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Question:		Is our understanding of reality inherently subjective? Discuss 2 variations on the notion of reality, referencing artists and thinkers.













Is our understanding of reality inherently subjective? Discuss 2 variations on the notion of reality, referencing artists and thinkers.

“Reality is the real character or nature of things, not what you imagine or think is possible” (Macmillandictionary.com, 2019).

The doctrine of reality is regarded to be a combination of different theories, whether it is subjective or objective is inconclusive, as there is by no means a way to prove that it exists separate from private experience. Ultimately there is a concept of self and that self exists ‘Cogito, ergo sum’ translated into I think Therefore I am, which can be interpreted as if one thinks then, therefore, they exist (Christofidou, 2013). But if we think how does this prove reality exists? What is our understanding of reality, is it objective or subjective? This essay will explore the idea of reality, solipsism and the tangibility of existence. It will be asking if reality is just what you perceive it to be?

Reality may be inherently subjective as it differs in regards to experience, this is manifested in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. To begin with, there are two separate experiences hence there are two separate accounts of reality, one being the reality of the cave and the other being the outside world. The atmosphere of the cave is cold, dark and there are prisoners bound in the cave, incapable to move, gazing at the wall. On the interior of the cave there are shadows of various objects made by puppeteers, these are the solitary visuals the prisoners would see and in turn, they are the only piece of information that they can comprehend. The shadows being the reality they live in and the only thing they know of, they interpret what they see as the world, this proves one version of life is the reality of the prisoners yet, also the reality regarding the interior of the cave. A modified version of reality is formed when one inmate is taken outside which resulted in encountering the creatures behind the shadows, sunlight and in turn a whole new universe (Plato, 2008). These two separate experiences of the world can prove that the concept of being may be subjective depending on experience, this is as it is influenced by personal feelings, tastes or opinions therefore it is subjective.

“Crucial questions arise were whether we know what objects are really like rather than how they appeared, and how they appeared had anything to do with what they are like”(Maund, 2014)

This quote is implying that different philosophies and ways we perceive things could lead to several realities. The shadows were perceived as an object in a divine sense of what it was, or it could be considered a reflection of an object depending on the reality and how the world is perceived. As without knowing or seeing the item responsible for the shadow, there is nothing to prove that it exists without the knowledge of it. This proposes that reality is built upon experience and personal views of the world, existence is only what we perceive it to be, hence its the limit to our world, unknowingly to humanity, reality may have added layers to it much like in Plato's Allegory of the Cave but we can only perceive reality as we encounter it.


Reality may not be subjective but objective, there is an external reality and this belief holds that consciousness is all there is and that consciousness is unitive. Solipsism is the concept of the self being unaware of its own modifications and the self is the only existent presence in the universe. It is the philosophical idea that only one's mind is sure to exist. In regards to the epistemological condition, solipsism maintains the concept of consciousness is that everything outside the one’s own subconscious is uncertain; the outer world and other minds can’t be known and might not exist outside the mind. Descartes exhibits complicated evidence in regards to the presence of God, as he discovers within himself a concept of god (Ashworth 1975). In meditations, he writes:

		“At this moment it does indeed seem to me that it is with eyes awake that I am looking at this paper, that this head which I move is not asleep, that it is deliberately and of set purpose that I extend my hand and perceive it . . . . But in thinking over this I remind myself that on many occasions I have been deceived by similar illusions, and in dwelling on this reflection I see so manifestly that there are no certain indications by which we may clearly distinguish wakefulness from sleep that I am lost in astonishment. And my astonishment is such that it is almost capable of persuading me that I now dream” (Descartes, 2019)
 In his sceptical thoughts, he is challenging the fact that it is possible that all his ideas in regards to the universe are incorrect but it is possible for him to have these exact ideas himself and for those thoughts to be manufactured. This poses a direct argument on whether reality is subjective or not, as there is no specific individual that is subjective to but rather it is the individual being reality itself, as anything outside of the mind isn't certain apart from the existence of the self. This proves that reality is inherently objective as there is no definitive fact on the proof of the existence of the self in another person and this concept of self and reality could be a dream or in turn different layers of reality. 

Subjective reality could be represented in art through Art Brut (translation: raw art) which is art generally created by people who haven't been trained as artists or people who have worked outside of art production, it tends to be communicated through children, prisoners or psychiatric patients(Tate, 2019). It is humanity unconsciously exploring the bounds of space through art (Rhodes, 2010). The artists categorized in outsider art are by definition fundamentally unusual to their audience, frequently represented as dysfunctional in respect to uniformity in the parameters of culture, these are also subject to geographical and historical changes (Rhodes, 2010). This could insinuate that people who are not characterised as the ‘norm’ are in turn encountering a different reality, this reality is then in time represented through drawings and paintings. This implies that reality is subjective as these artists are in the ‘outside’ and are considered to be in a different realm of reality. Vojislav Jakić is one of many well-known outsider artists whom of which was born in Radobiljici, Macedonia 1932. Jakić survived an unrelenting childhood, losing both his older sister and younger brother, then he proceeded to grow up in poverty (Egaler, 2019). Jakić's work is predominantly bleak fantasies of death, decay, and open organs. The figures that exist within his art weave and extend, forming intricate yet terrifying arrangements. This proves that how one pitches his gaze throughout the world, depends both upon the experience of the world and the knowledge of which they seek (Gombrich, Hochberg and Black, 2011).  His work ordinarily imitates nightmarish concepts of beetles, destruction and human insides (Maizels, 2002). One of his paintings carries the explanation: "This is neither a drawing nor a painting, but a sedimentary deposit of suffering."(Maizels, 2002) This quote is insinuating that his understanding of reality is gloomy and dark, proving that reality may be subjective as it based on experience and in this case, it is a very morbid and brutal struggle.
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Figure 1: Black Days, 1997 Indian ink on paper, 49,5x35cm, Vojislav Jakić

An example of solipsism and an inherently objective understanding of reality is in Lucy a 2014 French sci-fi action movie regarding a woman unintentionally captured in a suspicious deal who then turns the tables on her captors and transforms into a relentless warrior, whom evolved surpassing human reasoning. The film touches on the concept that humanity only uses about 20% of the brain, through the plot of the movie the protagonist unlocks 100% of the brain, this suggests that unlocking all of the mind gives us intelligence beyond human knowledge. After getting access to all of the human brain she essentially controls the universe, becomes the universe and even time itself (Besson 2014).

“I am everywhere.” (Besson 2014)

Just as this quote suggests, this film represents that she is everywhere and everything, showing that reality is objective as it is existence as a whole and the existence of life is a mere illusion. If this concept is applied outside of film it could assume that consciousness is unitive and our lives could merely be a dream proposing that there is truth to the concept of solipsism. Another example of one existence controlling all entities is in Season 2 Episode 3 of Rick and Morty, “Auto Erotic Assimilation”(IMDb, 2019). In this episode, one existence, ironically named ‘unity’, controls every physical entity on a planet and she is one mind to many beings the difference is that she is conscious of this fact. This begs to question what the notion of self is, the only self and that the concept of one being that of which is controlling reality and all that is in existence. If this fact is true it proves that reality is objective and subjective reality doesn’t exist suggesting that our understanding of reality is not inherently subjective as our existence is unitive and in that respect, there is no other proof of self within another person, therefore there isn’t another opinion to make existence subjective. This also advises that the essence of absoluteness is created within our minds furthermore the universe is our mind, if this is the case then reality is merely objective as it is all existence as a whole.
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Figure 2: Screengrab from Rick And Morty Season 2 Episode 3 “Auto Erotic Assimilation” 
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Figure 3: Screengrab from Lucy directed by L. Besson
Reality is subjective because of different mental health issues, for instance, if one suffers from depression they comprehend all environments uniquely. Subjectivism such as George Berkeley's depends on judgment (Douka-Kabîtoglou, 1991). Martín Ramírez was diagnosed with schizophrenia and sent to a mental institution for 30 years, throughout his time in an institution he invented numerous artworks. His peculiar works were built on salvaged paper bags with glue composed of spit and potato starch. Several of his compositions were catholic iconography and figures in surreal spaces, painting his own intimate account of existence(Artnet.com, 2019). These artworks are the absoluteness of his world, therefore, representing the tangibility of reality. They are examples of existence in a mental institution, diagnosed with schizophrenia and the truth of Ramirez’s world.  These artworks show bleak images of harsh channels and walls and everything is being seen through a box, it is a psychedelic world of lines and figures. In the image given it represents a disorientating world of lines, this represents the version of Martinez’s reality. “The efficiency of line drawings can tell us something about the ways we perceive and encode the world itself” (Gombrich, Hochberg and Black, 2011). This quote suggests there is truth in the way Martin Rameriez depicts the world through his line drawings he is talking to us within the language of his existence. By creating these artworks he is representing the presence of his reality and the world in which he lived, proving that reality is truly inherently subjective depending on the human condition and experience.

“Martin Rameriez not only exemplifies how far removed from the reality of daily existence the imagined world can be, but also how deeply withdrawn the artist can become” (Rhodes, 2010)
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Figure 4: Untitled (Train and Tunnels), 1954, Martín Ramírez.

Realism applies to a mid-nineteenth-century artistic movement that was distinguished by subjects depicted from everyday life in a naturalistic manner. Inside realism, we can observe objectivity within our reality. Commonly characterised as "the faithful representation of reality"(Public.wsu.edu, 2019) this is as it was the effort to portray subject matter in a third-person perspective inside an external reality, this is unprejudiced without embellishment and interpretation. This is as such subjects are "explicable in terms of natural causation without resort to supernatural or divine intervention" (Morris, 2011). Realism as a literacy campaign was based on ‘objective reality.’ It focused on depicting ordinary activities and life, fundamentally among the middle or lower order of society, without romantic idealisation or dramatisation. (TheFreeDictionary.com, 2019). The prospect of realism portrays reality as raw and objective and it is presented as unbiased and without interpretation. Realism confirms that our reality is objective yet our perception towards that is subjective. “In Platonic terms, a criticism of subjectivism is that it is difficult to distinguish between knowledge, opinions, and subjective knowledge”(Mackenzie, 1985.). A good example of realism would be ‘The Fox Hunt’ by Homer Winslow, this is as it is a painting of nature as seen from a third-person point of view. The painting represents the middle of winter, beside the New England coast. The fox in the heart of the painting is represented to be fighting through the dense snow searching for food, this strain expresses routine life as it exists(Totally History, 2019). Objective reality exists in realism as it portrays the world in a raw unbastardised way, it could show that reality isn’t as subjective as we perceive it to be, this is as the lines between knowledge and opinion are obscured therefore confirming that reality is objective. This determines that one's awareness of reality is objective if its within realism and it observes reality from a third-person view.
[image: ]
Figure 5: ‘The Fox Hunt’ Oil on canvas, 1893, Homer Winslow.
To conclude, human recognition of reality is inherently subjective as it is based on experience; the way in which one is raised, things seen, interpreted and experienced. These notions can permit us to understand the idea of objective reality, but inherently our understanding of reality will always be subjective as we will analyse it based on experience and intellectual knowledge. The closest understanding towards objective reality is through realism, as it forces the painter to interpret reality in a third-person perspective without an opinion, only to paint something as it exists, breathes and how it is seen visually. As proven with Art Brut, Plato’s Allegory of the cave and mental health it shows that reality changes upon experience and that objective reality is truly beyond comprehension as to even understand the concept of objective reality first you have to exist in subjective reality.

“The belief that one's own view of reality is the only reality is the most dangerous of all delusions.”(Watzlawick, 1983)
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