude” to absolute reality (Popper, 1963). 

This claim, however, now needs careful examination in view of the direction that science has in fact taken. As Descartes’ programme has been pursued, so more and more of the properties of the world that we like to think of as real have been stripped away. First were the senses (colour, smell and so on) which were relegated to “secondary qualities” of an illusory kind. In the same way our passions and desires, our hopes and our memories were replaced by impulses in our nerves. Then quantum theory appeared and the idea of solid objects was replaced by a swirling cloud of minute particles in a space that was otherwise almost entirely empty, and finally space and time themselves were replaced by abstract structures of strings or membranes; for a survey, see Kumar (2008). The “reality” to which science was supposed to be attaining a steadily greater verisimilitude has become a picture that bears no relation whatever either to what we see externally around us or what we feel within us. Science has taken us full circle and, just like Plato, has removed reality entirely from our ordinary experience. Have we learnt anything from this 2500 year trek? 
COMPETING STORIES OF REALITY 

I suggest that we have in fact learnt much, but it needs putting together in a new way. And the key to this is Kant’s fundamental realisation that “the world” is in fact “our world” – the world as it is manifested to the human knower. In analysing what human knowing consisted of, Kant had little to go on beyond introspection and the traditions of his predecessors. We have the advantage of half a century of neuropsychology and cognitive psychology, much of which has been devoted to just this problem. From this it has become clear that there are many different systems concerned with making sense of the world. Some, such as those involved in the initial processing of input from the senses, geometrical awareness and some aspects of language processing, are distinguished by being localized in different areas of the brain. Others, such as the interacting cognitive subsystems, are concerned with processing at higher levels. They seem to involve many areas of the brain and are distinguished by the psychological structures of the processes, discussed by Isabel Clarke in her chapter (9) here. 

Whereas Kant looked for a single coherent rational system of human knowing, I would advocate now a “post-Kantian” view in which we apply Kant’s thinking to this multi-system conception of our knowing. Kant talked about “synthesising the manifold of intuition”; that is, processing low-level sense data to produce higher level schemata. Kant assures us that this is the reality of the world as it appears for us humans, and ICS reminds us that it consists of both propositional and implicational forms (including, respectively, linguistic and spiritual components). We can then expect that human knowing will be a tapestry woven from the many strands of our cognitive subsystems, and hence the same will be true of “our world”. I will call these different constructions of our experience “ “stories”, even though they may not be at all articulated into words. We have different stories corresponding to different ways of knowing, arising from different mental systems. So I am suggesting that we carry around in our mind many different stories, in this sense, (including, for me, the scientific story), which will affect where we direct our attention in using our senses, and how we classify and describe the things we see, hear and taste. Some of the resulting thoughts and images will be strong, vibrant and arresting, others will be indistinct and peripheral; but none will have a flag stuck to it saying “here is unique reality”. 

In addition to the particular philosophical trends that I have briefly sketched, there are many others which offer alternative understandings of how we know, and hence alternative understandings of reality. Some of these support the post-Kantian view of reality that I have just outlined. The view has, for example, many elements in common with the philosophers, such as Merleau-Ponty (Langer, 1989), of the school of phenomenology, following on from Kant, which moved from the purely logical criteria of Kant to include the sensory component and the place of the body. The ecologically focused philosopher David Abram (1997) has forcefully argued that Merleau-Ponty’s approach opens up a much needed way of knowing hitherto “subjugated” by the dominant way of knowing in our society (see June Boyce-Tillman’s chapter in Clarke, 2005).

Other strands originating further back in history rethink the separation between a subjective knower and an objective known that is assumed in most of the approaches described so far. For example: phenomenology often sees the very concept of “phenomena” as abolishing this distinction (Langer, 1989); Leibniz (1991) saw the universe as made up of worlds that are themselves self-contained subjects; and Spinoza (1989) started from a conception of the world as a single holistically integrated “substance” – an approach that has influenced the neuropsychologist Damasio (2004). All these approaches offer a way of understanding in which one experiences oneself as united with what is known, with no separation, a way that is sometimes called “knowing by being” (Clarke, 2005, p. 1), characteristic of spiritual experience. Spinoza’s approach, in particular, is relevant to the “dissolution of boundaries” described by Isabel Clarke in this book (p. ***)

Though I contend that it is no longer possible to stake out a single absolute reality, I would equally strongly oppose the idea that “anything goes”. Though there may not be degrees of reality, there are degrees of being public, and these matter. In particular, the story embodied by science has been afforded high status in our society because it is based on a discipline that tries to ensure the maximum degree of agreement and internal logical coherence, independently of particular human cultures. 

Spiritual stories, by contrast, tend to be mediated by the implicational subsystem. Because of the fluid nature of this subsystem, they are hard to convey to other people, or they get garbled in transmission. They will therefore have a low degree of public acceptance, unless they are linked with public religious narratives that stabilise the fickle implicational system into faith traditions. Because the implicational subsystem is closely coupled with the emotions, spiritual stories will tend to carry a high emotional charge, be it positive or negative. Where the charge is predominantly positive, a spiritual story can be a valuable way of making sense of the world, even though it may be hard to share with others. This scientific/spiritual polarity is another aspect of the dominant/subjugated polarity in ways of knowing referred to above.

I suggest that the post-Kantian approach to reality that I have described at the start of this section could provide a good framework for understanding the range of ways in which people relate to the world, including ways that we label as spiritual or psychotic. The examples of Klotz and Lancaster here suggest, in addition, that as we recover older, richer uses of language we can be “post” Kant in recognising that the bounds of our knowing are not fixed. 
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