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Chapter 1 – Two sides to reality


 


"Haven’t you always
wondered," I begin to ask Walt, "whether things really exist when we
no longer observe them?"


"I can’t say that I
have," he says, "but I’m pretty sure that they do."


We’re playful, but this is serious
talk and he knows it. Walt has come to me wanting to know the truth. But he
regards these kinds of questions as rooted in magical thinking and new age
mumbo jumbo, not rational, scientific thought – and he takes great pride in
being a rational, scientific person. 


"Take this coffee cup, for
example," I say. "How do we know that it’s still here when we close
our eyes?"


"Uh, well—"


"Better yet," I say
before he can answer, "how do we know that it exists right now?"


He looks puzzled. "What do you
mean?" he says, pointing at it. "It’s obviously right here."


My first job is always to dispel
this common sense realism, which, when it comes down to it, really is nothing
but fuzzy thinking. For most people, it’s the most obvious thing that we have a
direct awareness of the external world – but there’s an unmistakable
contradiction in maintaining that we’re in direct contact with things
themselves and at the same time making a distinction between how they appear
to us and how they really are – yet everybody seems to employ this
Orwellian doublethink all the time.


"Look, when we approach an
object and it appears to grow larger, we don’t believe that it actually does,
do we?" is how I explain it to Walt.


"I guess not," he says.


"And when we see a dinner
plate from an angle we don’t believe that it really does assume an elliptical
shape, right?"


"No, that’s just how it looks
to us."


This way of thinking—making a
distinction between the appearance of a thing and the thing itself—is obviously
inconsistent with any notion that we’re in direct contact with the actual
world. Holding both of these two mutually contradictory views is to insist that
we’re both seeing things as they really are and that we don’t – which is
precisely the kind of fuzzy thinking we’re looking to eliminate.


"We must realize that if
we believe that the world is different from how it appears to us, we’re effectively
admitting that we aren’t seeing things directly," I explain.


"And since we do think
in this way," I continue, "since we do make a distinction
between the world and how it appears to us, we must concede that we aren’t in
direct contact with things themselves; that we don’t see the world directly –
that all of this," I’m waving my arms, "is merely an image
of the world."


Walt looks a little lost. These are
new ideas. They won’t stick right away. But he’s recording our conversations,
so he can always revisit them later. He doesn’t need to grasp every aspect of
every detail right now.


I get up and start walking around.
"Another way of seeing this is to consider perceptual illusions," I
say. "They perhaps best illustrate why we aren’t seeing the world
directly."


"How so?"


"I mean, if we’re in direct
contact with things themselves, how is it that a straight stick appears bent
when halfway under water? Does the stick actually bend?"


"No, of course not. It just seems
to," Walt replies.


"My point exactly. And if we
acknowledge these illusions—that is, if we think of them as such—we must
necessarily accept the distinction between the actual world and our experience
of it, since the word illusion implies a situation where our subjective
experience misrepresents objective reality."


"Fair enough," Walt says.
"That makes sense."


"And here’s another example:
Let’s say that someone else is watching that stick from another angle. He’ll
have a completely different experience of it, won’t he? One that will be
radically different from ours even though we are both looking at the same
object?"


"Yep."


"But, would you argue that the
stick somehow transforms itself according to who’s viewing it? Does it decide
to take on another appearance depending on who’s watching?"


"No, of course not."


"Then we must conclude that
its appearance in each of our respective views must necessarily be separate and
different from the stick as it is in itself – which as such, remains
concealed from us."


 


***


 


"Concealed from us?" he
asks. "What do you mean?"


I sit back down again.
"Look," I say, leaning back and placing my hands behind my head.
"We’ve got two sides to reality, right? On the one hand we have the world
as it appears to us—" I make a gesture as to indicate all that makes up
our present experience; the room that we’re in, the furniture; all the stuff
around us. 


Walt looks around.


"Let’s call this the world
of phenomena," I say. "It’s what appears in our direct
experience."


"And that’s the ‘image’ you
talked about before?" he asks.


"That’s right. It’s the way
the world looks to us." 


He nods.


"And on the other hand,"
I continue, "we have the world as it is in itself – objective reality.
It’s the world as it is whether or not we’re looking – the so called actual
world."


"And you’re saying that it’s
somehow concealed from us?"


"Yes. Naturally, we can’t see
it."


"Why not?"


I hesitate for a second. Here’s where I could tell him where all
of this is going; how he’s been led astray; and why we’re even talking about
this stuff to begin with. But this isn’t the time to challenge the fairy tale.
If I move too fast he’ll just clam up and stop listening.


Walt, and pretty much 99.9 percent of everybody else, thinks that
this, so called, actual world is factual rather than fictitious. What we’re
doing now is laying the groundwork for me to show him otherwise; to show him
how to fully grasp how and why the world isn’t real – so that in effect he doesn’t need to believe it, but that
he’ll simply see it; directly and effortlessly, without leaning on any outside
authority, belief, dogma or theory – he’ll simply know.


But given how firmly Walt’s rooted in the contemporary consensus
model of reality, this is going to be an inquiry of steps—at first making major
concessions to his way of thinking—all in order to be able to pull the rug out
from underneath and simultaneously have him being able to make sense of what’s
actually happening.


So, for now, we’ll go slowly.


"Why can’t we see it?" he asks again, reminding me that
I’m in a conversation with him.


"Oh," I snap back to
where we were. "If we could see it, it would be our experience – the world
of phenomena. But since we define objective reality by what’s there when we’re not
looking, inherent in its logic is the fact that we can’t see it."


"I’m not sure I’m following,"
Walt says.


"That’s okay. We’ll get back
to that in a minute. For the moment, let’s just acknowledge that we do
think in terms of these two sides of reality."


Walt nods. "Sure," he
says.


"Now, with the dinner plate in
mind, we might think that there’s not much of a difference between the two
sides – perhaps we think that the difference is merely one of perspective. But
when we really think about it, we realize that our thoughts about reality
detail a much more fundamental difference. That is, when we actually think
things through, we recognize that the difference between the world as it
appears to us and the world as it is in itself is far greater than a
mere difference in perspective."


"So, what’s the difference
then?" Walt asks.


"Well, what is the actual
world made of?"


He thinks for a while before he
answers. "Atoms and molecules and stuff," he says.


"And yet that’s not what we
find when we look to our direct experience, do we? Although scientists and
philosophers keep telling us that everything is made out of particles and
forces, when we look for ourselves we find something entirely different."


He starts to look around. I decide
to help him along. 


"We don’t see the world as
it is in itself—we don’t see forces or photons or subatomic particles—but
when we look for ourselves we see the world as it appears to us in terms of our
senses. When we look to our direct experience, colors, sounds and
touch sensations is what the world is made out of – not ‘atoms and
molecules and stuff.’"


He concentrates even more. This
turning towards one’s own experience, to investigate for oneself, is of
paramount importance – and seeing that Walt does suddenly makes me remember my
own inquiry. I look upon those days with unmatched gratitude – as Walt one day
will, when he himself reflects back upon this time when we just began to pull
the threads of the fabric. 


"You’re right," he says.
"From the point of view of my direct experience, colors and sounds and
touch is what the world is made of. I never thought about it like that."


I nod. "These
sensations—visual, auditory and tactile—make up our experience of the world.
And no matter how closely you look, no matter how much we zoom in, the
subatomic particles we believe make up the world never actually appear in our
experience. All we ever encounter are these sensations."


"So all of this—" Walt’s
pointing around the room, "is just... mental?"


"That’s right. Visual
sensations. Colors. And here’s the thing: We can never look on the other side
of these sensations, to see what’s really out there. We can never know
whether the image we see is an accurate representation of the real world –
whether the subatomic particles that we believe make up the world is something
that actually exists."


"But—"


"And neither can the
scientists, by the way. The only world they can ever examine is this one—”
I hold out my hands again. ”—namely the world that appears to us through our
sensorial apparatus; the one made out of these sensations. The best those
scientists can do is to examine these images in a vain attempt at guessing what’s
on the other side of them."


Of course, from their perspective,
they’re learning about reality. But unless the images themselves correspond to
what’s really out there, all they’re really learning about are sensations
– and whether or not the images do correspond to reality, we can never
know.


"It’s as if we’re living in
this private virtual depiction of a world from which we’re forever shut
out," is how I explain it to Walt. "An inescapable dreamscape that’s
merely representing a reality that in itself is made forever unknowable by one
simple fact:"


He stares at me. "What?"


"There is nothing you can
do to ever make yourself experience anything other than your own consciousness,"
I reply.


 


***


 


"Let me get this
straight," Walt says. "On the one hand we have the actual world;
essentially a bunch of subatomic particles that we never actually see; and on
the other, we have our immediate experience, which is categorically different
from the objective world in every respect – simply the visual, auditory and
tactile sensations that make up the world as we know it, and beyond
which we can never look."


"Yes, that pretty much sums it
up," I say. "But what lies in-between them?"


Walt thinks for a second.
"What do you mean?" he says.


"What separates these two
sides to begin with?"


He thinks a while longer, and then
surprises me with the correct answer. "I do," he says.


"That’s right. You have one
foot in objective reality—it’s where you exist—and the other in your
immediate experience. And separating the two sides is your apparatus for
experiencing, wherein physical reality on the one side is rendered apparent as
sensate experience on the other."


Walt thinks for a while. "And
by ‘apparatus for experiencing’, I assume you mean the brain?" he asks.


"Or whatever our experience
originates from," I reply.


"It’s pretty well established
that our experience is produced in the brain," Walt explains.


"You call it ‘the brain,’ but
there’s nothing suggesting that this sensorial apparatus of ours couldn’t be a
computer generating experiential content in a sophisticated simulation, or
something like that."


"You mean we could be in The
Matrix?"


"Or maybe all of this," I
look around, "is simply a dream in a cosmic mind. Or something. My point
being, that whatever is giving rise to our experience isn’t itself a part of
it; any more than a video camera is found in the film it produces. And so,
investigating the images says nothing about what kind of device went into
producing them, in what kind of reality such a device exists, or if there even
is an objective reality at all behind them. All we know is that there
are images—our direct experience—and any idea that there’s anything beyond them
remains an unverifiable assumption."


"But according to that logic,
there might not be an ‘apparatus for experiencing’ either, right?"


"Correct. Maybe there’s
nothing but this field of experiencing," I say, looking around. "But
as long as we maintain the idea of an ‘objective reality’, a so called ‘apparatus
for experiencing’ must necessarily exist in order to account for our subjective
experience of that reality. It comes with the package, so to speak."


He thinks for a while. "So,
correct me if I’m wrong," he says, "but our ordinary everyday world
is merely a mirage on display by our sensorial apparatus—the nature of which is
unknown—and when we think we are observing the world, we’re in fact looking at
the mirage?"


"I don’t think ‘mirage’ is the
right word." I say.


Walt thinks for a few moments.
"What about ‘a perceptual replica’ then?"


"Maybe. But that’s supposing
that our experience is actually representative of an objective reality. It’s
only a ‘replica’ if it resembles the original."


"You mean that our experience
might not correspond to what’s really out there?"


"How could we know?" I
say. "All we can ever know is our own perceptions. The actual world—that
is, if such a world even exists—remains concealed from us."


"Oh, right," he
remembers. "I’m trapped in my own experience."


"‘Trapped’ is a strong word, I
think. You can’t step out of your experience to see what’s beyond it, that’s
all."


"I’m living in this private
virtual depiction of a world from which I’m forever shut out," Walt says.
"In what sense am I not trapped?"


I shrug. "Do you want
out?"


"Can I?" he asks.


"What if there’s nothing out
there?" I reply.


 


***


 


And, of course, that’s where we’re
going – disproving objective reality.


Disproving it – not merely
making a point about how we can’t know whether or not it’s really there,
like countless others have before me – no; I’m talking about something else.


I’m talking about disproving it
beyond all doubt.


I’m talking about hacking away at
it with irrefutable logic until it fucking shatters beyond repair.


It’s graduation time, people.


What we’ve been doing thus far is
merely pinpointing where we stand. We have started to untangle what’s what and
mapped out the broad strokes of consensus reality, but now it’s time to move
past that; to proceed further down the rabbit hole and shine with illuminating
honesty upon all those specimens of wrong-thinking that’s lurking down there.


And that’s all I’m asking for –
ordinary rational honesty. Walt seems open, but most people aren’t. They don’t
want to see – they’re not happy with where they’re at, but they’re too afraid
to move.


Henry David Thoreau once wrote
"I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only
the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach,
and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived." 


That’s what’s required; a
willingness to live deliberately, to front the essential facts of life. The
only way Walt can manage to not see clearly after this inquiry is by outright
denial; to put his blinders on, the way people always have when they’re
confronted with new and unsettling ideas about reality; people that we now look
back upon and shake our heads in astonishment at how they could ever believe
the things that they did. 


The choice to not
live in denial can seem like an easy one to make in theory, but it’s only
vanity that makes us think that we’ve evolved beyond our ancestors who burned
witches at the stake. We’re still believers; even today. But if we can recognize that it’s
our beliefs that form the walls of our imprisonment, we can also recognize that
it’s honesty that will set us free.











Chapter 2 – Our apparatus for experiencing


 


"Now, let me ask you," I
say to Walt, who has now returned for our second talk. "Why is the sky
blue?"


He looks at me, suspecting it’s a
trick question, which it kind of is. "Well, let’s see," he says.
"The sky only reflects light of a certain wavelength," he begins,
counting it off on his fingers, "which then reaches our eyes," he
continues, "and then, by some intricate process in the brain, blue
somehow appears to us," he concludes. "Something like that
anyway."


"But why does that event
produce the specific sensation of blueness? Why not redness, or some other
sensation, such as a sound?"


He didn’t expect that. He smiles
and thinks for a few moments. "Good question." he says.


"Any idea?"


"Tell me."


"It must be because the
nature of our apparatus for experiencing makes it so." I say.


That got him thinking. I’m
impressed at how seriously he takes this, taking his time, not rushing things. 


"Whatever comes out of any
system," I continue, "inevitably has its form and constitution
determined by the nature of that system."


That sounded way stiffer than I
thought it would. But it’s an important point. Regardless of whatever event in
the objective world that causes a sensation to arise in us, how that
sensation appears must ultimately be determined by the nature of our
apparatus for experiencing.


The sensation we experience when we
touch an object has its specific nature and unique characteristics precisely
because our apparatus for experiencing makes it so. And when we see colors,
they appear the way they do because our apparatus has generated them in such a
way.


I make another attempt at
expressing this to Walt.


"Our experience must
inescapably be molded according to the nature of our apparatus for
experiencing, which is the source of that experience, and must therefore
ultimately determine the form, shape and characteristics of the perceptions
that comes out of it," is how I put it. 


"In other words," I plow
on, "the sky is blue—not wet, hard or noisy—solely because our
apparatus for experiencing makes it so!"


He’s silent, grinding it out in his
head. Common sense tells us that our experience conforms to what’s out there;
that we’re seeing an accurate representation of the real world; that objects
exist more or less as we perceive them. This talk about our sensorial apparatus
being responsible for the form of our experience? Crazy! But how could it be
otherwise? If we were to assume that our apprehension of things was unmediated,
that is to say, that we were seeing them just as they are, we would have to
concede that the actual world is really made out of the colors that we see and
the sounds that we hear and the sensations that we feel. We would have to
believe that objects in fact grow larger as we approach them and that a dinner
plate seen from an angle really assumes an elliptic shape – but we don’t
believe that. No, it’s precisely because objects appear to grow larger when in
fact they don’t, that we must conclude that their appearance must not be
determined by the way things are in themselves, but ultimately by the apparatus
through which they are rendered apparent to us.


Walt springs to life. "Wait, are you saying that there’s no
correspondence between the way objects appear to us and the way they are in
themselves?" he says.


For now, I just want Walt to grasp this one concept. 


"I’m saying that the way they appear to us may or may not
conform to the objects themselves – but whether they do depends not on the
objects themselves, but on the nature of the mediating apparatus through which
they appear."


But of course, there’s no way that
objects can be ‘like’ the way they appear to us. 


Our experience must inescapably
take the forms determined by the nature of the apparatus through which it appears,
with the result that the forms of objects as they appear to us are necessarily
different from those of the objects themselves. That is, an object in itself
cannot possibly have the form assumed by its corresponding appearance in
experience, since that form is nothing but the ways in which our apparatus for
experiencing renders that object apparent. And so, we can be sure that objects
as they are in themselves are exactly not as they appear to us.


That is, of course, if they did
exist to begin with. They don’t. But Walt firmly believes that they do; that
the objective world is real, and the way to go about this is not to shove the
truth in his face, but to carefully lead him to a place where he himself can
discover how and where his assumptions about reality went wrong.


We are going there slowly but steadily. Screwing with peoples
assumptions and beliefs is a tricky business and I want the house to be in
order; to leave no stone unturned – more so than what a usual discussion
warrants. If I assume that he’s on the same page when he’s not, Walt’s just
going to decide that I’m a nutcase in spiritual lala-land, preaching my latest
doctrine to those not rational, sensible and clever enough to see through the
bullshit. But it’s the opposite. This is cutting through the bullshit, slowly,
starting with the unfounded assumptions below the pile.


Walt looks lost. "Okay, let’s
see if we can look at this from another angle," I say.


"Sure," says Walt.


"Consider our sensorial
apparatus for a second," I say. "Now, if its nature were different,
wouldn’t our experience also be different too?"


"I guess."


"For example, it’s entirely
conceivable that a hypothetical apparatus could produce experience that to
others appears round, but for this one appears square."


"Sure," Walt says.


"Or something entirely
different, some experience that is presented in sense categories that aren’t
available to us, and therefore not something we could conceive of."


"Like bats? Supposedly they
use some form of biological sonar to get a sense of their surroundings. We
couldn’t imagine what that’s like," he says.


"Sure, but what about an
apparatus that produces experience that are completely one-dimensional, like
small packets of sense impressions, arriving one at a time?"


"Probably possible in theory,"
Walt says, "but I find it hard to believe that such an entity could
survive for very long."


"But does the form of one’s
experience determine one’s ability to survive? Is there a necessary connection?
Couldn’t, for example, a robot with super advanced AI very well survive in the
world? Surely, it could function, had it only the necessary sensors in place to
interact with the environment – all the while producing no sensate experience
whatsoever! Much like the Mars rover!"


"I guess you’re right."


"Now, this one-dimensionally
perceiving entity could very well get by in a complex environment if his actual
body—not the one appearing in his own one-dimensional experience, but the one
that objectively exists in the real world—only were equipped with the right
faculties that could respond to such an environment, all the while believing
that he was, so to speak, ‘living’ in the one-dimensional world of his
experience. Much like in the movie ‘The Matrix’, where the hero is hibernating
in an incubator, all the while thinking that he’s walking around in a real
world. In both examples, the character’s real world situation is very different
from that of his experience."


"Yeah, sure. But why are we
talking about one-dimensionally perceiving entities?"


"Because I want to point out
that the form of our experience doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with
whatever is out there."


Walt nods. He gets it.
"Alright," he says.











Chapter 3 – Our experience is undivided


 


"So, we’ve established that
the shape and form and constitution of our perceptions must ultimately be
determined by the nature of our apparatus for experiencing." I say to
Walt.


He nods. "Stuff appears the
way it does because our apparatus makes it so," he says.


"That’s right. Now, consider
an apple. An ordinary red juicy apple. Pretend for a moment that it’s actually
here in your hand." 


Walt closes his eyes for a second.
"Okay," he says.


"In feeling its shape, would
you agree that the roundness of this apple is a sensation?"


"Yes."


"But then, if the roundness of
this apple is merely a sensation produced by your sensorial apparatus, can the
actual apple be round in and of itself?"


Now we’re getting to the good stuff
– to actually be asking questions about objective reality itself. Walt’s now in
a position where we can start bringing his assumptions about reality into
focus, to place them under careful scrutiny, and see if they still make sense.
If they don’t, we can discard them, one by one – and thereby find, like in
peeling the layers off an onion, that at the heart of it there’s absolutely
nothing at all.


"Well, of course we can’t be
certain," he says. "We’ve already established that we cannot go
beyond our experience; we can’t verify what’s out there. But I don’t see any
reason why it couldn’t at least be possible, if not probable, that the apple
truly is round in and of itself."


"Please think about what we
actually mean by the word ‘round’."


Apparently that’s too obvious to
require any consideration, because he answers right away. "It’s pretty
clear to me," he says.


"But how did we come up with
that concept? What’s the origin of the word?"


He realizes that I actually want
him to think about this, so he actually does. "We saw round stuff and made
a word for their specific shape," he says after a while. "We called
it ‘round.’"


This is an important insight. We
form concepts by distilling our experiences into words – we generalize their
content; creating symbols to represent them in their absence – to use in reason
and to communicate with others. Concepts aren’t somehow given to us; they are
derived and formed from our direct experience – and the meaning they have must
therefore be grounded in the perceptions from which they were drawn. Follow a
concept back, looking up its definition—and its definition’s definitions and so
on—you’ll eventually find your way to a sense perception. If you don’t; you
have in your mind, not a concept – but an empty word. 


I try to express this to Walt.
"That’s right," I say. "We form concepts by abstracting, and
what we abstract from can neither be, nor originate from, anything other
than our direct experience. Whether we have a concrete concept such as an ‘apple’,
or something more abstract such as ‘food,’ at the root of its hierarchal
structure lies, as its ultimate referent, nothing other than direct immediate
perception."


"So?" Walt’s wondering
where I’m going with this. 


"So, the concept of ‘round’
was derived from sensations. The word draws its meaning from the perception of
roundness!"


"So?" he says.


"So, how can an apple be round
in and of itself when we by ‘round’ mean the sensations of roundness? Can the
actual apple resemble a sensation? Can the apple be ‘like’ a perception – whose
nature and the appearance of which is determined by our apparatus for
experiencing? Can it be ‘like’ that?"


Walt looks puzzled. He doesn’t
respond.


"In other words, can the apple
as it is in itself be ‘like’ the apple as it appears to us?"


He thinks a while longer.
"That’s the question, yeah – but it seems insolvable since we can’t know
the apple as it is in itself. It’s beyond our experience."


"I can assure you that there’s
a solution," I say. "We just have to look carefully."


"At what?"


"At how thinking and language
distorts what’s right in front of us."


 


***


 


"What do you mean?" Walt
says.


"What if there is a way
to know about things as they are in themselves, even though we can’t directly
observe them?"


"How?"


"While we might think that
there’s no limit to what can possibly exist beyond our experience, the truth is
that there is a limit. Even though we can’t access objective reality to
look for ourselves, we can know with certainty that there are some things that
are simply not out there."


"But how can you know
that?" Walt asks.


"Because they’re necessarily
not out there, by definition. The distinction between our experience and
objective reality has inherent in its logic that whatever exists on the one
side cannot exist on the other. In other words, we can know by analysis alone
that for example ‘joy’ or ‘pain’ can never exist out there. Subjective experience
can exist no more in objective reality than imaginary things can exist in the
real world, or real things can exist in an imaginary world."


I pause to make sure Walt’s
following. "Imaginary things don’t exist in the real world because if they
did, they wouldn’t be imaginary, but real," I explain. "Likewise,
experience cannot be a part of objective reality since objective reality is
only that precisely because it’s not experience."


Walt’s thinking. "But maybe ‘joy’
or ‘pain’ does somehow exist out there," he says. "How could we
know?"


"Saying that they could is a
nonsense proposition. An experience cannot in any conceivable way exist
independently of experience. Anyone claiming that it could is stating an
obvious contradiction. Joy is only joy insofar that it is experienced –
otherwise it is not joy."


"Okay. But that isn’t very
helpful. No one thinks that joy or pain is out there anyways."


"I agree. But what if we can
find that ‘round’ is just like ‘joy’? That it is simply a form of our own
subjectivity?"


"Can we?" he asks.


"The only thing stopping us
from seeing it as self-evident truth is thinking and language." I reply. 


 


***


 


"Our notion of ‘an experience’ involves a model of perception
that includes three elements," I tell Walt. "There’s the perceiver,
which is me, then there’s the act of perceiving, which is a faculty of myself,
and lastly, there’s the object perceived."


"Okay," says Walt.


"We say that ‘I see an apple’
or ‘I hear a noise,’ but the fact is that this division between ‘I’, ‘see’ and ‘apple’
is solely conceptual."


"Those three elements," I
continue, "the ‘I’, the ‘see’ and the ‘apple’ – they’re not part of our
direct experience. They’re not representative of what’s going on."


"What’s going on then?"
he asks.


"A little analysis, which we already
did briefly, reveals that the ‘I’-element, which would be me, the perceiver,
must necessarily be outside of experience. Our experience appears
through an apparatus that isn’t itself an object of experience."


"Just as the camera isn’t in
the photo and the painter isn’t in the picture," Walt says.


I nod. "—which then leaves the
remaining two elements: the act of perceiving and the object perceived."


"And how can you possibly
explain away those?" he asks. "I’m pretty sure there’s seeing of
objects. Look here for example," Walt holds up his cup. "This is a
cup of coffee," he says, articulating like one does when talking to
half-deaf old people.


We’re both laughing at that. We’re
back to being playful and I’m in a good mood for a fun little experiment.
"Okay," I say. "This cup you’re supposedly seeing, what is it
made of?"


"Ceramic, I think."


"I mean in your direct seeing
experience."


"Yes, I’m talking about my
experience here." Walt says.


"Isn’t it more true to say
that, in your direct experience, the cup is made out of color? Do you actually
see anything other than color? Isn’t ceramic just an idea, a concept drawn from
the experience of color and touch and sound?"


He looks at the cup again.
"Well, yeah, I guess," he says.


"So you agree that nothing is
given in the direct experience of seeing, other than color?"


He’s now inspecting it carefully.
"Well, I see shapes and light and color."


"But shapes are just
particular patterns of color, aren’t they?"


"True."


"And I’m sure that you by ‘light’
mean different shades, which are just different colors. Isn’t a very bright
light just shades of white?" I say.


"Fine. There is nothing but
color in my experience of the cup."


"So, is there ‘a cup’ and
the colors of the cup?"


"What do you mean?"


"Do you experience both an
object and its colors? Or is it just the colors?"


"No. You’re right," Walt
says. "It’s just the colors!"


"So there’s no cup, just a
particular pattern of color that you then come to call ‘a cup’?"


He’s smiling now. "Correct. No
cup. Just colors," he says. "I’m only seeing colors."


"What if I said you don’t?"
I reply.


 


***


 


"Actually, at this point I
wouldn’t be surprised. Are you saying that I don’t see colors?"


"Here’s the thing: We don’t ‘see’
‘colors’, because a color and the seeing of it are the exact same thing. Saying
that we do implies a division between ‘seeing’ and ‘seen’ that simply isn’t
there in our experience."


"Go on, please." Walt’s
intrigued.


"Let’s talk about seeing
first," I begin. "What is the one and only criteria for saying that I
‘see’?"


Walt thinks for a few seconds.
"That I have working eyes?" he says.


"So, it has something to do
with your eyes?"


"It doesn’t?"


"But you see in your dreams,
don’t you?" I ask.


"I don’t know if I would call
that ‘seeing’," Walt says.


"Why not?"


"Because when we see something
in a dream, we don’t afterwards think that we actually saw it, you know, for
real."


"You mean that whatever
appeared in the dream wasn’t representative of anything existing objectively?
That it was all in your head?"


He nods. "Precisely."


"But how do you know that that’s
not what’s happening right now?"


He thinks for a few moments.
"You’re right," he says. "I don’t."


"Nevertheless, something did
appear in the dream. And it appeared visually – and the fact that it did
is what I mean by ‘seeing,’ regardless of what that appearance meant or
represented or indicated."


Walt nods silently. I keep on
talking. "If we by ‘seeing’ mean something like ‘an accurate apprehension
of external objects,’ then of course we don’t ‘see’ in our dreams. But since we
cannot be sure that we accurately apprehend external objects even when we’re
awake, we would have to leave open the logical possibility that we don’t ‘see’
then either – which is kind of absurd, since the fact that we see is a given,
simply by how we define it. Therefore, ‘seeing’ can only mean that something is
appearing visually, whether or not that something is an accurate representation
of a real thing."


He thinks for a while.
"Alright, fair enough." he says.


"Now, what does ‘appearing
visually’ mean?" I ask. "What constitutes a visual experience as
opposed to an auditory or a tactile one?"


Walt thinks before answering.
"It must be color," he replies.


"That’s right. When something
is ‘appearing visually’ we mean that there’s color present in our experience.
And since we have already established that ‘appearing visually’ is equivalent
to seeing – the inevitable conclusion must be that the presence of color
is what we mean by seeing."


Walt looks skeptical. I try another
angle.


"Pretend for a moment that
your eyes were removed by an evil scientist," I say, "and that your
doctor isn’t giving you any hope in getting your sight back."


Walt chuckles. "Okay," he
says.


"But then, by some miracle,
the colors of the world appeared before you, just like before when you still
had your eyesight."


"Okay."


"Everything looks exactly the
same as before, except, of course, for the two gaping holes where your eyes
used to be."


Walt chuckles some more.


"Now despite having no eyes,
would anyone be able to convince you that you’re not seeing; that you must be
imagining things and so on?"


"I guess not."


"Why not?" I ask.


"Because the fact that I’m
seeing would somehow be self-evident."


"That’s right, because the
presence of color is what we mean by seeing," I say. "Again, how
would you determine that you’re seeing? If there’s color appearing, then you
are! If there’s redness or blueness or yellowness or any other color or
combinations thereof, their presence in our experience is what we mean
by seeing!"


"Fine, whenever color is
present in our experience, we call that ‘seeing.’ I’ll grant that."


"Good! Now then, what is
color?"


 


***


 


"Let’s take the color red
for example," I say. "The concept of red, like all other
concepts, was derived from our direct experience. That is, we saw redness and
made a word for it. Yes?"


"Sure. Go on, please."


"The concept of red
therefore derives its meaning from this experience. When we talk about it, we
know what we mean by virtue of having experienced it. Does that sound
about right?"


"Yes," Walt says.


"Now, when we’re talking about
red, or any other quality or property of objects for that matter, we
might be under the impression that these qualities can exist objectively, that
is, outside our field of experiencing. We think that stuff can be red or round
or hard, whether or not we experience them. Right?"


"Sure."


"But the concepts that
represent these qualities were derived, not from things external to us, but
from visual and tactile sensations originating in our apparatus for
experiencing. And so, red, round and hard must have their
meaning grounded in these sensations."


Walt nods. "But even if red,
round and hard refer to sensations," he says, "what’s
stopping them from also existing as objective realities outside our
experience?"


Good question. "The
perceptions from which our concepts are drawn are not given to us from outside
– they originate from our sensorial apparatus, and its nature determines how
they appear to us. How perceptions look, the way they feel,
their shape and their form are nothing but the ways in which they are rendered
apparent to us. In other words, since it’s our sensorial apparatus that
determines how things look to us, the concepts that we have must refer to
precisely that – namely the way in which our sensorial apparatus decides to
render a particular piece of phenomena apparent – because that is all that
perceptions are – their composition are entirely a product of however
our sensorial apparatus decides to make them look.


"Put differently," I
continue, "it’s not that perceptions are one thing, and the way
they look are another – I might have given that impression; that there are both
perceptions and the way they look to us; that there's both a
sensation and the way in which it's rendered apparent. But no – the way
perceptions appear to us is all there is to them as such."


"How do you mean?"


"For example, in our
experience, there isn't a color and the way it looks to us – but the
way it looks to us is all there is to being a color. The way it looks to us
is what we mean when referring to a ‘color’ to begin with."


Walt nods. "I guess that’s
true," he says.


"So, again, what’s stopping a
color from existing outside our experience? A color is nothing but the way
it looks to us. And why can’t things be hard in and of themselves?
Hardness is nothing but the way it feels to us."


"I think I get it," Walt
says.


"This is the nature of all
perception – there isn’t a perception and the way it appears to us, but
there’s only the way in which it appears to us."


"So, again," I continue,
"the concepts that we have are abstracted from, and thus refer to,
precisely this – the way in which perceptions appear to us as they’re
rendered apparent by our sensorial apparatus. And so, there’s no way in
which ‘red’, ‘round’ or ‘hard’ could exist outside our experience – what they are
is simply sensations; and they can neither be, nor resemble, nor be anything
‘like’ something else outside of experience – for what makes a sensation what
it is, is the way in which it appears to us – and in no conceivable way
could something outside of experience ever be anything ‘like’ that.


"Hmm, why can’t it be ‘like’
that? Can you give an example?"


"Sure," I say.
"Since how it looks to us is what we mean when we talk about
to ‘red’, there’s no way in which it can exist outside of our experience.
Claiming that ‘red’ could exist outside of our experience is, in effect,
to claim that how it looks to us, could; which is obviously
nonsensical."


That did it. Walt springs to life.
"Let me see if I understand this correctly," he says, and then sits
quietly for a few seconds before talking again. "A color can't exist
outside of our experience since the way in which it appears to us through
our sensorial apparatus is part and parcel of what it means to be a
color!"


"Bingo."


"Wow, it’s kind of hard trying
to wrap my mind around this."


"This may become more obvious
when you realize that the same appearance is the referent of another
concept. By now, you should be able to guess which one."


Walt thinks for a second and then
he smiles. "Seeing," he says.


"That’s right – a color and
the seeing of it are the exact same thing."


"Wow," Walt says.


"More generally, a perception
and the way it appears to us are the very same thing. A sound and the way it
sounds to us is the very same thing – which also happens to be what we mean
by hearing. A color and the way it looks to us is the very same thing –
which also happens to be what we mean by seeing. We objectify these
perceptions and imagine them to exist independently of our experience, but it’s
precisely to be in our experience that makes them what they are to begin with.
That is, the way perceptions appear to us is equivalent to what they are."


Walt nods. He’s following along.


"A color cannot exist
independently of experience, because in conceiving it as such, we need to think
away the seeing from the color – but that is to think away the very thing that
the color is, namely seeing. Any thinking in which color is
regarded objectively involves this conceptual sleight-of-hand that ultimately
ends in a situation where we must imagine seeing to exist independently of
experiencing in order to pull it off."


This is pretty intense stuff and
Walt has a lot to process, but I’m on a heater and don’t wanna lay off yet.
"We don’t experience a color and the seeing of it," I
continue, "they are merely different words for the same thing. In fact, a
color isn’t really ‘a color’ at all in the way we usually think of it. That is,
glued to objects outside our experience, waiting to be seen. Rather, the proper
way to think of color is simply as an instance of, or a manifestation of, seeing.
Now, since both a color and the seeing of it are conceptually equivalent—since
both concepts refer to the same phenomenon, namely the presence of redness and
blueness and yellowness and so on—the phrase ‘see a color’ implies a division
that simply isn’t there in our experience. There’s never seeing and seen
– there’s just seeing! There’s never seeing of anything – rather, what
we see and the seeing of it are one and the same thing. It’s one and the
same happening. There’s just rednessing, bluenessing,
coffee mug-ing, yellownessing – all different manifestations of
seeing."


I pause to check if Walt is
following. He is so I proceed. "And now we can begin to understand why
things as they are in themselves cannot have color, and why they can’t be round
nor hard – color is nothing but seeing, and shape and texture and softness is
nothing but feeling. An object can’t be hard in and of itself, since we by hard
refer to a manifestation of feeling. Neither can it be red nor round, if
we by those words refer to manifestations of seeing – which we do, since
it was from seeing that those concepts were derived from to begin
with." I let that sink in before I continue. "And in no conceivable
way can seeing or feeling exist independently of experiencing, for seeing
and feeling as such are nothing but experiencing!"


"So we don’t ‘hear’ a ‘sound’
or ‘feel’ a ‘sensation’ either?" Walt asks.


"No, there’s only hearing
and feeling. We don’t perceive a perception – there’s only perceiving!
This is the undivided nature of all experiencing!"


"Okay," Walt says,
"I understand that the thing itself cannot have color, and that it can’t
be ‘hard’, but it seems to me that it can still be ‘round.’ Can you
elaborate?"


"There are two ways in which
we can conceive of roundness," I say, "in the visual sense, and in
the tactile sense, Right?"


"Yes. We can see round things
and we can touch round things."


"So, can you see something
that is round independently of color?"


"What do you mean?"


"If we were to remove all the
color from a scene, in what sense would something in it still be ‘round’?"


"Huh. I guess it wouldn’t. In
fact, there wouldn’t be a way to distinguish anything in it, at
all."


"That’s right. Objects are
only ‘objects’ insofar that they have apparent boundaries, which, in the visual
sense, are merely colors. And the concept of ‘round’ is nothing but a
particular pattern of colors, which, as I’ve demonstrated, is nothing but
seeing. ‘Round’ can never mean anything other than an instance of seeing."


"I understand."


"Now, do the same thought
experiment, but in the tactile sense. Subtract from an object all sensations of
touch, which, as I’ve demonstrated, is nothing but feeling – and there
is no sense in which we can call it ‘round’ anymore."


Walt nods. "I suppose you’re
right," he says.


 


***


 


Walt’s now about to step through the next door – the one leading
to that place where we deliver the final blow to what’s keeping it all
together. Now that he understands that the shapes and the features and the
appearance of the world are nothing but experiencing as such—that there’s
only feeling, only seeing, only hearing and so on—he’ll have what it takes to
navigate the last mile of this journey he now finds himself on. Does he know
where it ends? Of course not, but standing before that door, he surely must
notice the plaque hanging above, carefully engraved with the few words that
read: 


 


"Look, there’s an error in the
way in which we think about reality.


The error is systemic.


Things are not what they seem."











Chapter 4 – Space


 


"I’ve thought about the
conversation we had," Walt says to me.


"And?" I ask.


"I’ve figured it out
now," he says. "I admit you were right. The qualities we perceive in
objects don’t belong to the objects themselves; they exist merely as sensations
in the subject that perceives them. But, what does exist—what comprises
the objects themselves—is physical matter that in the interaction with
ourselves causes the sensations to arise in us, in our apparatus for experiencing."


Oh boy.


He plows on. "Reality as it
is in itself doesn’t have shape or color. Rather, it’s something of time
and space, in which subatomic particles exist; and these particles are
interacting with our body, giving rise to the processes in our brain that make
all of this experience possible. And the whole thing is governed by the laws of
quantum mechanics." 


Walt looks to me, wanting me to
confirm the fairy tale. But I can see that he knows deep down that this ship is
sinking.


"Oh, I see what you
mean," I say. "But all of that, the assumption of particles and
strings and energy and quantum mechanics – all of that depends on there being
an independent physical space in which they exist. There’s not."


Walt just stares at me. A few
moments pass. "So you’re saying that there isn’t a world out there? That
nothing exists?" he asks.


Up until now, the absence of an
objective reality is an idea that never rose above the level of refreshing
speculation. It’s never really been a threat to Walt’s view of the way
things are. But now he himself—his very own body of flesh and bones—is in
question.


"That’s right," I say.
"Just these perceptions." I hold out my hands.


"We’re in The Matrix?"


I smile at the movie reference.
"Yes, but there’s no outside."


Walt can’t believe it. "You’re
not serious, are you?" he says, shaking his head. "This is
crazy."


So far we’ve simply been juggling
with interesting ideas. But now he’s threatened, and it’s about to get worse.
One of those juggling balls is about to hit something vital, and once it does,
Walt isn’t just going to call it a day, satisfied from having gone a few rounds
of intellectual sparring. No, when the linchpin that holds life together is
ripped out from under us, lying on the floor—fucking demolished—is a far more common
response. 


The world as we
know it is like a house of cards that depends on one single root cell without
which it cannot stand. And when we dismantle that cell; when one takes apart
the idea of objectivity and it becomes clear that conceiving in terms of it
is no longer a valid mode of thinking, that foundation upon which the world
rests inevitably disintegrates – leaving the house of cards in free fall.


Walt’s pacing back and forth.
"You see, I have thought about this since our last talk," he says. "You
should know that I did consider that the actual world might not exist;
but what I don’t understand is how you can be so certain about it! As far as I
figure, the possibility could go either way."


"Remember how the idea of an
external world is just that – an idea?" I say. "An unverifiable
assumption upon which everything is built."


"So? Assumptions can be
correct, you know," he says. "What makes you think that this one isn’t?"


"Because I’ve found a flaw in
the assumption itself."


"How so?" Walt asks.


"Let me give you a simile
first, so that you can see exactly what I mean by that."


"Please," he says.


"Have you heard of square
circles?"


"I’ve never seen one."


"Do you think they
exist?"


"I don’t know, probably
not."


"Well, some people think that
they do, others that they don’t, but there’s a third position," I say.


"What’s that?"


"There are those who realize
that square circles can neither exist nor not exist, because in even talking
about them we’re involving ourselves in a logical contradiction."


"A contradiction?" Walt
asks.


"Something can’t both have
four sides and not have four sides. By definition, a circle is not square, and
so a square circle is a contradiction in terms."


Walt’s thinking. "Alright, I
can see that," he says. "So in saying that a square circle exists, or
that it doesn’t, we are talking nonsense, logically speaking?"


"Precisely."


"So what does this have to do
with the external world?"


"The assumption of its
existence, or of even the possibility of its existence, is a logical
contradiction – just like the square circle. Even in speaking about it, we are
talking nonsense," I say.


"So you are saying that atoms,
radioactivity and electricity don’t exist? That there isn’t a universe out
there?"


"The idea that it could is
absurd," I shrug. 


"Dude, that’s crazy,"
Walt says.


"Perhaps. But true!"


 


***


 


"Alright, so how exactly does
the assumption of the external world involve a contradiction?" Walt asks.


"Let’s start by acknowledging
that antecedent to the idea of an external world is the idea of an objective
physical space. Objective meaning that it exists independently of
us," I say. "We believe that there is a universe out there whether we’re
watching or not, whether we exist or not. Do you agree?"


"Sure. That’s the basic
premise."


"And would you agree that in
presuming the existence of an objective space, we would first have to conceive
of it?"


"What do you mean?" Walt
asks.


"Well, if we’re claiming the
possibility of an independent physical space, we must first envision what it
is that we think is out there."


"I guess."


"No guessing. This is
important. Claims of existence must be conceivable; otherwise they’re just
empty words."


"I don’t follow."


"Okay. Let me illustrate this
with an example," I say, pausing for a moment to come up with one. "I
hereby declare that somewhere a chapokrafiliate exists."


Walt’s amused. "What’s
that?" he asks.


"Exactly!" I say. "I
don’t know, I just made it up. And if I don’t even know what a word means, what
exactly am I then claiming to be out there? What is it that we mean to say
exists? Words must have referents – otherwise they’re just sounds with no
meaning. To claim the existence of something, we must first conceive of
that something – if we’re not, isn’t our claim merely empty? It’s the referent
of the word that we mean to say exists – not the word."


"I see," Walt says.


"And that’s why any statement
about square circles must necessarily be bogus. Square circles are
inconceivable, they are literally unthinkable, so any claim of ‘their’
existence must be merely words without meaning. 


"I get it," Walt says.
"If we can’t even picture them, what is it we believe is or isn’t
out there?"


"Exactly," I say. 


We’re both enjoying the silence for
a few moments before I revert back to space again. "So, again, if we’re
claiming, or even thinking about, the possibility of an independent physical
space, we must first envision it. In other words, we must form a representation
in our minds of what we think is out there."


"That makes sense."


"So, the representation of
space is sort of an image of what we think exist beyond our perceptions. But
from where did we obtain this representation of space?"


"From our experience?"
Walt suggests.


"Yes, of course!" I say.
"But now, what if our representation of space is just like every other representation
we can conceive of – what if space is simply an element of our own
subjectivity? What if space is just like color? That it’s not something
that is experienced, but that its sole nature is that of experiencing
itself? What would that entail?"


Walt’s thinking hard. "I’m not
sure," he says.


"Let’s revisit that question
later, and instead now look at exactly what this representation of space comes
from, shall we?"


"Yes," Walt replies.


 


***


 


I pause to gather my thoughts. This
isn’t the easiest thing to convey and I need a minute to figure out how to
tackle it best. A few moments pass before I clear my throat and begin to
explain. 


"No one can help but notice
how phenomena, or what appears in our experience, are spatially extended
– that is, stretched out throughout our field of awareness in three
directions," I say to Walt.


"Sure," he says.


"But here’s the thing – we can
know in advance that phenomena will be extended, even before we see
it."


"How so?" Walt says,
clearly curious as to where I’m going.


"Well," I say, "how
can anything be said to appear unless it’s extended?"


He thinks for a while. "Hmm, I
guess it can’t," he says.


"Which must mean that being
extended is part and parcel of what it means to appear, right?"


He thinks some more. "I guess
that’s true."


"So, our experience must
appear in some way in order for it to be said to appear at all –
and the way in which it appears is being extended in three directions
constituting volume or ‘space.’"


"Which means?"


"—that the coffee mug in front
of you doesn’t appear in space – but it’s from the directions along
which it is extended that we have abstracted our concept of ‘space.’" 


Walt’s taking
his time, carefully examining the mug on the table in front of him. "So,
you are saying that there isn’t ‘space’ and stuff appearing in ‘it’
- but it’s the extension of phenomena that constitutes ‘space’ as such?"
he asks.


"That’s
right."


We sit for a few
moments before Walt speaks again. "Are you saying that the coffee mug is
space?" he asks.


I deliver the
punch line. "That’s exactly what I’m saying."


 


***


 


"‘Space’ doesn’t exist
independently from phenomena any more than a woman’s figure exists
independently of her body," I explain to Walt. "The duality between
space and things in space is purely conceptual. Space and appearances
are never found apart—they are not two things—but being spatially extended is constitutive
of an appearance as such and must characterize it if it is to be an appearance at
all. For how can anything be said to appear unless it’s extended?
Being extended is essential to what it means to appear in the
first place."


I let that sink in before I
continue. "And space is never found alone, absent phenomena. We cannot
even conceive of space without imagining something to be extended
in it, even if that something is just blackness. When we try to imagine an
absolute empty space, what we’re really thinking about is some piece of
phenomena, usually a patch of blackness, which, naturally, is extended – since
it otherwise wouldn’t be phenomena in the first place."


A few seconds goes by before Walt
puts the pieces together. "And it’s from the extension of phenomena that
we have abstracted our representation of space?" he asks.


My smile says it all. Good boy. 


 


***


 


"So, now we
can begin to see the logic here," I say. "Since appearances and their
extension are inseparable—their extension being fundamental to their being ‘appearances’
to begin with—and moreover, appearances being nothing but their perceiving, we
can now reveal the only reality ‘space’ has."


"Which
is?" Walt asks.


"It’s
merely an element of perceiving itself," I say.


Walt looks
perplexed. "I’m not sure that I get it," he says.


That doesn’t
really surprise me. I don’t expect him to grasp this right away. No one does
the first time around. 


"Do you
want to go over it again?"


"Yes,
please."


"Alright,"
I say. "I’ve shown before that phenomena—colors, sounds, sensations, etc.—are
not ‘something’ that is experienced; but what they are is
nothing but experiencing, remember?"


"Right, there’s
isn’t seeing and seen," Walt replies, "but there’s only
seeing, only feeling, only hearing and so on."


I nod. "Good.
Now, we don’t see ‘space’ any more than we see ‘color’. Space isn’t
something that we perceive – but it’s the form by which experiencing
takes place; the very form that constitutes what experiencing is to
begin with."


Walt seems
confused still. "Let me state this in another way," I say, taking a
few moments before I begin to explain again. "The way in which it’s
extended is not something that experiencing could do without, but is
such an intrinsic element to what it is to be experiencing in the first place,
that without it experiencing could no longer be regarded as such. Without that
spatial aspect, experiencing would no longer be experiencing."


Walt seems to get
it now. "In other words," he says, "the way in which it’s
extended in three directions is what makes experiencing what it is to
begin with."


"That’s
right. That way in which feeling is extended constitutes what it is for
feeling to be feeling in the first place. And it’s because of the way in
which it’s extended that seeing is what it is – for in no way could we ever
envision seeing without picturing the way in which it was extended – and
still regard it as seeing."


"So you’re
saying that space and experiencing is basically the same thing?" Walt
asks.


"Yes! The
fact that ‘space’ is simply the form our experiencing happens to take, and that
experiencing as such depends on that very form in order for it to even be
considered experiencing at all, reveals that space and experiencing are one and
the same thing. Any division between them is purely conceptual, and
furthermore, runs the risk of us forgetting that they are not separate. But if
we still insist on dividing them in language, let’s at least acknowledge that ‘space’
can at best be nothing other than the way in which experiencing manifests."


I let those words
hang in the air for a few moments before delivering the moral of the story.


"So, anything
suggesting that space could exist independently of experiencing must be
downright contradictory – for ‘space’ and experiencing are inseparable sides of
the same coin. There is no ‘space’ that can exist out there, because ‘space’
is just the form our experiencing happens to take. In other words, anyone claiming
that space could be out there is effectively saying that ‘the spatial aspect of
our experiencing’ could somehow exist independently of experiencing – which is
an obvious contradiction."


I look over to
Walt. To him it’s not obvious, but that’s okay. This isn’t stuff we’re used to
thinking about. Sometimes it’s nice to have somebody just spell it out for you.
"Look," I say, "no aspect of experiencing could ever exist
independently of experiencing, because it’s its aspects that make up
what experiencing is to begin with. That is, all elements of experiencing are
nothing but experiencing as such," I say to Walt.


He looks a little
pale. He’s struggling. I decide that I’m just going to plow on until the penny
drops. "Think about it! How it appears, being extended in three
directions, is simply the way in which the world, or the manifestation,
is rendered apparent – and the way in which it is rendered apparent must
necessarily inhere with and be exclusive to the process of rendering itself and
can in no conceivable way exist independently of it."


"It can’t?"
he manages to ask.


"Saying that
it could involves the absurdity of claiming that the way in which
experiencing manifests can exist independently of experiencing – a nonsense
proposition, palpably contradictory, not much different from saying that the
way music sounds can exist independently of music. The way it sounds is
the music."


"So what does
it all mean?"


"It means
that what remains of an independent physical space is a mere inconceivable
notion. Nothing but an empty word."


A few moments pass
before Walt surrenders. "A square circle?" he whispers.


Again my smile
says it all.


 


***


 


"Okay, let’s
recap. Let’s go over what we’ve talked about so we can put all the pieces
together," I say to Walt.


"Sure."


"First, the
notion of an objective reality relies on the premise that space exist
independently of us, that is, independently of our experience."


"Yes."


"Second, that
there’s a reality beyond our experiencing is by no means evident – all we’re
ever in contact with is experiencing as such, and the idea that there’s
anything beyond that is just that; an idea."


"Sure."


"Third, in
order to conceive of that idea, even if we’re just entertaining the possibility
of it—that there may be a world beyond experiencing—we must represent to
ourselves what it is we think could be out there."


"Stop."


"What’s
wrong?" I ask.


"I don’t see
how what I can or can’t conceive of has anything to do with what’s out
there," he says. "Whatever is out there can’t possibly depend on what
I think. There could very well exist stuff out there that are inconceivable to
us; things we have yet to discover, or things that our limited cognitive
abilities are unable to comprehend."


A good question
and a common one. 


"To assert an
‘out there’ where things can exist or not, is the very same thing as to assume
an independent physical space," I reply. "We can’t invoke the notion
of an ‘out there’, of objectivity, without first imagining space to
exist independently of experiencing. The notion of objectivity itself depends
on the existence of an independent physical space."


"It
does?"


"To say that
something exists ‘objectively’ is to conceive of it in a space context, that
is, to believe it to exist in an independent physical space. In other
words, we cannot talk of an out there without assuming an independent
physical space; that is, to conceive of it as such."


"Fair
enough," Walt says.


"But since we
have now recognized ‘space’ for what it is, namely the form of our
experiencing, we are now obliged by logic to no longer conceive of it as
existing apart from that – as that would involve us imagining that the way
in which experiencing manifests can somehow exist independently of
experiencing."


"—which is
contradictory," Walt says.


"And which
leaves the notion of an independent physical space—"


"Inconceivable."
Walt finishes the sentence.


"Just like
the square circle."


"Jesus,"
he says.


"And since an
independent physical space never was any more than an idea to begin with, its
existence is now altogether abolished with the inability to conceive of
it."


"Jesus,"
he repeats.


 


***


 


"So, nothing exists?" Walt asks.


"Just
this," I hold out my hands, revealing the grandeur.


"We don’t
exist either?"


"Of course
not. We’re merely appearances."


"But
appearances exist?"


"Not
objectively, which is the only way anything can. To ‘exist’ means to exist
objectively, which is now revealed to be a mere fantasy. Existence is not."


Walt shakes his
head. "But there’s obviously something!" he says, pointing around.
"What is all this?"


I bask in its
magnificence for a few delightful moments before I finally answer: "It has
been called many names, but I think that ‘Tao’ is the oldest."











Appendix


 


Even if we find
ourselves unable to accept the fictitious nature of objective reality, we may
at least understand that our experience must ultimately be a product of our
apparatus for experiencing. And if we do, we may also recognize that the
elements of three-dimensionality must also be a product of that apparatus. That
is, the capacity for displaying phenomena in terms of length, breadth, and
depth must be a functional aspect of our apparatus itself – for there’s no
conceivable way in which the space out there somehow makes its way in here,
only to then be filled with the objects of our experience.


But since the
existence of the apparatus itself depends on space being an independent thing
and not merely an output of its own, the whole idea collapses under its own
weight when we realize the above. In other words, when we really think things
through, we are left with the realization that the assumption of an objective
reality entails the absurdity that our apparatus for experiencing exists within
its own output.


"But,"
You might object, "what if there’s another space that also exists
out there? What if there’s something out there that’s ‘like’ the space of our
experience?"


The answer is
simple. There can’t be another ‘space’ out there, because ‘space’ is merely the
way phenomena is displayed in terms of length, breadth and depth – and
asking ourselves whether that can exist independently of our apparatus
for displaying, is just as nonsensical as asking whether anything can be ‘like’
it.


Anyone claiming
that ‘space’ could be out there has simply misunderstood what it is: It’s not
some independent thing, but simply the way in which all of this is
rendered apparent.











A final few words


If you enjoyed
this work, please consider doing me a favor and write a review at Amazon.com. The
success of this book and my ability to reach more readers depends largely on
having lots of thoughtful and honest reviews written about it. It will only
take a few minutes of your time. I sure would appreciate it.


And finally, thank
you so much for buying this book! For more information about me and my work,
please visit my web site, http://www.uncoveringlife.com
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