Basic considerations on cognition – Armin Schreiner, 2014

In philosophical or religious discussions the question is often asked what we know or can possibly know about the world in which we live. This essay should answer that question, and provide at the same time, applicable definitions for some terms often inconsistently used in this kind of discussion. Finally, a statement about the meaning of life will be possible.
The following remarks apply only if an objective reality exists outside of ourselves. In case there were multiple realities, say subjectively different ones free of overlap, any cognition would be accessible only to a few, or merely to solitary individuals. Hence, the secure knowledge of one person would be a mere fiction for the other. A discussion would be arbitrary and therefore meaningless.
Any insight in the true nature of reality will, in the following explanations, be considered as knowledge. Due to our biology, any information that may lead to knowledge is normally recorded through the five senses: mechanoreception, gustation, olfaction, audition, and vision. This is then processed electrically in our brain. This information (also because of our biology) may be incomplete and/or incorrect. Further, the information may be incorrectly processed in the brain. To extemporize on a famous quote by Socrates – we know that we cannot know anything! Also this knowledge, of our lack of knowledge, in itself is not necessarily certain. However, although we cannot have knowledge, most of our actions are based on assumptions about the nature of reality that give – at least subjectively – the impression of knowledge. These assumptions are obviously reliable enough to provide for our individual lives and the survival of our species. So how do we come to these assumptions?

In the simplest case, we use our senses for immediate experience and store these expereinces in our memory. This is what we call empiricism. We hope in our future lives that empirical experiences in similar situations will repeat themselves, and we act then with the aid of memory so that our actions, with the respective maximum likelihood, yield the desired result. Empirical information can pass using the language (and other forms of communication) from person to person, with the language itself, as well as its manner of transmission, possibly garbling and/or distorting the information. Written language on the one hand facilitates the propagation of information (especially over several generations) significantly, but on the other hand it carries additional sources of error and options for the active corruption of information.

Science (especially natural science) is the method to collect empirical data from as many "experiential" contexts as possible, to increase the reliability of our assumptions about the nature of reality. Specific experiments are designed for this purpose, the results of which must be reproducible in order to lead to theories that describe laws of reality (at least apparently). These theories, although they cannot be proven but only refuted as a matter of principle (Popper), allow for correct statements about future events (partly even if the specific event was never experienced by a human) and pertain until their refutation by spontaneous events or further targeted experiments. Even if science thus does not create real knowledge (def. above), the assumptions derived by applying science are partly reliable enough (e.g. the "laws of nature") for only a few people seriously doubting them.
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It has already been addressed how empirical experiences can be transferred, with certain restrictions, from person to person, even over relatively long periods of time. Such disclosure is the only way to provide others with information about the nature of reality that is not part of their own experience. An individual, theoretically, copes the better in life the more accurate the disclosed information is. Because the individual cannot personally verify all information disclosed to him, he must trust the veracity of information to a relatively high degree without verification. The verb "to believe" is often found as a synonym of "to trust" in English, but in this essay it will be used with a different meaning strictly in the religious context. In principle, it could apply that a piece of information with decreasing age of its source(s) becomes more trustworthy (syn. "believable"), because (cumulative) error will sneak in over time; or the trustworthiness of information could increase with the number of its sources.... However, the latter would apply only if the sources were themselves trustworthy.

People are ultimately behind all sources of information, and people are afflicted with many biologically related shortcomings as mentioned above and, in addition, are likely to pursue interests that go beyond the fair sharing of empirical information. The observation of the driving forces behind purposeful human action (selfishness, domination, etc.) led too far at this point. Evolution and behaviour biologists, anthropologists, and psychologists have already extensively expressed their views on this topic. As a matter of fact, the mere desire, however it emerged, an information was true or others thought it to be true, does not reveal anything about its actual truth. Also science is operated by humans and thus fraught with errors, however scientists devote themselves (if they are working scientifically) solely to the collection of empirical data and make conclusions on their (potential) consequences. In principle, such focus is capable of generating trustworthy information.

Once again: Science nevertheless does not create knowledge. Each of the most reliable scientific theories cannot be proven (Popper). Even if refuted, this does not mean that they do not still apply, possibly right from the moment after their rebuttal. Of course, empirical data must be collected again now.... What can be done with the help of science, is to make statements that are helpful in practice, because they are based on empiricism.

Statements that are beyond empiricism (e.g. about the distant future or the existence of gods), are often referred to as epistemologies. By definition, people who make such statements or consider an epistemology as a truth, are religious persons or believers. "Belief" (syn. faith) or "to believe" should be used only in this sense for better comprehension.

Believers frequently claim to seek for knowledge or have found it wherever science does not make any statements anyway. Here, it is being ignored that currently no statements (possibly not even speculations) are possible there on the basis of empiricism. Why not simply accept this? People who do (and also acknowledge that there cannot be knowledge), are called agnostics. The reasoning of those who believe, however, reminds me of a humorous quote from Germany: "Whatever you don't know by yourself you'll have to explain by yourself" (Tegtmeier). As a basis for such "explanations" e.g. personal (not reproducible) experiences or "holy" scriptures are indicated, the origin of which is not questioned. Although historical sciences cannot, to the same extent as natural sciences, test their theories (about historical events) by experiments with reproducible results, they have developed suitable ways to assess the trustworthiness of historical sources. As yet, historical sciences have not encountered the boundaries of empiricism while doing so.
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To conclude, here is a view on the past from the natural scientific perspective: The big bang and subsequent development of the universe up to the evolution of man are coherently and quite consistently covered by currently valid theories. Those who dispute this (often for religious reasons) only raise obscuring mists and fogs. What took place prior to the big bang (although "before time and space began" is self-evidently a paradox) or what caused it, however, is among the questions unanswerable at the moment. Since we cannot know nor even speculate, on a scientific basis, what triggered our existence and how this happened, the question "why?" becomes superfluous. A purpose to our existence, a meaning to it in a final sense, is beyond recognition. The meaning of life is therefore confined, in accordance with the Social Contract (besides, as already suggested in the biblical story of the Sermon on the Mount, called the Categorical Imperative by Kant, and being an essential part of the ideology of humanism), to providing to our fellow evolvents, and thus to ourselves, a life which is as beautiful and fulfilling as possible!
PS: Moreover, our responsibility for future generations is rooted in humanism. This results on the one hand from the scientifically inferred assumption that the world will continue to exist at all after our (also scientifically predicted) decease (and that there are future generations for whom a beautiful and fulfilling life is self-evidently a desirable goal, too); on the other hand, from the agnostic perspective, we can certainly not exclude that we even benefited ourselves, at any point in time, from such humanistic foresight. Here, I do not mean the simple (to date scientifically untenable) possibility of certain religious beliefs of a so-called "rebirth" being true, but something more fundamental: If we did not doubt our own human existence according to the motto "I think therefore I am" (Descartes), one of the few things to know would be the fact that this existence somehow has arisen. So why should this mechanism not operate twice (or even multiple times) and generate people who again we take for ourselves (again likely to have no memories of previous existences, if the aforementioned mechanism should have a temporal dimension at all)? This thought would even offer some consolation for those who do not like to resign themselves to the idea that with their death all shall be over for them, and who are therefore attached to religious beliefs.














3
