
Is reality real? (from Big Think)
Post by “Cassius” of January 10, 2022 at 1:18 PM

A large part of this discussion relates to the issues discussed in Book 4 of Lucretius, leading up
to this section:

Quote

[469] Again, if any one thinks that nothing is known, he knows not whether that can be
known either, since he admits that he knows nothing. Against him then I will refrain
from joining issue, who plants himself with his head in the place of his feet. And yet
were I to grant that he knows this too, yet I would ask this one question; since he has
never before seen any truth in things, whence does he know what is knowing, and not
knowing each in turn, what thing has begotten the concept of the true and the false,
what thing has proved that the doubtful differs from the certain?

[478] You will find that the concept of the true is begotten first from the senses, and
that the senses cannot be gainsaid. For something must be found with a greater surety,
which can of its own authority refute the false by the true. Next then, what must be
held to be of greater surety than sense? Will reason, sprung from false sensation, avail
to speak against the senses, when it is wholly sprung from the senses? For unless they
are true, all reason too becomes false. Or will the ears be able to pass judgement on
the eyes, or touch on the ears? or again will the taste in the mouth refute this touch;
will the nostrils disprove it, or the eyes show it false? It is not so, I trow. For each sense
has its faculty set apart, each its own power, and so it must needs be that we perceive
in one way what is soft or cold or hot, and in another the diverse colors of things, and
see all that goes along with color. Likewise, the taste of the mouth has its power apart;
in one way smells arise, in another sounds. And so it must needs be that one sense
cannot prove another false. Nor again will they be able to pass judgement on
themselves, since equal trust must at all times be placed in them. Therefore, whatever
they have perceived on each occasion, is true.

[500] And if reason is unable to unravel the cause, why those things which close at
hand were square, are seen round from a distance, still it is better through lack of
reasoning to be at fault in accounting for the causes of either shape, rather than to let
things clear seen slip abroad from your grasp, and to assail the grounds of belief, and
to pluck up the whole foundations on which life and existence rest. For not only would
all reasoning fall away; life itself too would collapse straightway, unless you chose to
trust the senses, and avoid headlong spots and all other things of this kind which must
be shunned, and to make for what is opposite to these. Know, then, that all this is but
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an empty store of words, which has been drawn up and arrayed against the senses.

[513] Again, just as in a building, if the first ruler is awry, and if the square is wrong and
out of the straight lines, if the level sags a whit in any place, it must needs be that the
whole structure will be made faulty and crooked, all awry, bulging, leaning forwards or
backwards, and out of harmony, so that some parts seem already to long to fall, or do
fall, all betrayed by the first wrong measurements; even so then your reasoning of
things must be awry and false, which all springs from false senses.

Which is not to simply respond "Yes reality is real" but to say that before you can answer that
question you need to be very precise about the definition of "real," and think about how your
conclusions about what "real" mean are going to impact your attitude toward your life.

Also relevant to the role of philosophy in straightening out these issues is one of the best
Seneca letters, much more Epicurean than Stoic:
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Moral_let…ilius/Letter_48 (Would you really know what philosophy
offers to humanity? Philosophy offers counsel. Death calls away one man, and poverty chafes
another; a third is worried either by his neighbour's wealth or by his own. So-and-so is afraid of
bad luck; another desires to get away from his own good fortune. Some are ill-treated by men,
others by the gods. 8. Why, then, do you frame for me such games as these? It is no occasion
for jest; you are retained as counsel for unhappy mankind. You have promised to help those in
peril by sea, those in captivity, the sick and the needy, and those whose heads are under the
poised axe. Whither are you straying? What are you doing? This friend, in whose company you
are jesting, is in fear. Help him, and take the noose from about his neck. Men are stretching out
imploring hands to you on all sides; lives ruined and in danger of ruin are begging for some
assistance; men's hopes, men's resources, depend upon you. They ask that you deliver them
from all their restlessness, that you reveal to them, scattered and wandering as they are, the
clear light of truth. 9. Tell them what nature has made necessary, and what superfluous; tell
them how simple are the laws that she has laid down, how pleasant and unimpeded life is for
those who follow these laws, but how bitter and perplexed it is for those who have put their
trust in opinion rather than in nature.)
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