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Preface


Why This Book Exists


I never set out to become a philosopher, I don’t call myself one today, and I wasn’t drawn to my perspective through intensive philosophical study. Philosophy was thrust upon me, at a moment of weakness, when a crack emerged in what I thought I knew without it. This is not a typical text on philosophy, and I am very grateful that you would allow me a moment to explain why you might want to read it. I have tried my best not to overindulge in the first-person pronoun where possible in these words, but this is an introduction, so I hope you can forgive me for splurging with it here.


This book has little to say on religion, but it makes sense to start there, because I gained the first seeds of atheism at a very young age. I remember being set a task at primary school—kindergarten, that is—of drawing different kinds of animals onto a page. I remember telling an older kid that they shouldn’t be drawing ‘people’, because people are not animals. They quickly informed me that people are animals, and I remember being very confused. I remember that another child in my year never attended the church services at this school, and I remember eventually realising why this was—that not everyone believed what we were taught was true. By the time I started secondary school—that’s middle school—I had become an atheist. I did a project in my second or third year on George Carlin, and then I discovered Christopher Hitchens, and Richard Dawkins, and Stephen Fry, and I was enamoured.


I was also interested in religion in its own right. I would make long lists of the names of gods and goddesses from different pantheons. I tried correlating gods from Norse mythology with those from Greece. I even made up my own pantheon by translating words like ‘fire’ and ‘water’ into various languages. I researched the correlations between stories in the Christian bible and astronomical cycles and events; and I confronted my religious education teacher with contradictions in the life of Jesus. I was too young to acknowledge any deeper significance to the world being devoid of objective meaning. I just found it very interesting why people believed things we did not know as true.


This went on for some years, though I stopped spending much time thinking about religion, for atheism had just become a ‘known’. I read Albert Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus, a book which seeks to shed light on the conflict between humankind’s desire to find meaning in life, and its inability to do so. Camus concluded that our capacity to create meaning artificially, and find joy in such meaning, can compensate for its innate meaninglessness—that life might be considered meaningful if only we remain aware of the fabricated nature of the meaning we give it. This message was sufficient for me, for a while, but as I approached the end of my teens, and I struggled with the question of what fabrication of meaning would be sufficient, my perspective rapidly declined into nihilism.


I never wanted to waste time on the relative. I wanted to know what was best, and I wanted that. Insofar as there was not a ‘best’, I wanted nothing. I had created a problem in my mind that did not seem possible to solve—a first encounter with paradox, perhaps—and I was lost. I had always liked books, and so I naively thought that maybe I could follow in the footsteps of those atheist authors I admired. I started reading more, all while my pessimism and desperation grew larger, and I never could have predicted where this interest would lead me.


At the close of 2012, I was reading Lawrence Krauss’ A Universe from Nothing, a book which explores how it might be possible for a meaningless universe to arise in the first place. Krauss posited that certain phenomena present in empty space could allow for the generation of our universe out of nothing, defying the cosmological conjecture—out of nothing, nothing comes. However, Krauss’ idea of nothing wasn’t what most people would think of when hearing the term ‘nothing’; instead, it contained all of the laws of physics and the entire contents of quantum field theory. For Krauss, ‘nothing’ was the absence of physicality in all its forms, including those of space and time, but arguably, still, something.


Prior to this, I’d never really worried about the before of matter, and, rightly or wrongly, I had interpreted this as meaning that science’s best guess at the origin of matter was found in something which exists but is not physical itself. Suddenly, flashes were going off in my mind. I started questioning everything I thought I knew, and because I had trained so long not to trust anything whose truth I could question, suddenly these beliefs were no good, and they collapsed. And it all collapsed, as though these beliefs were the scaffolding holding together my entire outlook on life. It collapsed and then there was nothing—emptiness. I knew nothing, and I knew it. I knew nothing, and I knew it—this thought reverberated in my mind. How can there be knowing if there is nothing?


There was nothing rational or intellectual about this feeling. I knew, and I could feel my knowing. It was an absolute, preconceptual conviction of necessity. That the emptiness is full; that nothing means everything; that meaning is innate; and that the absolute is a paradox that cannot be explained, but can nevertheless be known, because I knew it. Now, save for the flashy description I have just provided, I don’t want to mystify this experience any more than it should be. I recognised that it was a psychological phenomenon that had been cultivated by my unique situation. The content of the experience is not important here, particularly for a work of philosophic intentions. The importance of the experience is the effect it had on me, for it is this effect that led me to write this book.


Whatever that experience was, it showed me something I did not think was possible. It showed me that, within an instant, it is possible for even the most sceptical and nihilistic of minds to feel absolutely certain of the importance, beauty, and perfection of existence. I report this as an account of this effect, and my life following it is evidence of its power. It was not a feeling of assurance like the one we have in response to a near incontrovertible scientific theory, nor of the certitude that 1+1=2. It was not an assurance of anything we can conceive, but an assurance of the existence of an assurance greater than anything we can conceive. It was an experience of untarnishable persuasive power, for which, I am aware, my rhetoric is not—but that is why I have written this book.


Immediately following the experience, my task was already set. There was no time to sit in amazement. There was no question that I would not spend every available moment of my life, for as long as it would take me, in finding a way to reveal this meaning. There was also no question that I would attempt to convey it without being able to convey it with  rigour. Even if I’m ultimately wrong in all this, which is a natural and persistent doubt of the mind, nothing could stop me from risking it all, and if I should fail completely, I’ll still be happy I tried.


Developing a Philosophical Science


A secondary facet of the experience that struck me was that my mind was quick to attempt to intellectualise or rationalise this ‘emptiness’, and as I formed thoughts about it, mirrored were sensations of meaning. Unable to rationally categorise the experience, I could sense successive iterations of an attempted rationalisation shuttling up towards the higher levels of my mind, and after each conceptual iteration, a sensation of meaning emerged to compensate for its incompleteness. Taken together, the sensation was that the interaction between this ‘nothing’ and my awareness of it, was generating an autonomously expanding duality as an attempt to relativise the paradox at the heart of experience, and that this process was the origin of my perceptions of a subjective and objective environment. This quality has been my guiding light in subsequent years, for it was a distinct quality of complementarity—of two interdependent constructs, who rely on each other for their own existence, and whose relation is a consequence of the actualisation of the potential.


These constructs were like two different ways of looking at the phenomenon of experience, and I fell into the habit of referring to them as ‘meaning’ and ‘reason’ respectively. By ‘reason’, I am referring to a discretely encoded, or mechanistic, record of experience, and something that could theoretically be written down or communicated. By ‘meaning’, I am referring to the continuous felt quality of experience in the immediate moment, which is never communicated, and never remembered. If reason answers the question ‘How?’, then meaning answers the question ‘Why?’. The two viewpoints were not unfamiliar, for everything we perceive is perceived through the languages of meaning and reason; I was merely recognising them at a very basic and unrefined level. All attempts at knowledge are an attempt to acquire a reason how or and meaning why, and I felt the two as aspects of a single thing, which cannot be conceived as singular.


I realised that each view carries an aspect of the truth, that each is incomplete in isolation, and that a disproportionate adherence to either leads the individual to a biased perspective on the natural world. Meaning leads to an overly finalistic and spiritualistic view on existence, reason leads to an overly mechanistic and nihilistic view, and truth lies in the correlation between them. I saw my prior self to be leaning heavily towards reason, and I saw that I was ultimately no different from the theist who leans to the side of meaning. It is therefore from the view of a reconciliation between the opposites that this work begins.


My enthusiasm following this initial experience was unshakable, though I had a very long way to go to being able to express myself with clarity. I came from the side of reason, so discussing the experience on the basis of anecdote was out of the question, and I also wasn’t interested in the potential psychotherapeutic effects of the recognition of meaning—I was interested in proof, regardless of whether proof was possible, and acknowledging that any proof would still be one side of the whole.


In 2013, I produced a booklet containing the basis of my ideas, in which I presented the thesis as a kind of pantheism, and that the problems of our time must be solved by reacknowledging the lost aspect of ourselves. Before I had even finished this text, I realised that this was not an accurate way to describe the idea, and I didn’t pursue it further. I was still very young, naive, and uneducated at this time, so I needed more time to explore philosophy.


My second attempt occurred in 2016, and I knew enough of the historical discourse this time to recognise certain patterns in our theories, and the system that emerged remains unchanged in essence to this day. I released this attempt as a short film and lecture, though within a week, and after some initial positive feedback, I realised that the bold intentions of the work deserved a much better treatment than I had given it, and indeed was able to give it. I still needed more time, to learn more philosophy, so I removed the film. At the start of 2019, I would begin my final effort, researching, questioning, and expanding on everything, doing as much as I could possibly do with this mortal mind. It has been extraordinarily difficult for me, but this book is the result, released a decade following the initial event, and I’m quite content with it. I don’t think I could have done much more.


The goal of the following text is to establish the foundations of a new philosophical science called ‘paraphilosophy’. This is not a philosophical theory, but rather the structure of possible theories. The methodology developed to identify this structure is scientific, in the sense that it is an analysis of the ideas that philosophers have developed in our efforts to rationalise experience over the course of the history of discourse. Paraphilosophy is a consequence of the establishment of this structure as something that exists ontologically.


The text is divided into four parts. Part I discusses the general problem of opposites in philosophy and psychology; Part II develops the structure underlying our cognitions of various key concepts in philosophy; Part III extends this structure to the elementary logic underlying rational thought, and to the truth predicate itself; Part IV presents the conclusions of the inquiry in full, and particularly the self-asserting character of the structure, as well as its involvement with consciousness.


In Part I, I describe the no-progress problem of philosophy, which is that we are unable to decisively discriminate between the subjectivist and objectivist perspectives on any given philosophical problem, and that this prevents philosophy from making consensual forward movement. I then introduce the principle of complementarity, first as it is given by Niels Bohr in theoretical physics, and second as it emerges in psychology as explained by William James and Carl Jung. By using Jung’s investigations into typology, I make a first presentation of the structure referred to as the ‘dialectical matrix’, here distinguishing four classes of intellectual temperament.


In Part II, I begin by abstracting this structure away from psychology, so that we may determine whether the same structure can model the various perspectives philosophers have developed in regard to certain basic concepts in philosophy, as well as the theories which are grounded in these perspectives. These concepts are knowledge, being, value, and right, respectively. At the end of Part II, we are able to conclude that the dialectical matrix is indeed sufficient to categorise, define, and demarcate the ideas we can come up with in regard to any of the major concepts of philosophy. I finish with an analysis of the correlations between perspectives from the same part of the structure among the four philosophic disciplines, revealing consistent themes.


In Part III, I provide a brief description of the history of logic, particularly as it relates to the foundations of mathematics. I discuss the unavoidable presence of self-reference in logic, emerging through Russell’s paradox, Gödel’s incompleteness theorems, and Tarski’s undefinability  theorem; I also discuss the requirement of non-classical logic to retain a correlation between proof and truth, as well as a transparent account of the truth predicate. I describe how the various approaches to nonclassical logic can be modelled by the dialectical matrix, and end with a discussion on the relation between self-reference and consciousness, with particular focus on the work of Douglas Hofstadter.


In Part IV, I begin by re-examining a quadrant of the dialectical matrix that was previously explained to be self-contradictory, and therefore empty. At this point, we are able to determine that this perspective arises from a conflation of the subject and object in a similar manner to the set-theoretic and semantic paradoxes. Through a deeper analysis of these paradoxical concepts, we are able to identify them with self-knowledge, self-being, self-value, self-governance, and ultimately self-consciousness itself. I proceed with an examination of the dialectical matrix in light of its inclusion of this self-referential component and reveal the entire structure to be a fractal within the basic architecture of experience. The self-proving character of the possibility of self-conception, established through the act itself, and which now both includes and is included by the dialectical matrix, is the means to proving that the matrix exists as both the subject and object of thought. The remainder of the text discusses the philosophical consequences of the establishment of paraphilosophy, our new philosophical science.


I do hope that you enjoy the following text, and I hope that I have done this bold task justice.









Part I


On the Relation of Opposites









Chapter One


The Problem with Philosophy


The No-Progress Problem


To the present date, philosophy in the Western tradition has enjoyed more than 2600 years of thought and discourse. It has seen countless great minds divulge countless pages of well-considered words to its rich and devoted history. More likely than not, hundreds of millions of hours have been spent gruelling over keys and parchment alike to find those combinations of words that conform to the particular perspective of each of its great thinkers. Despite this, the pursuit of philosophical knowledge is an endeavour that has consumed more of our attention than it’s paid for, for in spite of our efforts over these past three millennia, we have little real progress to show for it.


I do not mean to say that philosophic successes have not been made, nor that individuals have not made progress of their own. There have surely been plentiful occasions in which genuine understanding has shone through the darkness of mere speculative thinking. There is no doubt that knowledge has been gained; but there is also no doubt that any knowledge acquired in times gone by has ultimately failed in imparting a lasting dent in the records of history. It certainly has been insufficient to set all our philosophic squabbles to rest, for it is an undeniable fact that after these 2600 years of recorded discourse, we still tackle the same questions that bemused the ancient Greeks. It is not so much a problem of intellect as it is one of consensus, and it is the latter which shall move philosophy forward.


The individuality of philosophic opinion is a reality reflected in the attitudes of ordinary people towards the scope and hope of the discourse. For those who pass by unaffected and uninvolved, philosophy is an afterthought at best; for those who see its weakness in contrast to the strength of scientific empiricism, it is harshly criticised as hopeless or futile. Philosophy informs every choice we make, every act we sign, every word we write, but it is always a personal ordeal, for we have no greater wisdom to which we might appeal.


The academic community naturally sees things differently, for they are confronted with what appears to be progress on a regular basis. Such progress is typically a progress in theory, not a progress in absolute truth, and it is the latter we require to solidify the former into something that would resemble a science. One could walk into any university’s philosophy department right now and find as much disparity of opinion as one would in its dorm rooms, and this is not to say that professors of philosophy are not especially gifted in their proclamations; academic philosophers are surely some of the brightest among us, it is rather that they have an impossible task.


There is a more systemic problem that faces philosophy: a problem that polarises and fragments our perceptions, that divides and segregates us as free-thinking individuals; a problem that renders us incapable of appreciating the positions of our fellows, and that leads us to believe wholeheartedly that our ideas outshine others. The problem devalues philosophy; it devalues the sanctity of our own opinions; it devalues the credibility of a person who would spend their time thinking about that which apparently cannot be thought about. It discredits me, and what this history would lead you to presume about someone like me, who is attempting to present you with ideas that you have not derived yourself.


There is not, and there has never been, a single definitive proof of any of the major epistemological, metaphysical, metaethical, or politico-theoretical positions, and there won’t be until something is radically changed within the landscape of philosophical thinking. Even when it seems as though a theory might be destroyed, its proponents need only to sharpen their concepts, and the theory returns stronger than before. Our reasoning works well in making theories better, stronger, more consistent, but it does not work in proving these theories over others.


Despite this, it seems quite necessary that there should be proper philosophical reasons to justify certain beliefs—that slavery is wrong, that we should all have equal rights, or that reality is made of a certain kind of stuff. But our beliefs are seldom acquired from philosophy, nor are the societal changes they engender. Beliefs are caused by factors more material than reason alone, like emotion, utility, tradition, education, and societal changes occur because these factors evolve over time, and for those who are not so easily impelled to change, because of pressure from those who are. New ways of thinking are absorbed by children who grow up on the foundations of cultural innocence, wholly unaware of the quirks of their predecessors, which may be considered abhorrent in modern times. Yet, we seldom judge our ancestors; we say, ‘times were different back then’, as though the truth were different too.


It would be reassuring if our choices were supported by established principles, but in practice, there is always a contrary opinion, based on different ideals, and which, once we strip away our own, can be viewed as equally reasonable. Philosophy seems to express an essential paradox of the method: on one hand, there must be some theories which are basically true, but on the other, there is no reliable method for discriminating between opposing theses.


It is accordingly a crucial factor of this work to explain why philosophy behaves in this way—why the truth is so elusive, and why it’s not been possible for us to put any problem to rest. These are questions that anyone who engages in philosophic contemplation is faced with, whether one acknowledges them or not. The failure of philosophy is that all too often they are left unacknowledged, for when a problem is unacknowledged, there’s certainly no chance that it might get resolved. Perhaps we simply loathe to recognise that philosophy is stagnant because progress is impossible—that philosophical truth is simply incompatible with the human mind.


History certainly seems to lend credence to this idea, but I doubt that many philosophers would be prepared to accept it as fact. After all, what is the point of doing philosophy if it’s not possible to do it well. The endeavour does seem to implicate the assumption that philosophical truth is, at the very least, structured similarly to the categories of human language, and, ideally, just as accessible as something like a mathematical formula. Nevertheless, some philosophers have claimed that progress is impossible due to the innate nature of truth itself, and the divergence of this nature from that of human thought.


In a 2011 paper entitled ‘There Is No Progress In Philosophy’, Eric Dietrich audaciously asserts that the denial that philosophy does not progress, by the majority of the philosophical community, is really a mental disorder where one refuses to accept an obvious reality—a conclusion I should clarify I don’t share.1 Nevertheless, Dietrich does give a good account of the no-progress problem in philosophy, and of particular relevance to the present work is the perspective of Thomas Nagel, as one of two explanations Dietrich gives as to why philosophy is stricken with such a problem.


For Nagel, progress in respect to certain philosophical problems is unattainable because there are invariably two coherent yet contradictory perspectives through which one can approach that problem: one, from a principle-based, first-person, subjective standpoint; and the other from a fact-based, third-person, objective one. Nagel expounds that the bifurcation of perspective makes insolvability an inherent feature of the questions themselves, so that we could not, no matter how much intelligence we employed, find for them a single satisfactory answer.2


The duality between subject and object-based viewpoints is a universal feature of the questions we call philosophic. The issue that philosophers face is not merely that two such perspectives exist, but that the conclusions of each stand in direct opposition to the other. When we think about the world in respect to the subjective, for example, we acknowledge that our only access to reality is dependent on our own experience of it. From the perspective of the subject, we are intimately connected to reality and play a role in its perpetuation. In this sense, reality appears as something we are doing—that is dependent on consciousness.


On the other hand, when we think about the world in respect of the object alone, reality appears to be unfolding purely in accordance with natural laws that are entirely disconnected from, and unconcerned with, anything that might be conscious of them. In this sense, reality is something that is happening to us, and our experience is merely an evolutionary mechanism by which we become able of perceiving and interacting with it. We are resigned to this endless war between contradictory viewpoints, and any effort to resolve this conflict demands an assumption that the conflict is indeed resolvable.


The present work begins from this assumption but operates with a very different view on the nature of no-progress in philosophy. On this view, our efforts to discriminate between opposing perspectives presupposes certain ideas concerning the nature of truth, and that these assumptions prevent us from undertaking philosophy with an open and unbiased mind. To boot, our assumptions regarding the nature of truth force us into pursuing a specific approach to philosophy, and this approach cannot arrive at solutions no matter how hard it is tried. On this view, we have been dictating to philosophy what kind of truths we would be willing to accept, devising theories that fit these specifications. Consequently, philosophical theories concern only the mental states of their devisors and have no claim as absolute descriptions of reality. On this view, we have a limited conception of truth because there is an incompatibility between our ability to intuit the necessity of truth, and our ability to recall and define what that truth actually is.


The Assumption of Monoletheism


The basic assumption surrounding the nature of truth is that the state of affairs relating to a given philosophical problem corresponds to some consistent set of ideas or some particular theory. It is then reasonable that the reality existing beyond our dualistic and fragmented perceptions conforms to the same rules of inference that allow a subject to become aware of an object within it. The basic assumption is so prevalent throughout the history of discourse that we do not recognise it by a particular name, or as a theory. Naturally, any belief which is accepted as true by default does not need a name, for we envisage no philosophy existing without it. The name I have used in private over these past years is monoletheism, from the Greek mono, meaning ‘one’, and aletheia, meaning ‘truth’—‘one truth’. This term is quite natural, and I am likely not the first to use it.


Monoletheism is a view on the nature of truth in relation to philosophy. It states that mutually exclusive philosophical concepts, and theories, cannot be true simultaneously, and has been an unquestioned and unacknowledged supposition of nearly all of Western philosophy since the time of its inception. Its use has gone unnoticed because we have also assumed that its denial would reduce philosophy, either to a complete refusal of truth in the form of extreme scepticism, or to trivialism, by exploding all propositions to be regarded as true. It is easy to see why monoletheism has consumed philosophy so omnipotently, and it would certainly require a pretty good reason as to why it should now be abandoned.


Of course, monoletheism is not merely an intellectual and methodological precept, but a biological and physical one too. Our environment is presented to us monoletheically; our brains process information monoletheically; and our ability to communicate, to discriminate, and to act with intention is dependent on the veracity of some things being right and their opposites being wrong. We have monoletheism programmed into us, and for purely practical, evolutionary reasons. Natural selection cares not for our access to the transcendental, and there is no guarantee that the same traits which produce thoughts for survival might also produce thoughts for knowledge. We see in a way that makes sense to us because we must see in a way that makes sense to us; evolution magnifies that which makes a difference physically and leaves out that which does not. We wouldn’t get very far, for example, in trying to play a video game by looking directly at the code, and if our reason is shaped by the same forces as our environment, it could in fact be a detriment for us to see things as they actually are.


Human beings have proven themselves decidedly capable of gaining knowledge of the phenomenal, which we can be confident is conditioned by factors familiar to the intellect. But quantum theory already describes a world that looks quite unlike the world of experience, and so monoletheism is not merely a belief in a lack of contradictions, but a belief that our capacity for empiricism, linguistics, and analysis in science is not at odds with the structure of the real.


To employ monoletheism in philosophy is to assume that there is one true logic, and that this logic is shared between both science and philosophy. The predominance of monoletheism is not purely a consequence of the monoletheic nature of the object, but also of the historical marriage between science and philosophy, and the lack of a clear ontological distinction between the scope of each. This conflation is not extended to subjects like psychology, where we acknowledge the role of subjectivity as essential, and where we do not demand for every psychological fact to apply to every psychological subject. It is therefore important to understand how monoletheism has been embedded into philosophy from its start, and how it has not been refigured following its divorce with natural science.


Natural Philosophy


When Western philosophy was birthed around 600 years BCE in ancient Greece, its earliest practitioners were referred to as the physikoi, meaning ‘physicists’. They were called this because they were among the first in the Western tradition to have rejected the prevailing reliance on mythology and theology when attempting to understand natural phenomena. They were physicalists, and they were developing the earliest form of what we now know as physical science.


The physikoi did not start from a position of scepticism about the phenomenal world, for they sought explanations based on natural elements, and they were not primarily concerned with the nature of knowledge for they sought a departure from supernaturalism and superstition. The physikoi were naturalists, and so adopted the assumption that reality is objective and consistent, that we have an ability to perceive reality accurately, and that rational explanations for elements of the world do indeed exist.


It was not until 200 years ago that philosophy and physical science truly became disentangled. As the considerations of philosophy grew larger, natural philosophy became one of its branches, and only when specialisation became more commonplace did ‘natural philosophy’ simply become ‘physics’. The development of both Western philosophy and physical science have been fused together as a single inquiry for the great part of their development, following in the tradition of the ancient physikoi, the first scientists, but also the first Greek philosophers.


Different approaches to the study of knowledge were distinguished a short time later in the works of Plato and Aristotle. Aristotle reemphasised the importance of sense perception for philosophical thought, and he also developed the first formal system of logic. He is also the specific individual to whom we can trace back the origins of monoletheism, and the traditional source for the law of non-contradiction. This law was an important element of language long before Aristotle, but he was the first to formally cement its importance for the logic of philosophy.


Aristotle’s law of non-contradiction asserts that contradictory propositions cannot be true simultaneously, that nothing can exist in opposing states, and that no person can believe a thing to both be and not be at the same time. These principles form the basis of what I refer to as monoletheism, and they are implications of a basic statement concerning the nature of truth. That is, contradictory claims are mutually exclusive, and every decidable proposition has exactly one of two truth values, those being ‘true’ and ‘false’.


Aristotle’s development of logic was a great step forward for both rationalistic and empirical inquiries into nature; indeed, the law of non-contradiction is essential for maintaining the consistency of philosophical positions. The point I would like to make here is not that there is anything wrong with the principle, but that it was implemented in philosophy with one eye on sense perception and observation. Aristotle was a philosopher, but much of his surviving writings concerns subjects like biology, astronomy, geology, and physics, and there was no notion that physical science and philosophy are different subjects potentially operating in accordance with different logical rules.


If Western philosophy had risen in a different time and a different place, it may never have shared its evolution with physical science. Indeed, the ancient and venerable philosophies delivered from the Eastern tradition, such as those of Laozi or Nāgārjuna, did not develop alongside the rigorous empiricism of physical science, and perhaps this is evidenced by their divergence from Aristotle’s principle.


There was one Presocratic who also contradicted Aristotle’s logic: the mysterious autodidact Heraclitus. Heraclitus was called ‘The Obscure’ by his contemporaries on account of the paradoxical nature of his claims, and he is often cited as someone who denied the law of non-contradiction. Heraclitus is famous for the aphorism, “Into the same rivers we step and do not step, we are and are not,”3 and it was partly in response to the contradictions imposed by Heraclitus that Aristotle dubbed the law of non-contradiction as “the most certain of all principles”.4


For Heraclitus, the transition between complementary properties gives rise to our apparently stable reality, and the fundamental nature of this reality is itself that of a war between opposites—between harmony and strife, stability and flux. “The only constant in life is change,” is another aphorism attributed to Heraclitus, and points towards an underlying unity between the idea of a thing becoming different and the idea of it staying the same. The only absolute truth is that there is no absolute truth, and so Heraclitus would have us strive for a dynamic understanding of nature, in accordance with the logos by which it unfolds, rather than for a static system of justified beliefs. Heraclitus’ perspective was unique among the Greeks and following him seldom have thinkers taken up where he left off. It was Aristotle’s principle that would guide philosophy throughout the centuries, as the law of non-contradiction has reigned supreme ever since.


The Reign of the Object


Today, it is quite clear that physical science and philosophy are vastly difference subjects. For one, physical science moves forwards linearly, while philosophy only swells. Both disciplines develop theories, but the former has access to the domain of its theories, and so, through collaboration with the empiric, scientific theories are constrained. Over time, we converge upon a single line of thought, and, in this way, theoretical science is guided by fact, just as empirical science is guided by theory, and it does not alter our results to consider the subjective processes involved in developing either.


If philosophy is looked down upon at all, it is through its comparison with science; for we see that science works, and we see that philosophy does not. But work for what? Perhaps philosophy is working, and it’s the comparison with science that is broken. If we should retain the same assumptions for both disciplines, it is natural to conclude that philosophy is futile, that we should accept what science can teach us and not strive for anything more, and that knowledge can only ever be of the phenomenal variety, and not the transcendental.


Acknowledgement of science’s power to create knowledge, and philosophy’s powerlessness in doing so, is engrained into the history of our discourse. It has not been a smooth path, but on the whole, we can see that philosophers are increasingly impelled to utilise the rigour and logic that leads empirical science into new knowledge, so that we may maintain some authority of the craft. The continental tradition is a slight kink in this path, but with the advent of analytic philosophy in the 20th century, the formalism and reductionism that facilitates science has dominated philosophy as well. Science has led the charge in organising the chaos of experience into fragments of information that serve great material purpose and function. If philosophy has wanted to retain its credibility, and not fall back towards the inane and incoherent, it has had to observe, within its courses and in its journals, the rigorous methodology that was finding such great success in science.


Analytic philosophy is an approach to gaining knowledge, and any approach to gaining knowledge with hopes of completion should be structurally unconditioned by the kind of knowledge it could possibly gain. Otherwise, we should be studying of the colour of objects while wearing coloured glasses, and our methods should influence our results. There is a particular perspective most compatible with analytic philosophy, and much like physical science, it is a perspective that is blind to the whole. It is a perspective that relies on the reality of the object, and like physical science, it must reduce the subject in order to work.


In the 2020 PhilPapers Survey it was found that 78% of academic philosophers were confident that the objects of experience exist entirely independently of our perception and awareness of them, and 71% that the reality described by science, including those elements we don’t perceive, is objective and not symbolic.5 The same survey found 87% of philosophers to believe we have philosophical knowledge already, and 71% that a violation of monoletheism is impossible in principle. If there were not strong theoretical opposition to these ideas within the discourse, these figures might easily be mistaken for consensus.


Our experience appears to flourish out of the object; we can see the objective world, and our living depends on it. Our dependence on objective factors for survival, over the course of evolution, has surely sharpened the mechanism by which we represent our world, and purely to make it clearer, crisper, more solid and more real, so that we might interact with what really exists more reliably. What really exists for our world could be a direct concrete replica of experience, but it could just as well be numbers in a computer program, and sense perception might never know the difference.


We are biologically conditioned to the object, and the same facilities by which we perceive it permit our effectiveness at science. If the most extreme objectivist theories in philosophy are true, then science shall be all we need, and philosophy may dissolve into history. Under the strongest objectivist perspective, everything adheres to mechanistic principles and is reducible into its parts. There would be no free will, moral concepts would exist purely for their utility, and we would no longer need to solve the mystery of consciousness, for consciousness, as such, would be merely an effect of the brain.


Yet, in spite of our devotion and specialisation towards the outside world, there will always be those who remain receptive to the internal representations present within the psyche, and to these individuals the inside world is as palpable and real as the world they see outside of them. The realm of the subject is going nowhere from philosophy, and no amount of empirical knowledge will prevent us from feeling intimately that there is significance to our experience—that there is truth to be found where science has no reach. The major limitation of objectivist theories is that their attractiveness is purely subjective. It is the inescapability of subjectivity that prevents an objectivist victory, and it is the power of the subject in opposition to the object that prevents progress from our discourse. Our only access to the world is via the mind, and so our oppositions imply each other just as objects imply a subject.


Why consciousness would evolve without any function is a question that remains to be answered, and if it does have a function then the problem is only made harder. Unless we understand our ability to learn what the world is like, there is no sense in calling it objective or otherwise. We must extrapolate from our ability to objectify our ability to know, and any limitation of this ability is a limitation of the strength of our arguments. We can describe the past by observing the present, but inasmuch as it concerns our immediate experience, the primary existent is our ability to perceive, with the objects of perception coming after it.


In the following pages, I hope to illustrate that the no-progress problem of philosophy implies and is implied by the tenets of monoletheic thinking, and that once we replace this paradigm with one that works, the progress we have made in our theories will become genuine progress towards truth. In order to achieve this goal, we will be required to deconstruct what it means to ask a philosophical question; we will need to reinterpret our own capacity for knowledge; we will need to transform the basic logic that guides our philosophical considerations. In short, we will need to adopt a new kind of common sense; but this is all we’ll need, and this new common sense is waiting anxiously to be found.









Chapter Two


Appearance & Contradiction


Naive Realism


It is quite natural that there should be some kind of structure to the ideas we come up with in philosophy, because there is ‘some kind of structure’ to our experience as a whole, and our ideas about experience are bound to reflect this structure. The duality between subjective intellectualisation and objective representation is the most immediate structure of our experience, and it is this same duality that provides the foundation for the general division of perspectives found in our discourse. Despite this, the presence of duality within our perception has generally not been taken as grounds to conclude that what we perceive comprises a duality also.


True metaphysical dualism, of the sort espoused by René Descartes, which asserts the existence of both mental and physical substance, is victim to a difficult problem. If the mind and body are made of distinct substances, then the activities of those substances are independent. There may be a change in physical properties without a corresponding change in the mind, and possibly vice versa. The question arises: how do mental states impart change, or influence in any way, physical states such as those in brains? If they do not, why do mental states exist at all, and how did they emerge in the world via evolution? As Karl Popper demarcated for the physicalist ontology, “Physical processes can be explained and understood, and must be explained and understood, entirely in terms of physical theories.”6 The physical world is a closed system, and this leaves little room for mental causation, at least if those mental states are not simply reducible to, and supervene upon, physical states in the brain.


This is but one of several reasons why the notion of an ideal substance, existing apart from and in addition to the physical, is not particularly popular in modern times. Nevertheless, the fact that we talk about things called ‘mental states’ means there is something it is like to have them. If these states are then asserted to be essentially unreal, then there is a very obvious way in which our perception is not mirrored by reality: we perceive mind and matter as fundamentally different but deny that they actually are. The difficulty this divergence creates for philosophy cannot be understated, for if our perceptions are not reflections of reality, how can we ever know what is true beyond perception? Moreover, how can we trust the objectivity of any experience?


If we are to conclude that the appearance of mentality is an illusion, and that our experience of matter is at root material itself, then it follows that appearances are deceiving. However, if we assert that our access to the physical world, which is to say, mental states, are illusions, then how can we be sure that the appearance of a physical world is not illusory too? We operate under the presumption that there is a world out there, and insofar as we operate successfully it seems that this presumption is true. If it is true, then we know it only because our mental states reflect it, and the matter of how mental states reflect an outside world is very much the problem needing to be solved.


The quite natural idea that the mind is a mirror of the external world, and that what we see and sense is, quite simply, what really exists outside of us, is a favourable view because it means that we can gain reliable scientific knowledge by simply observing what the world is like. It has been several hundreds of years since this was the received view in the philosophies of science and perception, however, and not just because there are properties required to express scientific theories which are not directly perceived. It is also because there are properties of our perception that are not required to describe the objective world, and this implies an explanatory gap between the realm of science and the realm of external perception.


Naive realism, also referred to as common-sense realism or direct realism, was famously attacked by the Scottish philosopher David Hume in the mid-1700s. Hume was a naturalist, and an empiricist to boot, but his scepticism towards the reliability of sense perception led him to the claim that empiricism can never justify the belief that our reason actually mirrors what the world is like. That is to say, concepts which are necessary to our understanding of natural phenomena, such as the idea that any one event is caused by another which proceeds it, do not mirror real features of the world.7


Sense perception, Hume argued, shows us what has happened, but not what will happen, and though we may predict the future, we cannot know it until it’s here. The idea that all events have causes is therefore subjective, not a part of the natural world, and any employment of causal inferences is not justified by empirical science. We cannot gain universal knowledge by observing probabilities, and any extrapolation from specific events to general laws cannot be rational. We cannot conclude, for instance, that all swans are white just because we have only ever seen white swans, and we cannot assume that the laws by which nature appears to be unfolding will be persistent into our future, just because they have always held in our past.


Hume’s argument reiterated a perspective that became popular in the fourth century BCE, originating with a Greek sceptic called Pyrrho of Elis. The Pyrrhonists saw that all conclusions reached via inductive reasoning, which is to say, that are based on evidence, are victim to circularity since the only way that we could justify the validity of inductive reasoning would be by using induction itself.8 Hume utilised this line of thinking to argue that the reliability of science is necessarily unscientific, or rather, that science cannot be justified via science.9


The distinction between scientific and perceptual reality can be understood in terms of what the English philosopher John Locke referred to as primary and secondary properties. The former, such as shape and motion, are said to exist within the object, while the latter, such as colour or smell, exist only within the mind. We could define naive realism as the belief that qualities like colour and smell are just as objective as physical properties like shape and motion. However, Hume saw the distinction between primary and secondary properties to be too vague, for the former are ultimately extrapolated from the latter, and even if the distinction is valid, it would be impossible to determine which properties are innate in the object, and which are products of the biological mechanism.10


By the 18th century, it was widely acknowledged that our perception is not a direct reflection of reality but a representation of the same. For Hume, this was an important recognition for it led unavoidably into scepticism towards the possibility of gaining reliable knowledge of the external world. This is, again, because it would be impossible for us to know whether the results of our observations are fundamental properties of the object, or merely representations created by the mind. This was a reluctant conclusion that, as an empiricist, Hume sincerely wanted to resolve.


Transcendentalism


Ultimately, Hume did not succeed in resolving the problem of realism, and the task was left to the German philosopher Immanuel Kant who followed him. Kant sought to save science from scepticism by reasoning that the fact our minds do not mirror the real world does not make knowledge unobtainable, because the real world, and the world of appearances within it, are two entirely different things. It is the world of representation—the sensible world—which is the true object of science, not the world as it is beyond experience. In other words, that which we call nature is precisely how reality appears in experience, while the experience-transcendent reality is never the object of empirical inquiry. Science is not affected by the inaccessibility of the real world, because that’s not what science ever sought to describe in the first place.


It’s easy to see how something like colour is a property of subjectivity, but Kant was suggesting that all perceived properties are subjective properties also, and that the entire domain of science is conditioned by subjectivity. Kant proclaimed that our knowledge conforms not to what the world is actually like, but to what we are like, such that the way that reality appears to us conforms to the structure of our own ability to perceive it. He posited that features we naively consider to be essential to the nature of reality, such as those of space, time, and causality, are applied by the act of experiencing a transcendent reality, which is itself timeless and nonspatial. In other words, space and time are properties of us, not properties of the perception-transcendent, or noumenal, world.


Kant believed that his work expressed a Copernican revolution in philosophy, for just as Copernicus had demonstrated that it is the earth that revolves around the sun, so Kant proclaimed it is the objects of sense perception that conform “to the constitution of our faculty of intuition”.11 He saw it to be our shared psychological structure which creates conformity in our experience, and that this conformity is the basis of empirical science. It is in this way that Kant saved science from Hume’s scepticism, because he enabled us to directly reconnect our perceptions of phenomena with the objective world, making any empirical inquiry a reliable account of nature.


While Hume had argued that our subjectivity was so tangled up with nature that we flounder to gain an objective grasp of it, Kant argued that we can develop a form of knowledge which works just as if we were not tangled up with it, given that this entanglement is precisely what we are investigating. In order to save science, therefore, according to this idea, we are required to accept that nature is adapted from some more fundamental reality, and that the properties we derive of the world express relationships between this reality and our own subjectivity.


However, though we have intuition about that which we have contributed towards the appearance of the world, we cannot extend our reason towards the transcendental. If we do attempt to reason beyond our perception, eventually we find ourselves to be confronted with contradictions. These contradictions arise from our ability to look at the world in two different ways, the affirmation and rejection of each being equally reasonable. For example, in accordance with the laws of nature, every event must have a cause, but if every event has a cause, then there can be no first cause, and if there is no first cause, then there is no cause by which events are ultimately determined. As a second example, everything must be composed of basic parts, but there are no basic parts to be found. Kant saw each of these contradictions to be a “natural and inevitable illusion” derived from an improper use of concepts, and evidence of the division between the world of phenomena and the world-in-itself.12


Kant’s supposed Copernican revolution was incredibly influential to those who followed him, and his work set the stage for much of the following century of discourse. However, some of Kant’s direct successors, though they accepted his assertion of the inevitability of contradiction, disagreed with his conclusion of a transcendental idealism. For Kant, the conclusion was necessary, for without the transcendental, we would have a representation but nothing to represent. It is that Kant could not fathom the contradictions to reflect anything actual in the world that reason must fail when extending beyond the field of perception.


The Dialectic


Following Kant, another German philosopher named Georg Hegel favoured a more radical solution, for Hegel took the contradictions inherent in human reason not as cause to doubt it, but as evidence that contradiction is essential to the nature of the object. He saw that “every actual thing involves a coexistence of opposed elements”,13 and so we can gain knowledge of the unperceived because the same principle that makes reason dialectical informs the development and expression of the world itself.


For Kant, the dialectical, contradiction producing, nature of reason is subordinate and inferior to the understanding, which operates in accordance with monoletheism. For Hegel, the dialectical nature of reason is the fuel of understanding, which assimilates the contradictions into more general concepts. “What is rational is actual; and what is actual is rational.”14 The dialectical nature of reason is the very essence of reality, and the common element between the mind and the world, which is required for our capacity for knowledge.


The term ‘dialectic’ literally refers to a conversation between parties in which each side holds an opposing opinion. It was first introduced to the Western canon in Plato’s Socratic dialogues, where it was used as a method of dismantling a certain belief or theory in showing it led to an impossible conclusion. Classical dialectic was a predominantly negative process that sought to collapse an idea from the inside, often without offering another alternative. In Plato’s dialogues, this is achieved via a series of increasingly challenging questions offered by Socrates to his interlocutors, guiding them to the ultimate conclusions of their arguments, which was always that of contradiction.


Hegel’s method differs from the classical approach as he saw that dialectic could be used for more constructive purposes. For Hegel, opposing philosophical concepts, such as those of ‘subject’ and ‘object’, are implicitly contained within each other and give way to each other when pushed to extremes. Accordingly, we cannot call an idea or belief false insofar as it is contradictory; we must rather seek an understanding that encompasses both the belief and its contradiction. Whereas Kant’s monoletheism saw antinomy to lead unavoidably to the impossibility of knowledge, Hegel, insofar as contradiction is present in the concepts themselves, saw that dialectic could be used to generate new and more complete ideas.


The way that we achieve such forward movement is via sublation, which is actually a distinctly negative process. It is through the self-reflective or ‘absolute’ negativity of the act of negation that sublation is able to produce positivity. That is, the negation of an idea is simply that which the idea is not—it is negative—but the negation of what an idea is not is nonnegative. This idea of using double negatives can indirectly define and assert what a concept is positively, in terms of what it is not. As such, the sublated concept is not what it is not.


By continuously sublating or assimilating the negation of a concept into the negation of its negation, Hegel believed that he could show such concepts to contain their opposites within them, and consequently that they are innately contradictory. Each negation is negated, and the result is negated again. The process ensures that nothing is ever lost within the ongoing sublation, and the resultant structure accumulates positivity and being. Hegel viewed the entire history of thought and society to be based in dialectic; contradictions arise on one level and are overcome at the next, the struggle between opposites being the major driving force for positive change. In Kantian terminology, each stage can be thought of as a synthesis between a thesis and its antithesis.


The process of sublation ensures that the entire dialectical structure is filled with negation, and so the contradictions of reason are not resolved by ascribing them to separate perspectives. For Hegel, contradiction does not simply exist between opposing concepts, but is a part of the concepts themselves. Thus, even when we sublate concepts, and reach a higher perspective, the resultant notion will always reveal itself to have its own contradiction, implicit within  it, which must be sublated via further negation. For instance, free will and determinism are not simply to be regarded as equally true but in different respects; it is rather that each concept becomes the other and must be grasped with its other within an infinite spiral of dialectical activity. Every cognition we produce of the identity of this spiral will be replaced by higher forms throughout the passage of time, as it homes in on the Absolute concept.


Contradiction is the fuel of Hegel’s logic, and that which allows him to resist Kant’s distinction between phenomena and noumena, replacing it with an evolving entanglement in which conflicts come together. Hegel’s philosophy is entirely juxtaposed to the modern analytic trend of fragmentation and reductionism, and also to the tradition leading back to Aristotle that preceded him. Instead, Hegel saw all things to be parts of a greater whole, and that an understanding of this whole can only be reached via the integration, not the separation, of its parts.


Hegel’s philosophy is a pillar that has stood alone in its confrontation with monoletheism, though it is not one without controversy. For one, since all concepts are built of the successive negations of previous cognitions, there is no obvious reason why the dialectical process should not go on forever, never arriving at some concrete knowledge. Hegel was quite sure, however, that the dialectic would end in some absolute perspective, encompassing everything beneath it and only describable with contradictory language. Perhaps it is the case that at some point further negations of our cognitions will be identical to each other, revealing the unity between an absolute end and an eternal process, and validating Hegel’s predictions.


The major complaint to be made of Hegel by analytic philosophers of course is his disregard of classical logic, and his deconstruction of the consistency of philosophy. In the Science of Logic, Hegel denies Aristotle’s law of non-contradiction when he says, “The something which ought to have been either +A or –A is here attached to the +A as well as the –A,” and, “All things are in themselves contradictory.”15 It is no surprise that Hegel’s violation of this law of thought is seen by many to discredit his system to incoherence, even if this judgement is ultimately undeserving. Classical logic had stood as the incorruptible and inextirpable edifice of rigour and reason for over two thousand years, and to challenge this custom was always going to be met with violent opposition. Bertrand Russell, for instance, in his History of Western Philosophy, concluded his section on Hegel by stating that Hegel’s work “illustrates an important truth, namely, that the worse your logic, the more interesting the consequences to which it gives rise”.16


There is more to say on Russell’s relation to Hegel, for it was partly in response to the obscurity of Hegelianism, which, as Russell saw it, had begun to pollute the minds of British thinking, that he and G.E. Moore set out to develop a new brand of philosophy grounded firmly in the reductive clarity of logical and linguistic analysis. By the turn of the 20th century, analytic philosophy was already emerging as the leading philosophic tradition, and the brief influence of continental philosophy, which began with Kant’s response to Hume’s scepticism, was swiftly pushed to the side; scientism would reign supreme again.


The Unity of Opposites


One thing Hegel was unclear on was that contradiction is not the only way that we can characterise opposition, for there is another kind that is present in a wide variety of qualities and concepts. For example, ‘pushing’ and ‘pulling’ can be contradictory when the resultant forces are in opposing directions, but they can be complementary when they are in the same. We might say that Hegel’s view was to take ‘pushing’ and ‘pulling’ in two directions to result in a kind of sideways motion, but there is another way for opposing forces to produce positive change when those forces are working to assist each other, rather than to hinder. Moreover, there are opposites that ascribe the same object with two different perspectives—something might be helpful in one sense while harmful in another—and these perspectives need not contradict each other.


Many of the oppositions that Hegel enumerates are not contradictory in a logical sense but are rather dichotomies that have opposing meanings. Dichotomies and negations are not necessarily the same, yet Hegel paints them with the same dialectical brush. This again reveals the underlying current of Hegel’s thought as that of a conflict between opposites which must be overcome. As Slavoj Žižek puts it, Hegel’s method was to “demonstrate how every phenomenon, everything that happens, fails in its own way, implies a crack, antagonism, imbalance in its very heart”.17


In a complementary opposition, two concepts are distinct but reciprocal. There is no need for sublation, assimilation, or reconciliation because the concepts are not conflicting; they are sufficient in their natural form and need not be transformed into more general cognitions. While the traditional, non-Hegelian understanding of contradiction leads to a dismissal of one or both sides, complementarity leads to their simultaneous acceptance. There is therefore a clear dialectic at play between these two approaches to opposition, for whereas contradiction leads naturally into strife and disharmony, expressed by the notion of a war between opposites, complementarity cultivates coexistence and harmony between allies.


There is no clearer concrete manifestation of the relation between opposites than that which is revealed in society, where the distinction between competition and cooperation reflects the distinction between contradiction and complementarity respectively. Contradiction-based thinking, which is to say, the kind that discriminates on the basis of difference, is the root of many problems we face in modern social life. Distinguishing between opposites is a harbinger of fear, for if you are fundamentally different from something else, then there is always the possibility that the other will encroach upon your own power and freedom. On the other hand, contradiction-based thinking has significant advantages, and is a major producer of progress. It is not simply fear that drives people to compete, but also the opportunity for growth.


For two things to be antagonistic, there must also be a sense in which they are similar, lest we have no cause to compare them at all. Hegel’s dialectic omits any agreement between opposites and therefore finds no value in them as opposites. Whereas contradiction-based dialectic seeks to resolve conflict by destroying both perspectives and creating a compromising third, complementarity-based dialogic seeks to find a way for opposing perspectives to coexist together. A science of the unity of opposites must recognise both of these approaches as forming precisely the kind of opposition it seeks to unify, whereas Hegel only seems to care about one. To realise the identity in difference, we must acknowledge the difference in identity.
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