Synopsis

The clamour for scientific reasoning in philosophy is born out of a belief that scientific reasoning is infallible and universal. This paper argues that while scientific reasoning is infallible, it is so only with regard to the objects of knowledge in science. And because objects of knowledge are not the same across disciplines, claims that scientific reasoning is universal in its application are patently misplaced. 

The belief in the universality of scientific reasoning has its genesis in what may be called the ‘same genre argument’. If all objects of knowledge have a common essential and characteristic quality they can be put in a common basket and so belong to a common set. So far so good. The problem with this thesis arises when it is assumed that all objects of knowledge there can be (in this universe and beyond, if there is a beyond) are elements of that common universal set. If they are, they share an essential quality with and so belong to the same genre as material objects in our material universe. This essential quality is the material nature (mass and/or energy) of all matter in the phenomenal world, a quality that gives matter (a) objective reality and (b) makes it a percept. Scientific method is geared to studying percepts through a percept-perceiver one-to-one relationship. 

If all objects of knowledge, however, are not material objects, they will neither be percepts nor show up as objective realities to perceiver/scientific observers and on their scientific tools. There are such objects. What was mere speculation once can be scientifically proven today. Only, the approach to the proof must be different. 

There is a category of objects that are not material in nature; but they are objects of knowledge. These are called wholes. Examples of wholes are (i) God of Abrahamic religions; (ii) the Self/Brahman of the Upanishads; (iii) the universe in entirety. Every whole is characterized by dimensions. Dimensions are not objective realities because they are not material objects. Because they are not objective realities they are not objectively verifiable. Hence they will always elude science and scientific reasoning. That does not mean that they don’t exist. The universe is a whole. Its dimensions are space and time. Neither is objectively real; yet both are realities. 

The paper concludes by considering the dynamics of logical progression from premise (axiom) to theorem. If the premise is wrong there can be no knowledge, no matter how powerful the logical apparatus that is used. 
The Role of Logic and the Scientific Method in Philosophical Inquiry 

(1653 words)
The most extraordinary achievement of our present day civilization has been the remarkable progress that man has made in his understanding of the world he lives in. This scientific understanding of the phenomenal world has, in turn, been the prop on which we have made giant leaps in technology. Technology has enabled man to conquer and subjugate his environment and bend it to his need. Never before in human history has man lived more comfortably than in today’s ‘Age of Science’. But all this has not come with unmixed blessings. It has bred an infatuation among humans for scientific reasoning. Consciously or unconsciously, everybody seems to believe that scientific reasoning is not just infallible but is universal in its application. 

Nothing otherwise explains why philosophy must be infected with calls for employing the scientific method to philosophical inquiries. Those who urge for the scientific approach in philosophical inquiries implicitly and unquestioningly assume that the methods employed by the sciences can answer philosophical questions. The basis for this assumption is the belief that all objects of inquiry, whether scientific or philosophical or theological, belong to the same genre. Here is the high priest of this assumption, the redoubtable Sir Bertrand Russell:

Philosophy, as I shall understand the word, is something intermediate between theology and science. Like theology, it consists of speculations on matters as to which definite knowledge has, so far, been unascertainable; but like science, it appeals to human reason rather than to authority, whether that of tradition or that of revelation. All definite knowledge belongs to science; all dogma as to what surpasses definite knowledge belongs to theology. But between theology and science there is a No Man’s Land, exposed to attack from both sides; this No Man’s Land is philosophy.

The very fact that Russell speaks of philosophy as occupying a No Man’s Land between science and religion suggests that he visualizes all three standing on a common ground. That can happen only if and when objects of inquiry in science, philosophy and religion are of the same nature and character. And if they are of the same nature and character, it will be possible to put all these objects in a common basket: in mathematical language, this common basket would be a universal set. Logically, all objects imbued with the same nature and character comprising elements of a common set will be subject to a common set of laws. 

Since the issue is one of proper investigation and right understanding of the objects in question, objects of knowledge in religion and those in philosophy cannot be clubbed together with objects of knowledge in science unless the common basket has a certain quality about each of the objects in it that assures us that one day we will know them by using the methods that science has used so successfully to understand and comprehend the objects of the physical-material world and the laws by which they are governed. The sine qua non of the same genre requirement, then, is that a common essential and critical quality must inform each and every object, a quality at once immutable and incapable of being altered. That fundamental, immutable, unalterable essence is mass-energy—or something ultimately reducible to matter. 

In the sixty years that have followed the conviction that impelled Russell to pen those lines in his celebrated The History of Western Philosophy the clamour that science is the answer to all riddles has grown to a crescendo. A conference being organized to commemorate 120 years of the Parliament of Religions in Chicago has made the purported conflict between religion and science its theme and asks whether science has made religion and philosophy redundant. There have been suggestions, articulated in their call for paper that science has cleared the cobwebs of unreason and superstition and there is now no need for philosophical speculations, much less of religious dogma.

There is yet another unstated presumption here: that every religious quest is essentially the same and all religions seek the same type of knowledge. Nothing can be farther from the truth – and this statement does not contradict the oft repeated dicta that all religions are so many different paths to the same goal. Some make objects under the influence of time the subject of their quest. Eg.: Speculations in the New Testament and Psalms on the origin of man. Others make objects under the aspect of eternity their focus of interest. Eg.: The Self of the Upanishads; God of the Abrahamic religions. There is a very fundamental difference between a spiritual quest for objects that are sub specie aeternitatis, or those which are under the influence of eternity, and a religious quest for knowledge of objects that are sub specie temporis, or those which are under the influence of time. It can be proven beyond a modicum of doubt that the objects of inquiry in science are those that are under the aspect of time and space. These are those objects that belong to the universe of discourse in which elements are “material” objects, occupy space or propagate through space and are subject to time. Objects sub specie temporis are in the domain of science and are clearly outside that of religion. History is replete with examples of scientific observation and rational inquiry challenging and disproving dogmas held by the Roman Catholic Church. Religion has no claim to speak with authority on things that are the exclusive preserve of science.

It can be demonstrated with the rigour of a logical proof that (i) what Russell calls “definite knowledge” of science is knowledge that is scientifically verifiable and (ii) all definite knowledge is not scientific knowledge as Russell erroneously claims; rather all scientific knowledge is definite knowledge. 

It is a given that every object that is objectively real is an object of which definite knowledge can be had. The essential conditions on which objective reality depend are (a) space and (b) time: these are the sine qua non that give objective reality to an existent; though time and space do not have a cause-effect relationship with such existents they are the overarching realities that cause material bodies to be sub specie temporis. So, the next question we need to ask is: Is objective reality the only type of reality there is? To answer this question we need to look at space and time. Are space and time objective realities? They are not. So what are they? 

It will be noted with interest that both Space and Time are what is called dimensions: dimensions of the whole called the universe. A dimension is what gives a whole, such as our universe, a state of being or defines its state of existence. Though dimensions are real they are not objectively real.

There are other well known wholes: the Self and God are typical examples. Except in the two wholes just mentioned, consciousness and not spacetime are their dimensions. Not unnaturally, any whole that is characterized by dimensions which do not show up as objective realities (and so do not register as objectively verifiable) are entities that exist but will not lend themselves to a perceiver-percept one-to-one relationship as material bodies do. A percept is any object or entity that can either be perceived with the senses or will show up as existents in sophisticated tools of inquiry. This is why wholes are not percepts. This is why science will always deny finding such objects of inquiry. This is why the Upanishads deny the objective existence of the universe: space does not occupy space, a proposition that can be mathematically proven.  

The methods and tools of science are designed to investigate a class of objects. Objects that are of interest to philosophy do not all fall in that class. Consequently the methods of science, if they have to be used, must be used with a great deal of caution; and caution has to be tempered with the wisdom that comes from the realization that objects of inquiry in science are very different from objects of inquiry in philosophy and religion. To claim that philosophy should have no role in the era of science is about as absurd as asking historians to stop studying the past because economics has made great strides in the twentieth century. The objects of knowledge in history and economics are different. 

To conclude, a few words on logic. The rules of logic are not esoteric handout of God: they, therefore, have no obligation to hold universally true no matter what our object of knowledge is; the rules of logic are principles that we have learned from our experience of the world we live in and from our observation of the phenomenal universe around us. A self evident truth is taken as an axiom and rules of logic are used to arrive at a theorem. This is the basis for the expansion of scientific and mathematical knowledge. If the axiom is not universally true, everything falls apart. 

An example will suffice. It may be recalled that one of Euclid’s very first axioms was: any two points can be connected by a straight line. An example of a logical axiom this is so obviously true that it has become a self evident postulate that, because it was self evident, needed no proof. But as we stretched our field of scientific observation, expanded our horizons to look, study and observe inertial systems very different from the earth and looked deeper and deeper into space we realized that this axiom may not be true everywhere. If the fabric of space alters there may not be a straight line joining two points. This is precisely what happens within the Event Horizon of a singularity, as any physicist will tell us. So much for logic. What humanity needs is a very clear understanding of fundamental philosophical and religious concepts and spiritual realizations. Only clarity will enable us to know what we are studying.
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Presentation: Notes





Assumption: science’s methods can answer philosophical questions


Basis for this assumption: science and philosophy belong to the same genre


Same genre → common ground → same nature and character → common basket →


governed by a common set of laws








A diagrammatic progression of logic:








A Postulate 


E.g.:


Euclid’s 1st Postulate: there is a unique straight line segment connecting any two points


Euclid’s 2nd Postulate: any straight line segment can be indefinitely extended on both sides


Euclid’s 3rd Postulate: there can be a circle with any centre and any  value for its radius


Euclid’s 4th Postulate: all right angles are equal


Euclid’s 5th Postulate: if two line segments a and b in a plane both intersect another straight line c (so that c is a transversal of a and b) such that the sum of the interior angles on the same side of c is less than two right angles, then a and b when extended far enough on that side of c, will intersect somewhere





                                    ↓ pure logical reasoning





A postulate (established)





                                   ↓ pure logical reasoning





A mathematical assertion (Theorem)














Points to note: 


1 The sine qua non for any kind of logic is that a first postulate, that is absolutely self evident and that does not need to be proven, must exist. If that does not exist, there can be no logical reasoning at all. 


2. It is here that two coincidences come to our rescue:


The parallelism of the mathematical world and its actual physical approximations in the phenomenal world of matter make it possible to cross check objective reality with the reality of abstract mathematical forms. 


The physical world is outside of us. It so happens that our senses, too, radiate outward. 


3 (i) and (ii) of 2 lifts the Western method of acquiring knowledge to authentic status.


4. Now what if the axiom speaks of a locus not in space but in terms of an awareness called the Self? 


5. An axiom that postulates that the Self is the source-receiver of consciousness is born not in an observer’s observation of objects in time and space. It is born in a subjective experience that leads to a remarkable realization—which is the realization of the Self.


6. This subjective experience of the inner space is the equivalent of the perceiver’s perception of a percept that has an objective existence in time and space. It is the equivalent of Euclid’s 1st Postulate where the source-origin of my consciousness is the point in space that Euclid has found. 


7. There is nowhere whatsoever in the physical world of matter where the Self can be located. In the event there is nothing any mathematician or logician can do to offer a proof because the sine qua non for logical inquiry is absent from the physical world. Plato’s mathematical forms cannot be transposed. 


8. It is not surprising, then, that Self theorists are asked to prove their first Postulate. 


9. When those who realize the Self assert its existence, their assertion is condemned as an unsubstantiated assumption and junked. 


10. The exact parallel would be when a world of all blind men except one asks the only man with vision to prove Euclid’s 1st Postulate.
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1. A Mathematical Proof is an impeccable argument, using only the methods of pure logical reasoning, which enables one to infer the validity of a given mathematical assertion from the pre-established validity of other mathematical assertions, or from some particular primitive assertions—the axioms—whose validity is taken to be self-evident. Once such a mathematical assertion has been established in this way, it is referred to as a theorem. 





2. The Platonic World of Mathematical Forms: Plato contended that mathematical propositions referred not to actual physical objects but to certain idealized entities. Physical objects such as squares, triangles, circles, spheres and cubes that might be constructed from marks in the sand, or from wood or stone are, in this view, merely approximations of these ideal entities; and these ideal entities themselves inhabited a different world, distinct from the physical world.





The rules of logic are not an end in themselves.





Go back to—


Year: 426 B.C.





There are two dark rooms. In each sits a great sage of the time, contemporaries, but one from the East and the other from the West.





One in the Western Hemisphere: Pythagoras of Samos (born c. 572 B.C.). He sits with scores of triangular blocks strewn all over the room. He tells you that no matter what the size of those triangular blocks of wood are they all follow the rule that states that the sum of the squares of their sides will always equal the square of its hypotenuse. A mathematical rule has an exact correspondence in the physical world. 





The other in the Eastern Hemisphere: Gautama Buddha (born c. 563 B.C.). He sits in a room bereft of all objects. All he says is: “Find the point inside you that is your Self.” Since that point is not a point that exists in time and space, Plato’s world of ideal forms cannot access it. 





To conclude: 


However, there is a way out of the problem. Though the Self is not under the aspect of time and space that which it is in conjunction with is. That which it is in conjunction with will therefore betray the existence of the Self. You just need that one key to open the secret. 





