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For what use is my journey if I miss out on eternity?

Gillian Welch—On the album, ‘Soul Journey’.

Eternity will be a long time coming.

Brian Greene—‘Until the End of Time’.





Every word a man speaks is plagiarism. The task of an author is to absorb, incorporate, and transform the knowledge and emotional currents of his own epoch and to present them in his own personal way, enriched by his own experiences.

Joost Meerloo—Foreword to The Rape of the Mind.

For I am well aware that scarcely a single point is discussed in this volume on which facts cannot be adduced, often apparently leading to conclusions directly opposite to those at which I have arrived. A fair result can be obtained only by fully stating and balancing the facts and arguments on both sides of each question, and this cannot possibly be done here.

Charles Darwin, In His Introduction to On the Origin of Species.





Preamble  Being Human

Self-awareness is a supreme gift, a treasure as precious as life. This is what makes us human. But it comes at a costly price: the wound of mortality. Our existence is forever shadowed by the knowledge that we will grow, blossom, and, inevitably, diminish and die.

Irvin Yalom—Staring at the Sun (2008)

I have not asked for life.

But I try to accept whatever

life brings without surprise.

And I shall depart again without having

questioned anyone about my strange

stay here on earth.

Omar Khayyam

I am a human being and this means that, even if I don’t like to think about it, I know that I am going to die. I did not make a choice to be this kind of ‘being’ and I’m pretty sure that, if you are reading this, you didn’t either. If you happen to be a post-human reader, you’ve got one up on the rest of us. Being human isn’t always easy and very often involves a great deal of suffering and confusion as well as, hopefully, some joy and insight. No one, to my knowledge, ever willed themselves into existence, unless you are honoured or cursed to be a God or have chosen to be a bodhisattva1. We may arrive in this world trailing clouds of glory, but those clouds are not of our making. There is no democracy when it comes to the decision on whether or not to be a human being.

If we feel a love for life, it is hard to consider never waking up in the morning or ever seeing our kith and kin again. We may well follow the poet Dylan Thomas in his ‘raging against the dying of the light;’ but to what end? And, whilst alive, there is (whatever means we employ to avoid it) pain, both physical and emotional; in particular, for most of us, the stress and grief attendant on the vanishing of friends and family when they die before us. As Shakespeare expresses it in the play Hamlet, we must experience ‘the heartache, and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to.’ No one, even the most extreme egoist, tyrant, or billionaire, can avoid tragedy and the grave.

Life can then, for some, and especially for those who can find no consolation in religion or any transcendent meaning, be experienced as wholly reducible to manipulation, entirely pointless, or even a curse. We may ‘choose’ to inflict our worldview on others to their detriment and even their demise. We may not want to wake up in the morning. We may choose to die in despair before our bodies fail us.

We are demonstrably here for a while, but so what? Ignoring the wilful lack of curiosity demonstrated in the quote from Omar Khayyam, where is here and who are we? Indeed, what does ‘Human Being’ mean or entail? What is our nature, if any, and what is consciousness and what is mind? Furthermore, why does a universe exist which, from the limited evidence currently available, has inherent processes of creation and destruction which either have no end, or a cessation in cold nothingness? And, if there is a ‘transcendence’ beyond the world of suffering in which we find ourselves, what, if any, purpose does our limited human existence serve? And what about this entity referred to as God? Although they may not care to admit it, and however much they resort to the findings of science relating to the behaviour of the material world for justification, atheists and nihilists are as much caught up in belief as theists. Eric Fromm, the psychologist, and philosopher, eloquently described our dilemma in his book ‘The Sane Society’.

Self-awareness, reason, and imagination disrupt the ‘harmony’ which characterises animal existence. Their emergence has made man into an anomaly, into the freak of the universe. He is part of nature, subject to her physical laws and unable to change them, yet he transcends the rest of nature. He is set apart while being a part.; he is homeless yet chained to the home he shares with all creatures…He is expelled from paradise and two angels with fiery swords prevent his return.

p23/24

Fromm also suggests that birth, in the conventional sense, is only the beginning of ‘being’ in the broader sense and that, throughout our lives, we are struggling to give birth to ourselves as fully realised humans. But what does being a human entail?

Many questions arise then as self-awareness dawns in childhood. What, and how, and why? Questions belonging not just to the currently unfashionable branch of philosophy known as metaphysics, but which are inherently moral, political, economic, religious, scientific, and social ones as well.

I’m still asking them here. All in all, what do we make of life? What is clear is that the ways that we see ourselves and others, and the beliefs that we tend to generate, will have a profound impact on what we do with our lives, both individually and as a species. Although I was never offered the pleasure of one when I was born, here is an introduction to what lies ahead.

[image: A colorful, anatomical figure sculpture stands on a red platform outdoors, featuring exposed muscles and skin, vibrant designs, under a cloudy sky.]




1 Bodhisattva-a being that has attained enlightenment (nirvana) but remains in the human world to help.



Introduction What’s It All About

What you have in front of you, as already suggested by the title, and in the preamble, is an aid to some understanding of what we humans ARE and HOW and WHY we came about, based on an examination of the views of philosophers, religious thinkers, politicians, artists, and scientists, past and present. You will find an abundance of quotations as you go along offering a bewildering, and often contradictory, array of other people’s perspectives. For me it has been an attempt to continue to learn despite advancing age and has involved a personal exploration and challenging of beliefs. If you are looking for my readymade point of view or a self-help book, then you will be disappointed. If you would prefer a light-hearted read, with some good jokes, then this may not be for you. There will, be some humour, but not exactly of the ‘Monty Python-Meaning of Life’ variety.

As the title implies, writing has involved a quest during which I have attempted to leave my own preconceptions and prejudices behind as much as possible and that has not been easy, especially towards the end. It has, inevitably, been conditioned by my own abilities, instincts, inclinations, experiences, and subjective choices of references. To paraphrase Jean Meerlo’s opening quote I am inevitably plagiarising and presenting here what I have learnt in my own way in the first decades of the C21st.

Words can also always be used treacherously and with bad intent. They can describe but they are never what is being described. They can mislead, obscure, facilitate lying, and inflict suffering. They are the means of transmission of ideologies. I hope to avoid such misuse.

I am also very aware that I may lose some of my readers quite quickly because of the way that I write. I’m going to be expressing myself as honestly, clearly, and simply as I can, but there’s no denying that I was born to British working-class parents who wanted me to be something ‘better’ than them, at least in terms of having more career prospects. Thanks to them and their pressure, based (I am sure on love), I ended up unhappily in Grammar schools, and then, much more happily, in higher education in the 1960s. This has had, of course, an impact on the way I think and express myself. I can still be barny with friends who are way more practical and ‘down to earth’ than me, but there’s a gap sometimes when I open my educated mouth, which I regret. I can’t do anything about that other than pretend that I’m not who I am, whatever that is. So, I’m going to be writing in a way that I hope is informative and heartfelt, but it may not immediately ‘grab’ you.

So, here we go!

In the C18th, Carl Linnaeus, a Swedish botanist and taxonomist, coined the Latin term ‘Homo sapiens’ to separate us from the other earthly species. Then, one hundred years later, Charles Darwin demonstrated that, whilst potentially wiser than those that went before, or live beside us, we are all, on the material level, products of evolutionary processes. This encouraged Richard Dawkins, a modern scientist, to suggest a rephrasing of ‘Homo Scientificus’. Although I have not come across the term, it is possible to imagine post-modernists (a way of thinking that we will be coming across a lot later), with their disdain for any ultimate meaning to life, re-coining the phrase as ‘Homo Subjectivus’. Most recently, and given the accelerating digital revolution[]{.indexref entry=” Digital Revolution”}, ’Homo Technologicus has been proposed.

The ‘post-modernist’2 Philosopher Richard Rorty has also asserted that cruelty itself stems from questions such as, ‘what it is to be human?’ He contends that such questions allow us to rationalise that some people are to be considered less than human, thus justifying cruelty against those people. In this he shared some common ground with Thomas Hobbes, the first great British philosopher who believed that ‘Humanity’ is a dangerous fiction, a use of language to categorise a non-existent thing, which inevitably leads to humans killing each other. At the risk of being accused of criminality, or pointlessly chasing a fiction, I intend to continue to write in the belief that I will be able to demonstrate, along the way, that these prejudices are unhelpful.

Scientifically speaking, there is only one human race, although we are now employing techniques of genetic manipulation, at least for those who can afford it, which could result in at least two ‘kinds’ of human; a possibility which will be discussed later on. Within the current categorisation, there has always been a vast range of ‘types’ in terms of physical size, shape, and colour; and a plethora of mindsets ranging from the psychopathic to the saintly. Despite all the differences, is it then possible to find a common nature, or is human nature a meaningless abstraction? For me, this a question of immense importance.

Humans are intensely social but, from the outset, have formed groups which are, often, identified by way of distinguishing themselves from others. This happens whether it be based on skin colour, tribal, class, national allegiances, or belief systems. The feeling of being members of a single species or of ‘humankind’ is invariably lost. This has resulted in terrible internecine strife and destruction of life with humans wilfully killing other humans; behaviour which continues to this day. And such abominations are made ever more possible, and widespread, by technological advances. Is this an expression of human nature? Or is it caused by bad upbringing or social conditioning as many believe, following the arguments of philosophers who asserted that our minds are blank slates at birth which are subsequently written on by circumstance? Such assertions are increasingly used in modern times by a whole range of ideologists from politicians to liberal academics.

What follows is an attempt to understand objectively and then to come to terms with, the inevitable complexity in our lives and the challenges that we all face. The alternative to such questioning is to resort to the paths of escape, forgetfulness, or avoidance; escaping and forgetting by way of drugs, entertainment or other distractions which so many, inherently creative, people have ended up falling prey to; or avoidance by way of subscribing to faiths and ideologies. All these immersions close the door on any further explorations. You will no doubt find that, in spite of my trying to be objective, my own prejudices will inevitably intrude along the way. Even the choice of thinkers and particular quotes from them can give witness to a bias, as will my reaction to their ideas.

I am not, as I write, a believer in any gods, but neither am I a committed atheist or materialist, or a proponent of science providing all the answers to the questions I’ll be asking. I have, however, tried to give the beliefs, methods, and ideologies that I have come across a fair hearing.

Arguably every thinking human being has had a ‘philosophy’ in the mundane sense that, at least sometime in their lives, they have come to some kind of a view on what life is about and proceeded to follow it consciously or otherwise (even if that amounts to inaction or despair). It is apparent that not many have thought on it that deeply, or for very long. It takes a lot of stamina, will power and perseverance, as the opportunity to question and learn never ceases.

We often come to rely on those who have taken the time or, more dangerously, on those who have taken some time and offer easy answers. Sooner or later anyway, and if only for a while but often for years, we can become immersed in the challenges of day-to-day living. Comparatively few have maintained the rigour of thoughtful insight and focussed action which has enabled them to live fully, coherently, and without prejudice. When they have, it has resulted in a level of inspiration that has been successfully communicated, touched, and positively influenced people’s lives for generations.

Yet ever so many of us have started on this kind of journey; so many well-trodden tracks leading towards the peak of comprehensive vision and understanding which may be glimpsed occasionally but is so difficult to reach.

I will be following some of those tracks in the company of more vigorous climbers and pioneers than myself. Not all of them have been trustworthy guides, and some have, in the past, led me very much astray. There will be paths that are so well used that they appear to lead, without effort, towards a summit. Others will have poor surfacing or obscure directions, or lead to dead ends. Yet others will show that someone has gone before on a trail that has almost completely disappeared behind them. There may even be occasions when a figure appears, beckoning with promise, only to turn out to be a mere ‘Brocken Spectre’3, reflecting us back at ourselves.

If you choose to come with me, I will be quoting many thinkers and artists from the realms of literature, music, illustration, philosophy, science, politics, and religion that I have consulted to assist my understanding. Wherever possible quotations will be derived from original sources but, particularly the further one goes back in time (but sometimes even more recently), sayings may be unverifiable or falsely attributed. Despite the risk, I have used them as, ‘in themselves,’ they offer useful commentaries and insights. Footnotes are provided where I’ve thought they’d be particularly useful if you would like to follow up.

You may be beginning, by now, to suspect that there is a possibility that this writer will become insufferable by showing off the breadth of his searching and his knowledge. I hasten to add that, with a few exceptions, I haven’t studied most guides in great depth but have summarised their thought processes and conclusions to the best of my ability. At the end of the book there will be a bibliography of those people and those of their works that I’ve spent the most time with. Of course, in these days of the worldwide web, and assuming you have access to it, you can type any of the names that appear in the text into a search engine and run the risk of being overwhelmed by a plethora of thought and creativity.

I will be considering the viewpoints, and hopefully gain some perspective, from the works of humans who have gone long before. But, since this is being written in the early part of the twenty-first century, any exploration of this kind would be seriously lacking if it did not consider the emerging phenomena of artificial intelligence, virtual reality and digital communication, along with the new, contemporary ‘philosophies’ of transhumanism and anti-natalism, and their precursors, proponents, and antagonists.

There is also a ferment of ideas and political positioning around gender and transgenderism, which was virtually unreported in the C20th, except in so far as it related to homosexuality and transvestism. The debate on this and other aspects of human sexuality have been significantly influenced by Marxist and post-modernist thinking, with the core contention being that gender is a social construct and is more important than sex.

There are so many great artists, thinkers, philosophers and scientists who have considered the human condition that to give them full credit would require a depth of attention to their works and writings which, as already admitted, I have often not given; indeed, if properly attempted, it would take more than a whole long lifetime. What I am attempting is an overview and exploration that I have not found elsewhere. If those who have influenced me appear in person at all in this narrative, they will not stay long, and there may well be a few misunderstood, borrowed essentials, in my rucksack for which I apologise in advance.

It has been suggested that the book might be more readable and compelling if I started with a clear statement of my own, current views and beliefs and elaborated and justified them along the way, rather than produce something akin to an academic thesis which a lot of people will find hard to read. This is not, however, about my personal ideology or desire to convince, or provide an ‘unassailable’ conclusion; nor is it speculation masquerading as fact. It certainly won’t be as gripping as the work of the greatest mystery and crime writers; but it has something in common. It poses the same questions: ‘What happened?’ ‘Where?’ ‘Why’? and, ‘Whodunnit?’

Compared to other forms of expression, and in particular music, written and spoken words are prone to be overused in the service of convictions in a way that divides rather than unifies.

In the realms of philosophy and science in particular, language can become so technical, dense, convoluted, and littered with terms and words never used in everyday communication that it becomes inaccessible to almost everyone else. Much of this ‘philosophy’ could, indeed, be characterised as scholarly masturbation. The romantic poet WB Yeats dismissed it as ‘old clothes upon old sticks to scare a bird.’

I am reminded of a tendency amongst writers, highlighted by the survivor of the Nazi Auschwitz death camp, Jean Amery, when he suggested that the ‘left-wing’ German philosopher, Theo Adorno, tended to use words in a way which was ‘language intoxicated by itself’. Which was also, ironically, a characteristic of Nazism. But to move on, and to begin to signal the complexity of what I’m attempting:

Following the litany of human created disasters throughout the centuries, there is a growing body of thought, particularly in ‘liberal’ academic circles, that there is no consistent ‘You’, ‘Self’ or enduring ‘Human Nature’ at all. The Enlightenment faith in reason has been developed, and overtaken, by the view that we are solely the product of the struggle of genes to replicate, and/or of the times in which we live. There is no longer a grand story/narrative about our origins or nature, or purpose; no agreed on or coherent definition of a ‘Human Being’. The whole idea/concept of us having an intrinsic being is often challenged as an encumbrance to freedom and the desirable expression of ‘self-identification’; or as a primitive mystification which evaporates under the scrutiny of modern science. This has led to a focus on the individual and the continuing erosion of societal cohesion, at least in the Western World.

However, if we are to remain open minded, the way marks of ‘Mind and Body, Spirit and Soul’ will need visiting. Off-putting terminologies and ideologies that our early ancestors didn’t have to bother with, such as ‘Ontology, Epistemology, Teleology, Capitalism, Neo-Liberalism, Intersectionality and Sovereign Individuality’, may appear as terms needing translation. If they turn up, I will do my best to explain them in as straightforward a language as possible.

The digitisation of work and play (including social interactions, increasingly mediated by social media rather than face-to-face contact) and the use of engineering and genetic manipulation in medicine, agriculture, and the environment in general, cannot be ignored as they have the potential to radically modify our material make-ups which, unless one is a committed ‘substance dualist’4, involves our minds. These forces, for good or bad, are influencing the social, political and bio-spheric environments. All of these, along with demographic change and upheaval and the ongoing exploitation of natural resources, are radically altering, and many now contend, greatly damaging our well-being, and that of the planet.

To begin to deal with all of this we must come to grips with questions that have challenged thinkers for centuries, many of which remain beyond demonstrable proof. How do we know anything? What distinguishes us from other life forms? What is ‘Being’ anyway? If there is such a thing as human nature, is it inherent or acquired? If there is such a thing, what are its characteristics, and can it be changed by social revolution, the ‘outside’ application of technology or ‘inner’ transformation? Do we possess free will, and is there such a thing as ‘self’?

I will be considering all these questions and the assertion, of some humanists of a materialist persuasion, that we are just ‘medium sized dry goods’ when put into a hierarchy in a mechanical universe; as well as the opposing contention, advanced in most spiritual and religious traditions, that we have non-material souls, inextricably linked to a cosmic order.

What I am attempting then is ambitiously wide ranging, diving into many streams of thought in the hope that there will be some degree of useful synthesis in my understanding and in yours. But also, since the intellect can be an encumbrance, and one can ‘drown’ in words, communicating by way of imagery as well.

Whatever one’s viewpoint, I believe there is a certain urgency in exploring, once again (not only for our own benefit but for all the other life forms that we share the world with), what it means to be human. And also, as far as it is possible at this time, or any time, to look to possible futures suggested by others.

I acknowledge that, as well as it being largely intellectually focussed, there is the distinct possibility that such an exploration, being so wide ranging and ambitious, is likely to be superficial, or get bogged down in too much information, and fail either way. Looking around the room in which I’m writing and seeing all the books, read, half read, forgotten and unopened on the shelves, I am also acutely aware that, if any answers to my questions exist, they can only be hinted at in those pages and in my fragile understanding, thoughts, and words. Insight and revelation are a personal matter and appear from elsewhere and a source beyond any books, and my limited thinking. It will require the use of all the faculties available to you as a member of the human species, including your creative imagination and an ability to reflect, empathise and love. Unfortunately, we now have evidence that these capacities are not a given across the whole population and that some individuals are genetically predisposed to be psychopaths. It is, therefore, important not to succumb to naïve idealism. The influence of inherited predispositions is something that we will necessarily have to grapple with in the context of a discussion regarding human nature.

So, if you’ve got this far, you’ll know this is not going to be an especially simple or comforting read and, at the back of my mind, I can hear my mother remonstrating with me….

Why are you thinking so much? It’s not going to do you any good.

Nevertheless…

[image: A tiny silhouette of a person stands before a glowing keyhole on a red background, with light streaming through, creating a sense of mystery and wonder.]




2 Post-Modernism—A way of thinking that claims that there is no such thing as truth. Truth and Knowledge are seen as Inventions and even Fantasies which serve certain interest groups. It rejects the rationality of the C18th ‘Enlightenment’ and casts a critical eye on all Thinkers and Artists since. We will be touching on its considerable impacts later.

3 A phenomenon often seen in the Harz Mountains of Germany where a climber’s shadow, cast onto the fog, is magnified with eerie optical effects.

4 Substance dualism is a type of dualism most famously defended by the French philosopher René Descartes, which states that there are two kinds of foundation of being: mental and body. This philosophy states that the mental can exist outside of the body, and that the body cannot think. Substance dualism is important historically for having given rise to much controversy regarding the famous mind body problem. Substance dualism is a philosophical position compatible with most religions which claim that immortal souls occupy an independent “realm” of existence distinct from that of the physical world.



1 The Need to Know

The unexamined life is not worth living.

Attributed to Socrates by Plato.

You will never live if you are looking for the meaning of life.

Albert Camus.

Nothing is but what is not.

William Shakespeare. Macbeth. Act 1 Scene 3.

And what you do not know, is the only thing you know.

TS Eliot. East Coker.

The need to understand the world in the face of its dangers and uncertainties and, for some, the desire to dominate and control it, has been a compelling human impulse for millennia, and still is for many; unless they are still ‘young and easy under the apple boughs’5, or have become persuaded that some ideology, religion, drug, or entertainment gives comfort and relief from the need for further effort or questioning. The result is often disagreement and conflict with all the others who are not ‘family’ members and even if they are.

Socrates’ uncompromising statement comes across as harsh, and highly questionable, until read in the context of him having said it at his trial when he chose death rather than exile. For him Philosophy was not doctrinal but a means to truly live with integrity and prosper as a human being. The fact that we have access to what Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and other great minds, including many outside the Western tradition, have thought is testament to the possibility of cultural transmission and the endurance of the human need to question. The nihilism of ‘sound and fury signifying nothing’ expressed by William Shakespeare’s despairing King Macbeth, not uncommon in some modern modes of thought, may be attributed to the fact that he may not have properly examined his own life, found a deeper purpose, and was easily led astray by circumstance and his dead wife. He is caught up in fanciful imagination and lust for power, failing to connect to reality, and with disastrous consequences. Aristotle, who we will come across again in a while, would have put this down to Macbeth’s failure to achieve self-knowledge and, thereby, not developing an adult rationality due to his weakness of mind and will.

Albert Camus held the C20th existentialist view that there is no meaning to be found outside ourselves. He shared Macbeth’s sense that, ultimately, life is meaningless yet avoided succumbing to emotion, choosing instead to live with integrity despite believing himself to be in a pointless universe.

Although they shared the same physiology as prehistoric humans and being ‘homo sapiens’ it is possible that the intellectual world view, which animated the works of the Greek philosophers, Elizabethan Playwrights and French existentialists did not hold sway amongst the Paleanthropians (People of the Stone Age) and probably not much more in the upper Palaeolithic (hunter gatherers). In searching for meaning in the world around them, the creators of cave art 40,000 years ago, and such monumental works as Poverty Point in the USA and Stonehenge in the UK more recently, are more likely to have shared a communal vision and intimate connection to the natural world than most of us moderns. It has been suggested that they existed in what Mircea Eliade6 describes as a ‘mystical solidarity’, or communion, with each other and with the hunted animals depicted on the cave walls, and with the mysterious sun, moon and star filled sky above. Whilst they left no literature behind them, prehistoric peoples were just as likely to have been intent on understanding the world, not through scientific analysis but by way of experience and interpretation. There is some evidence of this approach and mindset in those ‘primitives’ encountered by European colonialists in Asia, Africa, and the New World. Whilst Eliade suggested that they lived without linear time, or any concept of historical process, one must question whether this was always and everywhere the case. Since leaving Africa we have navigated, explored, and traversed vast distances, and settled in radically different environments, innovating as we did so. The records made by the observers, including those intent on converting the world to Christianity, indicate that the thinkers that we have considered more primitive than us were capable of rational thought and discussion, and particularly in the case of the shaman (wise men and women), they sought to understand and even communicate with the universe by way of ritual and trance. If our ancestors created settlements and monuments they were often modelled on/mirrored the observably changing world and universe and demonstrated, in their formation, undoubted knowledge of mathematics and astrology.

It is all too easy, however, for us ‘moderns’ to either romanticise or denigrate our ancestors, projecting our current ideas back in time and suggesting grand theories of progress or degeneration.

In ‘primitive’ societies it has been suggested by those who, like Rousseau7, speculate on a golden age of innocence and early communism, that humans lived within what, another child of Switzerland, psychoanalyst Carl Jung called the unus mundus8, a unitary reality in which humans, more like others in the animal kingdom, were magically attuned to the natural world and did not experience themselves as separate from it. In other words, they inhabited a kind of Eden, although one not devoid of violence and death.

Here, there is assumed to be no separation between inner and outer, between body and mind; just eternal being, ending and becoming. Rousseau criticised Thomas >Hobbes, an English C17th philosopher for asserting in his masterpiece ‘Leviathan’ that since man in the:

state of nature…has no idea of goodness; he must be naturally wicked; that he is vicious because he is naturally wicked; does not know virtue9.

For Hobbes, who fundamentally saw human beings as nothing more than animals, even machine-like, the only way to avoid chaos was submission to an absolute sovereign. There was, for him, no self, or free will as classically conceived.

On the contrary, Rousseau held that “uncorrupted morals” prevailed in the “state of nature.” The idea was of the noble, though simple, savage, unencumbered by the civilisations which are built on land and property ownership and self-regard. What we now know from the evidence available is that these people were no more noble than we who share their human nature if there is such a thing. Needless to say, all attempts to regain this original state have failed, and Rousseau’s prescriptions may have played not a little part in forming the basis for the terrors that came about in the French Revolution.

[image: Illustration of a guillotine execution with a crowd of soldiers and onlookers. The scene is tense, capturing a historical moment.]

An alternative vision is portrayed in the following artworks—humans shown as being close to nature and imagining, searching and questioning together.

[image: A painting depicts people in a tropical landscape with a statue at the center. Figures are engaged in various activities, creating a serene and mystical atmosphere.]

This painting is one of the last by Paul Gaugin. It is inspired by the Tahitian people and their way of life, a world away from the European, but by no means perfect. It is titled ’Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?’ Contemplating the end of his own life the artist whilst feeling despair at the death of his daughter, nevertheless, managed to portray a potentially meaningful relationship between the human and animal worlds.

[image: Painting of two figures in blue, standing and conversing on a beach. Both wear hats, with soft waves and sand in the background, conveying a serene, relaxed mood.]

And here are two people communicating and exploring on a beach in Wales.

The need to know in prehistoric times, as far as we can ever ascertain from physical evidence, was often expressed in the form of a shared ‘religious’ impulse reinforced by rituals where individuality may have had limited value beyond a hierarchy of skills. Or at least that was the prevailing view until quite recently. When we come to consider humans in society, we will find that the encounters with ‘savages’, which occurred when Europeans embarked on colonisation, revealed quite a different reality. Historical knowledge, derived from the archaeological remains and writings of people worldwide, also reveals a range of approaches to the potential conflict between the individual and society, from the ‘liberal’ to the ‘totalitarian’, tensions which continue to exist to this day.

The emphasis on individual, even ‘egoic’, exploration and analytical/empirical thought as the primary means of knowing, appears to have really taken off, in the Western world at least, with the elites of sixth century BC Greece. It is unlikely that it was an accident that, by that time, the Greek gods had become remote, intruding into human life with increasingly unhelpful interferences; and no longer having ultimate authority or omnipotence. Anaxagoras, a precursor of Aristotle, even laid the groundwork for full-blown materialism, contending that the Sun is just a mass of red-hot metal. Money as a means of exchange had also appeared on the scene. Zeus, unlike the Judeo/Christian God, did not dominate, proscribe, and moralise in quite the same way, which placed him at a disadvantage.

What the Greek philosophers created, and which persists to the present day, were methods of enquiry into the nature of being and the cosmos, using critical and analytical faculties. Aristotle, in particular, emphasised the use of reason, and experimentation which, in later centuries, gave rise, to rationalist and empiricist schools of philosophy. The eruption of science in the West, from the Renaissance onwards, has usually led to the dismissal of abstract forms, and of religious descriptions of creation as being the work of deities. The emphasis is now increasingly placed on what can be observed with a microscope, the behaviour and qualities of matter and the processes of evolution.

So, what is this thing Philosophy that we seem not to be able to do without? That is except for some scientists who believe that science, in itself, provides all the answers and who are adherents of the relatively recent ideology of ‘Scientism’. There has been a growing tendency to ignore the necessity of ‘Value Freedom’, a concept introduced by the father of modern sociology, Max Weber, where facts and evidence need to be kept separate from interpretation and evaluation.

Philosophy can be defined as “the study of the wisdom or knowledge about the problems, facts, and situations connected with human existence, values, reasons, and the nature of reality.” That’s a bit of a mindful!

Although a distinct discipline, it often overlaps, and is influenced by, the realms of religion, politics, science, and economics. In the Western tradition, as suggested above, it is associated with thinking logically and active experimentation, often with links to geometry, mathematics, and physics and, most recently, computerisation. Some would argue that, with its emphasis on mentation and the workings of material process, it has the potential to divorce us from any understanding of the world to be gained from using our other faculties, in particular our imaginations and intuitions. However, this is treating philosophy as an introspective academic speciality, as suggested by the following image, rather than, as Socrates practiced it as an engagement and interaction with the world and an essential means to living a meaningful life.

[image: Bronze statue of a nude man sitting and resting his chin on his hand, pondering thoughtfully. Blue sky and part of a building in the background.]

Rodin’s Thinker

Whilst the primary focus here will be on the Western philosophical tradition, we will also need to consider the Eastern world.

While ancient Greek philosophy was blossoming (and, in some cases, a long time before), a different set of philosophical traditions emerged within the Eastern Asian regions of India, Japan, and China. Like Greece, these areas had complex social structures, sophisticated cultures, and, most importantly, systems of writing that enabled people to record their thoughts. We also, as already hinted at, are now aware of the existence of philosophy in terms of ‘rational’ thought and debate in prehistoric cultures. But unlike Greek philosophy, which was largely secular, these ‘primitive’ conceptions, and those Eastern philosophies existing in a similar time period to the Greeks, were intimately tied to ‘religion’ (In ‘literate’ Asia the religious traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Shinto, and Confucianism).

To some extent the ‘Primitive’ and the Eastern traditions have never broken with the ancient ‘unus mundus’ in the radical way that has happened in the West.

The main differences between the schools of thought and philosophies of the West and the others can be typified by the West’s individualism and materialism and the others collectivism and spirituality. Eastern philosophy, in particular, is focussed on humanity in general and our place in the Cosmos. Individual actions and thoughts are aimed at discovering the truth in relation to nature, and as part of a bigger, universal, and timeless scheme. In contrast, the Western approach has become more analytical, directional, and individualistic, trying to find the meaning of life here and now with self either inherent or acquired (and currently increasingly identity) at the centre and, very often, defining the human being as a purely material object in a material universe.

Whilst there are ‘Pantheistic’ and ‘Panentheistic’ schools in the West, ‘Pantheism’ 10 is more prevalent in the East. The specific elements of the various Eastern philosophies differ dramatically (Hinduism is particularly liberal allowing for a wide variety of beliefs regarding God), but many share a specific conception of the ‘Cosmos’11. Philosophers and theologians of all these traditions try to understand the relationship of human beings to the ‘ultimate reality’, usually referred to as a ‘God’, ‘Gods’ or ‘Transcendent Being’. There are two basic approaches. First, we can look at a mountain or a forest and see these as external objects that God creates, which are not literally part of God. God transcends or rises above the things in the world. The Western, actually Middle Eastern, religious traditions of Orthodox Judaism, Christianity and Islam typically depict God in this way. The second approach, which is generally that of the East, looks at the same mountain and forest and sees these as literally parts of God. God is not external to the world, but dwells within it or is immanent to it. In this view, ultimate reality/God dwells within us too, since we are part of the Cosmos. To touch ultimate reality/communicate with God, we look within ourselves, and not only outwards. Realisation, then, in this approach, involves a mystical experience by which we become aware of our union with the infinite.

Meditation rather than thought, manipulation and experimentation is the primary instrument of comprehension.

[image: A serene white stone Buddha statue sits cross-legged on a lotus pedestal against a black background, hands in a meditative gesture, conveying peace.]

This image of Buddha can be usefully contrasted with the previous photograph of Rodin’s thinker.

In the Western tradition, and since the ‘Enlightenment’12, a ‘Materialist’13 viewpoint has increased in strength. Even though philosophers such as Locke and Hume, whom we will come across in the next chapter, may have espoused Christian faith, their ‘Empiricism’14 was increasingly taking God out of the equation, either as a being apart (a ‘no-thing’) or as the substance of the universe. The immensely influential German Philosopher Emmanuel Kant attempted to reconcile empiricism with rationality with his ‘Transcendental Idealism’ but his conclusions were also used to undermine the contention that our minds and their cognitive abilities can ultimately know or touch on ‘reality’. And institutionalised religion was increasingly corrupted.

The philosopher Nietzsche‘s famous statement that ’God is dead’15 was only the explicit expression of what had been in progress for centuries before in the West. The urge to know and the knowledge of the material world acquired through the empirical method, leading to the consequent successes of science in manipulating that material world, gave great power to those with influence and shored up an increasingly materialist worldview. Modern advances in scientific knowledge and the manipulation of material processes even led a cosmologist of the standing of Stephen Hawking to declare that philosophy no longer serves a purpose.

At the Google Zeitgeist Conference in 2011, he stated that:

Almost all of us must sometimes wonder: Why are we here? Where do we come from? Traditionally, these are questions for philosophy, but philosophy is dead. Philosophers have not kept up with modern developments in science. Particularly physics.

Dr Hawking‘s statement is an example of a scientist indulging in ideology and Max Weber’s cautioning not to mix factual analysis with value judgements, and could be labelled ’deep materialism’, or ‘scientism’, which at least one ancient Greek thinker, Democritus (who inspired some modern forms of governance) would have applauded.

However, despite such optimism that all questions have now been fully answered, or will be shortly resolved by science, I still think it worthwhile to pursue how we know that we know what we know, and whether there are any limits to that knowledge for us as human beings. And knowledge can in no way to be directly equated with wisdom.



[image: A large, fiery mushroom cloud billows upward in a dark sky over a barren desert landscape, evoking a sense of power and destruction.]




5 A line from ‘Fern Hill’ by Dylan Thomas.

6 A History of Religions Vol 1 p5.

7 A Swiss Philosopher who coined the phrase…’ Man is born free, and he is everywhere in chains’ and whose thinking influenced the Age of Enlightenment and the French Revolution.

8 Man and His Symbols-Carl Jung.

9 Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality among Men-Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

10 The view that God is identical with the cosmos, the view that there exists nothing which is outside of God.

11 An orderly harmonious systematic universe.

12 The Enlightenment is the period in the history of western thought and culture, stretching roughly from the mid-decades of the seventeenth century through the eighteenth century, characterised by dramatic revolutions in science, philosophy, society, and politics; these revolutions swept away the medieval worldview, and ushered in our modern western world.

13 Materialism is a form of philosophical monism which holds that matter and consciousness is the fundamental substance in nature, and that all phenomena, including mental phenomena, are results of material interactions.

14 Empiricism is a theory that states that knowledge comes only or primarily from sensory experience.

15 Thus Spoke Zarathustra.



2ow Do We Know Anything  HAbout Anything?

The true method of knowledge is experiment.

William Blake—All Religions Are One

Philosophy is its own time raised to the level of thought.

Hegel-Dialectics

Sometimes a little light can make you aware of the dark, unknown space that surrounds it, of the enormous ignorance that envelopes everything we think we know. And that recognition and coming to terms with the darkness is more valuable than all the factual knowledge that we may ever accumulate.

Valeria Luisella—Lost Children Archive

The advance of knowledge deludes us into thinking we are different from other animals, but our history shows that we are not.

John Gray—Straw Dogs.

We need to make a distinction between the claim that the world is out there and the claim that the truth is out there.

Richard Rorty—Contingency, Irony and Solidarity.

No event in our world is real, my friend. Everything that occurs in this universe is illusory…And in a world of appearances, in which no thing and no event has any permanence, any reality of its own—whoever is master of certain forces can do anything he wishes…

Mircea Eliade—Two Strange Tales.

Consciousness has a dimension that you are not aware of.

Colin McGinty—The Mysterious Flame

You can never represent yourself totally…to seek self-knowledge is to embark on a journey which…will always be incomplete, cannot be charted on a map, will never halt, cannot be described.

Douglas Hofstadter—I Am a Strange Loop.

[image: Ancient illustration of a person peering beyond Earth's edge into a celestial realm. Stars, a moon, and a sun are visible, evoking wonder and exploration.]

Woodcut—L’Atmosphere Meteorolgie, Camille Flammarion

The ‘problem of knowledge’ has vexed western philosophy for centuries and given rise to some near-impenetrable language and excesses of abstract reasoning. We know how to boil an egg, or how to write a letter, but these are learned activities. Are there any other ways of knowing, maybe instinctual, that we human beings can lay claim to?

We are here in the realm of ‘Epistemology’, namely the study of how we know, and whether the way we go about knowing is defensible. There is also what is known as the ‘problem of consciousness’ which we will come to later.

There are, arguably, and we humans have many ways of dissenting, eight means by which we can know or acquire knowledge which will be explored in more detail in the next chapter:

We gather information with our senses.

We learn through language.

We utilise reason and logic.

We imagine.

We intuit and counter-intuit.

We understand emotionally.

We remember.

We have faith/belief in an authority.

However, all of these are, justifiably, open to debate as to whether they are to be trusted as ways of knowing what the world really ‘is’. There is a fundamental problem here, which is that human beings are both the subject that thinks and, at the same time, the object of that thought. This raises questions about what we can truly know about ourselves and the world. From the C20th onwards the ‘Enlightenment’ belief in objectivity and reason has been under assault, by a resurgence of a search for spiritual meaning but, more recently, and particularly, from those who have chosen the path of ‘post-modernism’16, a new atheism which we will be treading along with them along the way.

Before we attempt to negotiate the maze of thinking on these matters it will be useful to question whether we are just going to get lost, and go around and around forever, primarily because there is no way out of a maze which shouldn’t have been entered in the first place. Indeed, is this quest going to get us anywhere at all? John Gray, a quote from whom appears above, would have us believe that ‘the modern faith in truth is a relic of an ancient creed’, on which foundations, he asserts, the humanists and other believers in human exceptionalism have built an illusory world where knowledge distinguishes us from our fellow animals and makes us special. The German philosopher Hegel, on the other hand, would have profoundly disagreed as for him humans uniquely create concepts which determine how we see and think about the world; and this capacity profoundly changes the real world in an historical evolution of consciousness.

The East, as ever, gives pause for thought when it comes to human access to knowledge:

The Dao that can be named is not the eternal and unchanging Dao. The name that can be spoken is not the eternal and unchanging name. The nameless is the source of heaven and earth.17

There is no knowledge, no ignorance, and no destruction of knowledge. There is no decay and death, or no destruction of decay and death. There are no (four noble) truths, pain, the origin of pain, the elimination of pain, and the path to it. There is no knowledge, no obtaining, no not obtaining of nirvana.18

Into blind darkness they enter, people who worship ignorance; And into still blinder darkness, people who worship learning.19

And then, back to the West: True knowledge exists in knowing that you know nothing.20

Which I wouldn’t blame you for dismissing as clever, but not very helpful, uses of words by people who, in spite of what they’re saying, really think that they do know something.

Food for thought, at least.

And since we are trying to find out what we can know about human nature, including whether it exists at all, it is as well to remember the words of Abraham Maslow, writing in ‘The Farther Reaches of Human Nature’.

I am convinced that the value-free, value-neutral, value-avoiding model of science that we inherited from physics, chemistry and astronomy, where it was necessary to keep the data clean and also to keep the church out of scientific affairs, is quite unsuitable for the scientific study of life.

 So, why bother?

Cats and dogs and horses and the rest of the animal kingdom are very smart and seem pretty content; unless we come along and radically change their environment.

According to Charles Darwin, “The difference in mind between man and the higher animals; great as it is, is certainly one of degree and not of kind.”21 Without denying Darwin’s immense contribution to our knowledge of human evolution and our inheritance and kinship with all animals, and other forms of life, I think he would have agreed that this remains a contestable and unverifiable conclusion.

There are certain characteristics of ‘Mind’ which appear to be unique to humans although this conclusion is derived empirically, through observation and experiment, and not from within the ‘Inner Being’ of a Cat or a Bonobo. Whether or not it is possible for us to really understand the world that we experience, we are certainly exceptional in that we can manipulate it (splitting the atom for instance), have very specific social skills and, especially recently, have deliberately and profoundly changed the world environment. What Darwin may have neglected is the capacity for and the role of the imagination in understanding, along with the development of culture and the mystery of self-consciousness, of which more later when coming to, amongst other subjects, artificial intelligence.

Whilst being able to walk on two feet, having opposable thumbs and extended vocal cords certainly had something to do with it, it appears that, about 3 million years ago, on the plains of Africa, and possibly elsewhere on Earth, there was a ‘leap’ in consciousness accompanied by new mental abilities.

[image: Silhouette depicting human evolution from ape to modern human at a desk. Progression includes walking with tools and using a phone, conveying technological advancement.]

Researchers have identified four abilities of the human mind that they believe to be the essence of our humanity; mental traits and abilities that distinguish us from our fellow earthlings, these being:


	Computation



Humans can generate a practically limitless variety of words, algorithms22 and concepts.


	Combinations of ideas



The combining of different areas of knowledge such as art, science, sex, space, causality, and friendship which generates new laws, social relationships and technologies.


	Mental symbols



Mental symbols are our way of storing experiences. They form the basis of complex systems of language and communication. We may choose to keep our mental symbols to ourselves or represent them to others using words or pictures.


	Abstract thought



The contemplation of things beyond what we can sense.

These abilities and the ways of knowing that they facilitate are also necessary for an overarching capacity, the subject of much debate as to its extent or even existence, namely the potential for ‘self-awareness’ and ‘freedom of will’.

So, very briefly, back to philosophy and the question of how humans know anything, and the different ways we acquire that knowledge. However, before exploring those considerations in a little more detail, we do need to look at the extreme version of the thoughts of the sceptic school of thinkers23known as Solipsism.

Solipsism is the theory that only the self exists or can be proved to exist. Therefore, we can’t know anything about anything apart from ourselves.

[image: White text on a black background reads, "Is it solipsistic in here, or is it just me?" The tone is introspective and humorous, playing on philosophical themes.]

A watered-down version of this, which nevertheless has potentially serious consequences for human survival, is the 21st century self-obsession most obviously manifested in the propensity for taking ‘selfies’, and the need for ‘self-identification’ and projection of ‘identity’ facilitated by modern technology. The rest of the world can become just a backdrop for the paramount existence, namely oneself. And so, the modern tendency to create ‘celebrity’ cultivated by the media, and an emphasis on separate identity and personal wealth, as opposed to what is shared. This, in the past, was more commonly referred to as ‘Narcissism’ derived from the Greek myth of a youth tempted to stare into water by the Goddess Nemesis and, unable to leave the beauty of his own reflection, is so transfixed that he dies.

ss

[image: A young man in a red cloth gazes intently at his reflection in water, lying on rocks surrounded by earthy tones and a tranquil, introspective atmosphere.]

Detail from ‘Echo and Narcissus’—John William Waterhouse

The smartphone screen is replacing the pond, with even more myriad reflections.

Both Solipsism and Narcissism lead to a profound lack of curiosity and atrophy of the desire to know anything about the world beyond oneself, ironically not exploring any such thing as a Self at all. Which, if you’re still reading this, you certainly aren’t suffering from.

Scepticism is not, however, reducible to Solipsism as it does not always lack curiosity but, in extreme forms, as demonstrated in some strands of C20th post-modernism, it gives rise to doubts as to whether any worldview or argument is ultimately sustainable.

Arguably though, scepticism, in its entirety, has a very important place in any enquiry concerning knowledge. However, if taken too far, it can lead to confusion and intellectual paralysis.

David Hume, arguably one of the most influential British enlightenment philosophers and one who employed a fair degree of scepticism in his work, stated, in his Treatise on human nature, that Nature breaks the force of all sceptical arguments in time.

Bertrand Russell, a twentieth century British philosopher, also had something to say about this, although a sceptic could, perhaps justifiably, accuse him of a certain degree of dogmatic misinterpretation of their reasoning:

Dogmatism and scepticism are both, in a sense, absolute philosophies; one is certain of knowing, the other of not knowing. What philosophy should dissipate is certainty, whether of knowledge or ignorance.

In coming to look at the different ways of knowing we are already going beyond Solipsism and Narcissism, at least for a while, putting scepticism to one side, at least for now.

Writing in the 2020s there is no way of avoiding the post-modernist/social justice view, advocated by many scholars and university professors of that persuasion, that reason and evidence-based knowledge are unfairly favoured over other ways of knowing, and are prejudicing the experiences and wisdom of disadvantaged groups. Those holding to such a theory see knowledge derived from ‘evidence and reason’ to be based, in particular, on the cultural bias of White Western men.

The reason for this apparent diversion from getting to the point of what having human knowledge is capable of is that, as implied above, the question needs to be asked: what means do we have at our disposal, and can those means really be trusted to give us any answers; particularly about human nature and our place in the cosmos?




16 As previously described, a radical departure from the conventional belief in fundamental truth and reason, which sees those values as questionable and usually in the service of establishments and power elites. It is labelled as different to modernism because it rejects any form of idealism or the existence of a world beyond the senses. Until recently (1960s onwards) a predominantly ‘left wing’ movement but more recently, in the USA, a ‘right wing’ tendency also.

17 Tao De Ching—Lao Tsu.

18 Heart Sutra-unknown.

19 Brihad Aranyaha Upanishad.

20 Socrates.

21 Charles Darwin-The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex.

22 A set of rules to be followed in calculations or other problem-solving operations, especially by a computer. Very often simply using zero and one.

23 Scepticism in western philosophy, is the systematic doubting of any claims to knowledge and can be seen as a counter balance to those who have unquestioning beliefs or ideologies.



3 Ways in Which We Know

Starting in the C19th, and increasingly in the twentieth and twenty-first century, Western philosophy, based on the ancient Greek and Enlightenment thinkers, became increasingly challenged and, in particular, the prevailing assumption that ultimate reality is something that human beings can have access to. This questioning spilled over into the humanities and was reflected in the writings of romantics such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. It also gave rise to a revived interest in Eastern thought.

The advent of ‘Positivism’ and ‘Logical Positivism’ has had a profound impact on scientific thought as well. Logic and mathematics in this view are considered unable to tell us anything about the experienced world of facts, despite centuries of education and ‘common sense’ telling us otherwise. We are stuck inside our own subjectivity with no direct access to reality. This radical rethink discards religion and metaphysics and reduces philosophy to mere analysis.

Such modes of thinking will be referenced here but covered more thoroughly in the chapters on consciousness and mind, and humans in society.

There is also the proposition that ‘A Priori’ Knowledge24 exists which is inherent in humans at birth and not derived from external experience or any intellectual process (which Emmanuel Kant attempted to reconcile with the ‘A Posterioi’ knowledge gained from observation—a conundrum which has arguably not been resolved to this day). We’ll be looking at this later in the context of ancestral memory and, when considering consciousness and mind, whether if such an inherited ‘thing’ such as original or primary knowledge does exist. If it does it would, then, underlie all the other ways of knowing that we’re about to consider. There is now no doubt that many human characteristics are inherited genetically, but that is clearly not the same thing as character, and knowledge itself.

As well as mainstream philosophers there are those of an esoteric25 inclination who are well represented by Henri Corbin, the French philosopher, and Islamic scholar. In his view, there are three faculties that humans possess and, by the use of which they can gain knowledge: these being our physical faculties (the sensory world), creative or spiritual imagination (the imaginable world) and intuition (the intelligible world). And what of understanding?

The psychologist Carl Jung, who we will also be meeting again, gives pause for thought before we’ve even begun, when he states that:

As understanding deepens the further removed it becomes from knowledge.

Nevertheless, shared knowledge cannot be dismissed, even by post-modernists. Surely libraries, both physical and on-line, are important.

There is, therefore, a distinction to be made between knowledge gained from experience and that achieved by considering propositions using one’s intellect in conversations, scientific experiments and reading other people’s work and their claims to having established the truth. In the following discussion of types of knowledge, the propositional classification is particularly relevant to that gained by way of reason and logic and faith and authority, where one’s subjective understanding has little relevance.

Knowing Through














































































[image: Flowchart comparing deductive and inductive reasoning. Left: theory to hypothesis to observation to confirmation. Right: theory to tentative hypothesis to pattern to observation.]



























































































































[image: Flowchart depicting human memory categorization: sensory, short-term, and long-term, with explicit, implicit, declarative, and procedural branches.]
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