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			“In all this I feel a grave danger, the danger of what might be called cosmic impiety. The concept of ‘truth’ as something dependent upon facts largely outside human control has been one of the ways in which philosophy hitherto has inculcated the necessary element of humility. When this check upon pride is removed, a further step is taken on the road towards a certain kind of madness—the intoxication of power…. I am persuaded that this intoxication is the greatest danger of our time, and that any philosophy which, however unintentionally, contributes to it is increasing the danger of vast social disaster.” 

			—Bertrand Russell, 1945, A History of Western Philosophy

			“We shall soon be in a world in which a man may be howled down for saying that two and two make four, in which furious party cries will be raised against anybody who says that cows have horns, in which people will persecute the heresy of calling a triangle a three-sided figure, and hang a man for maddening a mob with the news that grass is green.” 

			—G. K. Chesterton, 1926, “On Modern Controversy”





Introduction

			Our Pontius Pilate Moment

			The trial of Jesus, whether you take it as historical account or literary artifact, is one of the signature narratives of Western civilization. According to John’s Gospel, Jewish leaders arrest Jesus and bring him to the Roman governor of Judea, hoping Pilate will rid them of the man who proclaims himself the Son of God.

			Pilate, however, doesn’t want to get involved in a Jewish matter. When the leaders persist, Pilate agrees to interrogate the prisoner. He asks Jesus if he is the king of the Jews. Jesus answers that his kingdom is not of this world. “You are a king then!” Pilate says. To which Jesus replies, “You say I am a king. In fact, the reason I was born and came into the world is to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”

			Pilate listens to Jesus’s reply and then asks, “What is truth?”

			It’s the most sinister question in the Bible. Pilate walks off, however, before Jesus can reply.

			The fact that he exits is critical. It tells us what’s going on in Pilate’s mind. When he asks, “What is truth?” he is not requesting that Jesus elaborate on that other kingdom over which he claims dominion. Nor is he inquiring, in a philosophical way, what it means to say that something is true. Rather, Pilate is dismissing the entire notion of truth. He is, in effect, rolling his eyes at the unsophisticated, even vulgar, notion that truth matters in some abstract, transcendental sense.

			What matters, from his standpoint, is power. If you’ve got it, here and now, you get to decide what’s true. Pilate has the power to put Jesus to death or dismiss the charges against him. Power is Pilate’s truth. It’s what he knows, what he feels with every fiber of his being. (Which is the reason Friedrich Nietzsche, who had a thing for bully boys, called Pilate the “solitary figure worthy of honor” in the New Testament.1) It’s what has gotten him where he is and what will get him where he wants to go.

			Weaklings argue about truth. Those with power grow their own.

			America, circa 2022, is having a Pontius Pilate moment. What is truth? Whatever you will. Whatever you can. Whatever you dare. Truth is what you have the power to make true; if you’re calling the shots, you get to decide. Everyone else can pound dirt.

			You think you’ve got a handle on what’s true? Maybe you do. This week. Next week, though, the winds of power will shift, and what’s true will shift too. Remember when men were male? When women were female? When equal rights were fair? When history was what happened? When facts were nonnegotiable? When due process assigned the burden of proof to the accuser? When logic and evidence decided the outcome of arguments?

			That was last week.

			If truth is a function of power, and power comes and goes, you can no longer say what is true, objectively. You can say only what feels true, subjectively. For the time being. Does the earth revolve around the sun? Astronomical observations point in that direction, and at the moment, the powers-that-be stand behind those astronomical observations. But the powers-that-be didn’t always line up behind astronomy. (Ask Galileo.) Plus, it sure feels as though the sun is doing laps around the earth.

			The proposition that the earth revolves around the sun must therefore be interrogated! It must be deconstructed! Who collected those astronomical observations? Who empowered them to do so? What stake did they have in the conclusion? Doesn’t a conclusion based on astronomical observations privilege a specific Enlightenment view of the earth as an inanimate body hurtling through space rather than as a living, nurturing mother figure, teeming with flesh and blood creatures as well as mischievous spirits and ancient gods—as many communities of color have long believed? Doesn’t astronomy, in short, reinscribe the cultural hegemony of Europeans over communities of color?

			That seems not only racist but pretty damn ironic since, by the reckoning of several prominent Enlightenment thinkers, perception creates reality. Thus, the sun wouldn’t even exist if it were not continuously being perceived by creatures capable of perception. But if the sun wouldn’t exist without being perceived, and creatures capable of perception are found, as far as we know, only on earth, isn’t it equally true, and perhaps even more true, to say that the sun revolves around the earth?

			The proposition that the earth revolves around the sun is therefore freighted with power dynamics. It fits a dominant narrative constructed relatively recently by white male Europeans that ranks their feelings over the feelings of people of color, millions upon millions of them, who lived and died convinced that the sun revolved around the earth. They had one narrative. Europeans have a different one. Right now, as you read these words, the European narrative is dominant. Neither narrative, however, is objectively truer than the other.

			Suppose, however, we don’t follow Pilate’s lead. Suppose we don’t roll our eyes and exit stage left. Suppose we do ask the philosophical question: What is truth? The traditional answer is that truth is a correspondence between what’s thought or said and a reality that exists independently of what’s thought or said. When you say something that corresponds with reality, you are saying something true. “The earth revolves around the sun,” from that traditional perspective, is a true statement. “John Lennon was a member of the Beatles” is also a true statement. So is, “Columbus sailed the ocean blue in fourteen hundred and ninety-two.”

			In every true statement, you have two partners: the statement and reality. But reality is the senior partner. It calls the tune. You need to adjust your statements to reality since the other way won’t work; reality won’t adjust itself to you. It can’t adjust itself to you because it’s not a conscious thing; it doesn’t care. It just is. Which is the reason you want to take a cold, hard look at reality before you start to cough up truth claims.

			That’s the correspondence theory of truth. It’s the traditional answer to the question, “What is truth?” But of course it raises a related question: “What is reality?” According to the science fiction writer Philip K. Dick, “Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away.”2 It’s a good definition. It’s common sense but with an ironic flourish. The standard definition is more prosaic but says the same thing: reality is that which exists independently of the thought processes of a thinker. Reality, in other words, is what’s out there, beyond the workings of our minds. It includes us, we’re a part of it, but it doesn’t depend on us. It is what it is. It is what it is, moreover, whether we like it or not. It exists regardless of our feelings about it, our rooting interests in it, our notions of what and how it should be.

			Does correspondence make truth? Or does power make truth?

			That’s the intellectual and sociopolitical schism rumbling American culture at the moment. It’s a struggle over the nature of truth. From the power-makes-truth side of the schism, it feels natural to award a Pulitzer Prize to a New York Times journalist for her ideologically slanted revisionist history of the United States, despite her assertion that the project “explicitly denies objectivity.” From the correspondence-makes-truth side, however, the entire point of revising a popular view of history is for the new account to be more objectively true, more in correspondence with reality, than the previous one. That complaint will fall on deaf ears at the New York Times, however: “We stated in the intro this was a reframing of history…. The fight here is about who gets to control the national narrative, and therefore, the nation’s shared memory of itself.”

			How, then, should those on the correspondence side react when the project becomes required reading in public school history classes across the country? Are they supposed to shrug and say, “The truth will out!” But what does that mean in this context? Their opponents believe that power creates truth. So even if the project’s central claims do not correspond with reality, if a sufficient number of readers with a sufficient share of power are convinced by them, those claims will become true.

			It’s not just history that’s up for grabs. It’s justice. Without a consensus on the nature of truth, how do you determine just outcomes? (It’s a point that would not be lost on Pilate.) What happens when a nominee for the Supreme Court is accused of sexual assault…back when he was in high school? Should he be confirmed? You’ve got powerful interests on both sides. You’ve also got the reality of what happened three decades earlier. What determines the truth of the accusations, correspondence or power? Does it matter that the only three witnesses named by the accuser deny they were present, or that the accuser cannot produce a shred of objectively verifiable evidence that she and the nominee have ever been in the same place at the same time? Or is that irrelevant because you know the accusations are true; you feel their truth in your bones? Does the fact that the nominee is eventually confirmed, that his political supporters are powerful enough to get him on the court, prove that the accusations are false? Or does the fact that more Americans believe her than him, and that the truth of the accusations is now routinely asserted by powerful voices in politics, academia, and the media prove that the accusations are true?

			What is a just outcome?

			What is justice?

			The answer depends on what truth is.

			As I write these words, it is no longer a truth universally acknowledged that if your aunt had balls, she’d be your uncle. Nothing in reality has changed. In reality, self-identified aunts who have balls are still uncles. The fact that this particular truth is no longer universally acknowledged tells us that many Americans no longer feel constrained, in their truth judgments, by reality.

			You can understand it, on one level. It’s a democratic impulse. Who are you to tell me what’s true? Who gave you that power? The response, from the correspondence-makes-truth side, is that there’s no democracy of truth, no majority rule. If there were such a thing as majority rule over truth, we could solve the problem of global warming simply by convincing a sufficient number of people that it’s not a real problem.

			But that’s not how reality works. If global warming is true, it’s true even if a steady majority says otherwise.

			So, too, from the correspondence-makes-truth side, if your aunt has balls, she’s your uncle. Even if every cable news talking head, gender studies professor, and guru in drag3 says otherwise.

			Which brings us to Caitlyn (née Bruce) Jenner. Olympic gold medalist in the decathlon. Reality TV star. Wildly successful entrepreneur. Caitlyn seems, on the basis of what is publicly known, a lovely fellow. But he has a reality problem. He feels like a woman. That’s not the problem. He identifies as a woman. Still not a problem. Therefore, he insists, he is a woman. That’s the problem. He isn’t. Not in reality and thus not from a correspondence-makes-truth perspective. He isn’t a woman, not even if he plays one on TV, not even if every man, woman, child, and viewer demographic agrees to pretend that he is. Reality doesn’t care what Caitlyn feels, or how sincere his feelings are, or how he defines himself, or whether the rest of us play along. Caitlyn was born with balls. Ergo, he’s a man. He’s reportedly had his balls surgically removed. Doesn’t matter. He’s still a man. He is an adult male human being. The guy’s a dude. Dude-hood is literally coded into his DNA.4

			Critical Race Theory. The Me Too movement. Transgender-recognition. The controversies over each of these developments boil down to whether we think truth is a function of power or a correspondence with reality. How do we know what’s true? Is it a subjective judgment imposed on us by institutions and experts empowered by the government, universities, and the media? Or is it an objective judgment, verifiable whenever the demand arises by direct observation and reproducible results?

			The controversies over CRT, Me Too, and transgender-recognition are also, however, debates over individual and collective rights. What natural rights are due me because I am a person? What special rights can I claim because of wrongs done to my ancestors? To what degree are other persons, each with their own set of rights, compelled to acknowledge and respect my self-perception and system of beliefs?

			To speak of such matters is necessarily to invoke the vocabulary and values of the European Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: rational inquiry, socioreligious tolerance, and inalienable rights. This kind of discourse may strike some readers today as “Eurocentric.” But it is unavoidable. The vocabulary and values of the Enlightenment have become the magnetic north of the world’s moral compass. Whenever a person, a community, or a nation feels aggrieved, their appeal to the conscience of humanity invokes reason, tolerance, or rights…even if their own cultures and traditions have not embraced those values. The common ground of reason, the peaceable default of tolerance, and the universality of basic rights are the starting points for debating individual and collective grievances.

			Therefore, our discussion will take as both given and desirable the Enlightenment values of rational inquiry, socioreligious tolerance, and inalienable rights. Such values will form the framework for the argument that follows.

			Now seems a good moment to lay our cards on the table. What follows is not going to be a neutral examination of CRT, Me Too, and transgenderism. As you’ve likely gathered, I am of the correspondence-with-reality tribe, which puts me in the opposition camp when it comes to CRT, Me Too, and transgenderism. But that doesn’t mean that every issue we’re about to analyze is cut and dried. Power, for example, may not determine what’s true, but power has a lot to do with whose voices get heard, which opinions are taken seriously, whose ox is gored and how often. You’re reading this book, which argues that truth is a correspondence with reality rather than a function of power, because a powerful entity—an established publishing house—has brought it to market. I became known to that publishing house because other powerful entities—state universities, national periodicals, and intellectual journals—have provided me with platforms to set my opinions before the public. It would be facetious, and false, of me to claim that power plays no role in the discovery and dissemination of truth. It does. Those on the other side of the cultural schism are not wrong to point that out.

			Nor are they wrong to highlight the subjective element in our experience of reality. That element exists. It’s real. Each of us perceives the world subjectively, which means that perception is never without bias. Even though reality is “out there,” as it always has been—getting up in your face, not giving a damn about your feelings, forcing you to make adjustments, never quite cooperating with your best laid plans—you don’t have unfiltered access to it. There is indeed a filter; that filter is you. Because of who you are, because of your history, habits, and prejudices, because of your natural, inescapable you-ness, you’ve got your own quirky way of perceiving reality…and I’ve got mine. And though there’s lots of overlap, no two people perceive reality in precisely the same way. Much of the time, our differences in perception are trivial: Is this shirt royal blue or navy? Occasionally, though, our differences in perception carry huge consequences: Did our date last night end in consensual sex or in a sexual assault?

			The fact that no one gets reality unfiltered, however, doesn’t mean that everyone’s perception of it is equally valid. So, for example, if you say that police violence is the primary threat to the lives of young black men, you are objectively wrong. You are saying an untrue thing. You are propagating misinformation. You are spreading fake news.

			Even if you feel it in your bones. Even if you are a member of a historically marginalized group. Even if you yourself are a young black man, and you are speaking from “lived experience,” you’ve still got to make the case for the truth of your statement; and in this instance, as we’ll discuss below, the case cannot be made. Because in reality police violence is not the primary threat to the lives of young black men. Evidence and logic point unequivocally at other threats—primarily, other young black men. Evidence and logic are the things that enable us to work through our filters, even though the filters never come off. The more attentive we are to evidence and logic, the less our filters distort what we see.

			To repeat: there is no democracy of truth. The earth objectively revolves around the sun. You don’t get to vote on it. You have no more power to alter objective truth than the Catholic Church did when confronted with Galileo’s astronomical evidence. If you’re powerful enough, as the Church then was, you can make Galileo recant. You can make him cry “aunt-with-balls.” But you cannot affect what’s objectively true.

			Objective truth is revealed by a careful examination of evidence and the application of logic to that evidence. Objective truth is true regardless of our subjective feelings about it because it is anchored in the object of the belief or proposition; it is a relationship between out-there and in-here, an alignment between the two. Objective truth forces itself on us. Objective truth is oppressive, at times tyrannical. It’s not merely undemocratic; it’s anti-democratic.

			The only way to establish a democracy of truth would be to reject the idea of objective truth, to reject the possibility that human beings are capable of thinking or saying objectively true things, things that correspond with reality. Which is nonsense. The logic doesn’t work. You can’t claim that objective truth cannot be had without also claiming that your claim is objectively true. If you’re right, therefore, you’re wrong. And if you’re wrong, you’re still wrong.

			The fact that a growing number of highly credentialed people are making that claim, logic be damned, is at the heart of America’s current intellectual crisis. Not because their claim is tenable—it isn’t, not even slightly—but because their position is in a sense logically invincible. How effective is a logical critique of a position that literally defies logic? Don’t get me wrong. Logical critiques are necessary exercises, and the pages that follow are full of them. But given the nature of this particular crisis, logical critiques may ultimately be toothless.

			So what remains? Let me suggest one possibility: ridicule. Ridiculous arguments deserve ridicule, and many of the arguments put forward by advocates for Critical Race Theory, the Me Too movement, and transgender-recognition are indeed ridiculous. Therefore, in addition to logical critiques, you will find regular doses of ridicule in the pages that follow. It’s a method of last resort, but I think it’s warranted.

			It’s the right tool for the job.





Chapter One

			A Brief History of Subjectivism

			Advocates for Critical Race Theory, the Me Too movement, and transgender-recognition are often grouped under the umbrella term “Woke.” There are sound political reasons for the grouping; if you turn up at their rallies, you’ll notice lots of overlap in faces, signage, and rhythmic chants. These, however, speak less to their specific agendas and more to the happenstance of a shared dislike of NASCAR, Wall Street, and straight white guys who drink cheap beer and wear their baseball caps backward.

			That shared dislike is neither entirely coincidental nor entirely symbolic. Class consciousness (in both directions) is at work, as are socioeconomic interests. But CRT, Me Too, and transgenderism are also related on a more fundamental level. Underpinning them all is a line of subjectivist error that is neither especially new nor very hard to grasp. What is new is the intellectual climate that has enabled devotees of that error to join forces and ascend to positions of dominance in various cultural institutions. That ascent would be unimaginable if the institutions housed a critical mass of philosophically literate minds. They don’t, as will become evident below.

			To understand how CRT, Me Too, and transgenderism are three especially noxious runoffs of a centuries-old, nonsense-polluted stream, we must delve briefly into the history of subjectivism.

			Subjectivism, in philosophy, is an exaggerated, relativistic form of idealism. The term idealism, however, is ambiguous. Its popular meanings—a devotion to high-minded goals, or a belief that good will triumph over evil—have little to do with its philosophical sense. But even in philosophy, the usage can be tricky. Plato is often erroneously identified as an idealist because he argues that a realm of universal ideas, or forms, is realer than the world experienced through our senses. Likewise, René Descartes is often misclassified because he begins his philosophical project by looking inward rather than outward for a bedrock certitude. On the other hand, Plato and Descartes are both instrumental in the development of idealism as a philosophical approach. Further complicating matters is the fact that even among bona fide idealists such as Berkeley, Kant, and Hegel, their disagreements are so basic that they almost outweigh their commonalities.

			Still, to get at subjectivism, we have to begin with idealism, which is the belief that mental objects, ethereal though they may seem, are more basic, or take priority over, or perhaps even constitute what is usually described as reality. It’s not a matter of our experience of reality being filtered through our perceptions and ideas; it’s a matter of our perceptions and ideas being what we experience.

			The most straightforward way to make sense of idealism is in contrast with realism—which, as the name suggests, is the belief that reality is substantial, that it exists independently of our perceptions and ideas, that we have access to it, and that the pursuit of truth is an effort to organize our perceptions and ideas in ways that correspond with it. Realism is the common sense view of the world I referenced in the introduction. The fact that realism is commonsensical is, for many philosophers, a strike against it.

			Here is a less abstract way to think about the idealism-realism divide: Imagine Steph Curry dribbling a basketball. Now focus on the basketball. It’s round. It’s grainy. It’s bouncy. Those are properties it shares with all basketballs, substantial properties, essential to the thing’s “basketball-ness.” Curry’s basketball has other attributes as well. It’s dark brown. It’s got the word “Wilson” stamped on it. It’s being dribbled by Steph Curry. Those attributes are nonessential. You could easily have a red, white, and blue basketball instead of a dark brown one. Or a basketball with a “Spalding” stamp. Or a basketball being dribbled by LeBron James.

			Roundness, graininess, and bounciness are essential to every basketball. You cannot have a basketball without those properties. They are, as I said, substantial properties; they are elements of the basketball’s substance. Color, brand, and current dribbler are nonessential; they are accidental attributes. Individual things are made up of a substance and accidents. The substance is how you determine what a thing is. Accidents are how you distinguish one thing from another of the same kind. The brown Wilson basketball Steph Curry is dribbling is an individual thing, made up of a substance (its basketball-ness) and accidents (its color, brand, and dribbler). It is one instance of a basketball.

			Notice that you can take away the basketball’s accidental attributes and still have a basketball. But you can’t take away any of its substantial properties. If you do that, you no longer have a basketball. If you want to know what a thing is, you’re inquiring about its substance. If you want to know which specific thing you’re referring to, you’re inquiring about its accidents. That’s how you acquire knowledge. But knowledge is always finite. You’ll never know everything about the basketball; you’ll never know everything about anything. Even if you’ve got a good grip on the specific basketball Steph Curry is dribbling, you likely don’t know where, when, or by what exact process it was made. Even if you knew all of that, you still would not know the names of the people who packaged and shipped it, or the names of everyone who has ever handled it, or the quantum state of its subatomic particles. Here is what you do know, however, if you are a realist: it exists independently of your perceptions of it. The basketball doesn’t cease to be when you turn out the lights in the gym. Which means, at minimum, even if you don’t know what a basketball is used for, and even if you don’t know who Steph Curry is, or why he’s bouncing that round, brown, grainy thing up and down, you do grasp the reality of the basketball.

			That’s realism. To which the idealist replies, “Not so fast.”

			Idealism foregrounds not reality but perception. What do you really and truly know about Steph Curry’s basketball? Only what your senses register, what you can see, hear, smell, touch, and taste. So you know its roundness, brownness, bounciness, graininess, “Wilson” stamp, and so forth. You know the thwap sound it makes each time it hits the floor of the gym. If you cared to lick it, you’d know what it tastes like. What else? The idealist answers nothing. You know the sum of what you perceive with your senses…and nothing else. That spiel I just went into about substance and accidents? To an idealist, that’s nothing more than an attempt to sort sense perceptions into a rational order. Rational order makes us feel good; it makes us feel as though we’re acquiring knowledge of the world. But why is a substantial property more important than an accidental attribute? Your senses take in information. They don’t create hierarchies: this attribute is crucial; this one isn’t. What we’re getting from our senses is just a stream of perceptions. The order we impose on those perceptions comes from us; the order isn’t found in the object itself. All we’re doing, in the final analysis, is rearranging perceptions into ideas. The entire process is internal; it is going on between our ears. It is unconnected to the object, the actual basketball. We have no direct experience of “basketball-ness.” What we’ve got is a steady flow of perceptions that, for the sake of convenience, we mentally rope to the word “basketball.” That flow of perceptions is what we know, not the underlying thing…if there is an underlying thing.

			Reality, according to the idealist, may be out there, a ginormous universe of stuff independent of our perceptions of it. But even if that universe is out there, we have no way to get at it except through our perceptions—which are the only things we know directly. You and I are inward beings, creatures of consciousness. Whatever, if anything, is outside, has to pass through our sense organs in order for us to become aware of it. So our awareness of it is never direct; it is always mediated by our perceptions. We know our perceptions of things, not things-in-themselves. Maybe there is an actual basketball-substance that accounts for those perceptions we associate with it, and maybe there isn’t. Idealists bicker over that point. But what they agree on is that even if there is an actual basketball-substance, one that exists independently of our perceiving it, we have no direct access to it. We fool ourselves to think we know a thing or two about reality; we know a thing or two about our perceptions of the reality.

			Do idealists honestly believe what they claim to believe? Do they honestly think that a tree (to switch to a more famous example) has no substantial properties, that it is merely a collection of accidental attributes that exist only if perceived, and thus that if a tree falls in the forest and no one hears it, it makes no sound? That’s hard to say. What I can say is that I have never met anyone who acted as though reality did not exist apart from our perceptions, who blithely strolled into oncoming traffic confident that his perceptions, the mere phenomena of his own consciousness, could do him no bodily harm. When asked his opinion of philosophical idealism, eighteenth-century British poet, playwright, literary critic, and inveterate wiseass Samuel Johnson famously kicked a stone and said, “I refute it thus.”

			If the reality of reality is obvious, if indeed it is self-evident, how did a philosophical movement such as idealism ever get off the ground? Its origins can be traced back at least to Plato (c. 427–347 BC)—though, to repeat, while he wrote a great deal about “ideas,” Plato himself was decidedly not an idealist. Yet in his dialogue The Republic, he provides a vastly influential account of the world of our ordinary experience, suggesting that what seems to be reality may not be real. According to Plato, human beings live in a metaphoric cave. We’re chained in place, only able to face the back wall, observing shadows cast against it by objects behind us. To cast shadows, however, you need light. That light is coming from a fire near the entrance of the cave. The light from the fire is hitting those objects behind us—the ones we cannot see because of our chains—and producing the shadows on the wall. Because the shadows are all we see, we mistake them for reality. But in reality the shadows are insubstantial; they are a distraction. To get at what’s truly real, we must break our chains, turn around, and find our way out of the cave. Only outside the cave, in a realm of pure and eternal ideas (or “forms”), are we able to experience reality.

			What does Plato mean when he talks about pure and eternal ideas? Let’s return to Steph Curry’s basketball. For Plato, basketball-ness is realer than any individual basketball. Individual basketballs change; they get worn down, warped, and punctured; they come into and go out of existence. But basketball-ness never changes. It is a pure and eternal idea, a perfect form from which Steph Curry’s basketball, LeBron James’s basketball, and even that beat up old basketball rolling around the floor of your garage derive their essences. It seems to us that each basketball we pick up and dribble is real. But Plato is arguing that those sense-detectable basketballs are like the shadows on the back wall of the cave. It is the pure and eternal idea of basketball-ness, found only outside of the cave, that is real.

			Plato’s suggestion that we must break our chains in order to discover what’s real underscores the fact that he thinks reality exists independently of our perceptions. If he were an idealist, or even a proto-idealist, the shadows on the back wall of the cave would be no more or less real than the objects casting them, or the fire behind the objects, or the world outside the cave. On the contrary, Plato insists that the struggle to escape the cave, to see past transitory appearances, to reason beyond transitory appearances, and to grasp what’s real and unchanging, makes life worth living. He points us outward rather than inward, with an eye toward correspondence rather than self-projection.

			Nevertheless, the notion that the shadowy, occasionally baffling, constantly changing world of our ordinary experience isn’t real had a profound and lasting influence on later philosophers. One of them was Descartes (1596–1650). Descartes isn’t exactly an idealist either, though like Plato he is an idealist-inspirer. Starting from a position of universal doubt—taking nothing whatsoever (or so he imagined) for granted—Descartes sets out to discover whether he can know anything with absolute certainty. He finds that he can doubt everything he’s been taught since he has no way to be absolutely certain about the reliability of the people who taught him. He can also doubt the information he receives through his senses since his senses often mislead him; that sound of a gunshot in the distance may turn out to be a firecracker. And if he can doubt sense information, he can doubt the existence of his own body since not only is his body the entryway for sense data, his body is itself revealed to him through his senses. How can he be certain that an evil demon isn’t fooling him into imagining that he has arms and legs? Human beings, Descartes notes, are notoriously fallible in judging what’s real. What seems real as he sleeps proves to be unreal the moment he awakes…which means that, for all he knows, he may be dreaming at that very moment. His waking experience of the world may itself be a dream.

			Finally, Descartes concludes that the one thing he cannot doubt is the fact that he is doubting. He cannot think that he is not thinking. He is a thinking being, a rational soul capable of rational thought. Even if all else is suspect, he cannot entertain the thought that he isn’t engaged in thought. Cogito, ergo sum. I think, therefore I am. That’s his baseline, his absolute certainty. He exists. Now all he’s got to do is figure out if the material world also exists.

			It’s an ironic twist. Prior to Descartes, philosophers tended to take the world of our immediate experience as a given and, from that commonsensical starting point, attempt to figure out whether the soul exists. Descartes reverses that. He takes the soul as given and attempts to figure out if the world of our immediate experience exists. How do you get from in-here certainty to out-there certainty? Descartes is able to do so, to his own satisfaction, by way of God. He has a concept of God, a perfect Being, in his mind, and it cannot have come from anywhere except from God himself—because there is no perfect being in Descartes’s immediate experience from which to derive such a concept. To be perfect, furthermore, is necessarily to exist, since existence is greater than nonexistence; a perfect being by definition must exist, or else it wouldn’t be perfect. God therefore exists. (For the record, Descartes here is reiterating the ontological argument for God’s existence, developed in its most famous form by the medieval theologian Saint Anselm.) More to the point, for Descartes’s purpose, a perfect being would not engage in intentional deception of imperfect beings. It is not in God’s nature to trick us into thinking the material world exists. “But once I perceived that there is a God, and also understood at the same time that everything else depends on him, and that he is not a deceiver, I then concluded that everything I clearly and distinctly perceive is necessarily true.”5
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