Objective & Subjective Reality - a response to the John Searle lecture
One of John Searle’s proposed ways forward to a better understanding of the “mind-body problem” was a change to the treatment of “subjective reality”. He asserted:
· that traditionally, “reality” has been identified with objective reality;
· that subjective reality is just as real;
· and hence science should attempt to explain the phenomenon of subjective reality.
It seems to me that a careful consideration of “subjective reality” can illuminate many of the difficult philosophical questions about the mind, so these assertions deserve some discussion. The first point can, I think, be taken as read. I will focus on the second claim, which Searle merely asserts in this lecture. My contention is that “subjective facts” in the sense used here are facts that are the case in a different way rather than facts about a different substance or domain. Thus I will argue that the concept of subjective reality is not remotely dualistic (in the Cartesian sense) but perfectly consistent with normal scientific understanding. I will argue on the other hand that the third point needs some revision or clarification. 
The subjective/objective distinction
To be clear, the division between subjective and objective reality is not the same as the division between the mind and the body.  The mind itself has both objective and subjective aspects, the objective ones being roughly a matter of a person’s mental activities as revealed by their behaviour and utterances, and the subjective ones being roughly a matter of what it is like to be the person experiencing such mental activities. Another way of putting it is that the objective mind is the mind considered in the third person (even if we are imagining our own mind as it might appear to somebody else) while the subjective mind is the mind considered strictly in the first person, by the owner of the mind in question. 
Searle’s lecture seems to me not to be clear about this division. His comparison of consciousness with digestion, with the wetness of water as an emergent property, the connecting theme of how “micro level truths” can co-exist with “macro level truths”, all relate to the objective aspect of the mind, equating it with the system properties of the brain as seen from outside the system. The relationship of macro-level properties or “surface features” with subjectivity, with consciousness as an experience (rather than a medical diagnosis) - that is, with the properties of the brain system as apprehended by the system itself, was not made explicit. It needs to be explained, for example, why surface features of certain systems should be accessible only to the “owner” of that system.
Can there be a subjective “reality”?
The question is then, how are we justified in describing the subjective aspect of the mind as belonging to a different mode of “reality”. To answer this question, we have to stand back and ask what we mean by reality in the first place, in other words – why do we need to have such a term? So let’s take a couple of examples. “I can imagine walking through the wall beside me, but I can’t do it – because that would be contrary to material reality.” “I can define a number  X as being bigger than 2 but less than 1, but I can’t identify any such number  – because that would be contrary to the reality of how numbers behave.” What is in common with both these cases is that they separate what might be supposed to be the case from what is actually the case. So when we talk about “reality” in objective cases, it seems that we mean “everything that is actually the case”[endnoteRef:1].  There is much more to it than this, of course, but that seems to me to be the key point in the present context. [1:  Yes, this echoes the opening Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: “The world is everything that is the case.” That doesn’t mean I agree with or understand the rest of the Tractatus!] 

Now consider a subjective example. “I cannot presently remember the name of the current Minister of Transport.”  This statement too is are about something that is not the case, although it could have been the case. Thus it is an element of a “reality” in exactly the same sense as we speak of material reality or a mathematical reality. Yet it is a subjective fact in the sense of being internal or first person[endnoteRef:2] because only I know the truth of the statement. The sum of everything that is the case about my own subjective experience therefore constitutes my subjective reality[endnoteRef:3].   [2:  Not to be confused with a subjective belief, in the sense of being a matter of opinion. Searle calls the latter epistemically subjective, whereas subjective facts are ontologically subjective. [The Construction of Social Reality, Chapter 1]]  [3:   Note that there are by this definition as many subjective realities as there are conscious subjects. There are similarly as many mathematical realities as there are consistent sets of mathematical axioms, each of which, as it were, generates a field of mathematical reality, which can overlap with other such fields. By contrast, we only know of one material reality (although Tegmark has argued that we should consider there to be as many material realities as there are consistent sets of physical equations).
Searle elsewhere uses the term subjective in a different sense, where the subjectivity is collective. For example the fact that a screwdriver is a screwdriver is only the case because it is intended or understood by people such as the designer, seller and user to be a screwdriver [The Construction of Social Reality, Chapter 1]. Clearly that version of subjectivity does not have the private character considered in this lecture: one depends upon “collective intentionality”, the other upon “individual intentionality”.] 

Is “subjective reality” superfluous?
An obvious objection to this way of putting things is that, although such subjective reality is consistent with the usual sense of reality by the argument above, it is ‘superfluous’ because for any subjective fact there is always a correlated objective fact, about something going on in the brain. This objection can be refuted in a number of ways:-
· A proposed correlation might be true or false. This would not be meaningful, if there were not a subjective fact with which the objective fact did or did not correlate.
· Physical facts start out as truths about the material world, which we attempt to describe by a verbal, symbolic or diagrammatic representation that we call a theory, that is then tested. But such a theory, even if successful, is only a set of symbols or other marks until their meaning is understood by a mind. By “understood” I mean that the symbols have to be linked to the vast web of associations that we use to think. By contrast, subjective truths start and finish as such meanings, as evoked associations if you like. Although there is doubtless a neural correlate in both cases, the route to understood meaning is quite different and gives the knowledge a quite different character.
· Not all subjective facts can be expressed as statements. If somebody blind from birth asked me what orange looks like, I could make no informative reply, although I know very well what orange looks like. If the blindness arose from a lesion to the region where colours are recognized, even precise knowledge of the neurons activated in my own brain when I see orange or think about seeing orange would not make it possible for the experience to be reproduced in the blind person’s brain. Thus the neural activity specified from outside and the experience of that activity from inside, although inseparable, cannot be regarded to be the case in the same way. (I consider this further in the next section.) 
· In short, we could say that the objective account and the subjective account have the same reference but a different sense, so they are not interchangeable and hence the subjective account is not superfluous. 
Modes of reality
Looking back at my three examples, the important thing to note is that they are all “ the case” (or not) in different ways. Facts about physical things like walls are the case empirically, facts about abstract things like numbers are the case logically, and facts about what comes to mind are the case reflectively, we could say. So when John Searle speaks of “different modes of reality”, I think he means nothing more than different ways of being the case.  
An important thing about difference modes of reality is that what appears to be the same fact can appear to belong to two different modes of reality. This is because we are not talking about a partition that divides facts into one domain of reality or another, but just different ways in which a fact can be the case. To illustrate this, consider a fruit bowl with three apples in it. If you add two more apples you get a fruit bowl with five apples in it. Now is this a fact about arithmetic or a fact about the material world? I would say it was both at the same time. Because it is a material fact, we can in principle discover facts like this purely by experiment, without any knowledge of arithmetic. On the other hand because it is a mathematical fact we can predict the result from first principles without ever having done any experiments of this nature. Perhaps it’s better to say that we have a material fact and a mathematical fact that “correspond” to each other[endnoteRef:4]. In the same way, as mentioned above, there are subjective facts about experience which correspond[endnoteRef:5] precisely to objective facts about what goes on in the brain, although these two facts are the case in different ways.   [4:  To take another example, the result of a numerical simulation can be interpreted as a fact about the numbers or about the physical model of reality being simulated, or as both at the same time. Usually the distinction is immaterial.  In just the same way, when we refer to a mental fact (such as “I am now thinking about mental facts”), it is often immaterial whether we understand this to be the case in a subjective or an objective way or both. Clearly, this can lead to much confusion when trying to pin down exactly what is going on when we talk about mental facts. ]  [5:  Note that while correlation does not necessarily entail correspondence, correspondence does necessarily entail correlation, since it implies identity of reference of the corresponding objective and subjective facts.] 

Causality & dualism
Having established that subjective facts often correspond to objective mental facts, the supposed problem of causation disappears. When we intend to raise our hand and our hand raises, the effective cause is the objective fact that corresponds to the subjective fact of our intention. It is rather like asking how something as immaterial as the information in a CD can result in material sound waves, and the reply is of course that the strict physical cause lies not in the information but in the structural facts about the material of the CD that correspond to or carry the information. But since the physical cause and the intention or information content are actually inseparable, it is harmless to adopt the convention of describing the latter as the cause.
The problem of causation is only a problem that arises if subjective facts are considered “dualistically”, that is as belonging to a different substance or non-overlapping region of reality. If subjective facts are recognized as facts that are the case in a different way, but which overlap with or correspond inseparably to objective facts, there is no duality to trouble the account of causality. 
What then is special about the human mind?
It could be objected that to define a mode of reality specifically to express some manifestation of my own mental activity is hubristic. Why not consider any self-referring system to generate its own reality? And indeed, one could, but it would for most purposes be sterile to do so. What is qualitatively special about the human mind is not what it is made of, or some unreproduceable or incomprehensible system property, but simply its role in this discussion: the fact that it is between our minds that this debate is being conducted. It is after all for that very reason that I am in a position to talk about something that we call mental “experiences”  - the behaviour of my mental system as apprehended by itself - and acknowledge their reality; and to recognize references to similar “experiences” incurred by others, that is by mental systems of the same type. 
I submit that much of the difficulty in discussion of subjective reality arises from a disregard of this unavoidable fact of self-reference – from a habit of speaking of this “in-here” thing that is consciousness as though it were an “out-there” thing to be examined. Even John Searle is guilty of that in discussing the role of science – but I suggest that his argument can be rescued with the aid of a further distinction.
Types and instances of experience
The demarcation between subjective and objective reality must take account of the difference between types of subjective experience and instances  of subjective experience. It is only the instances that are strictly subjective. An instance of experience is private because it takes place in a unique mind, with a unique set of associations, corresponding to a unique set of neural connections. However, because our experiences and our genes normally have a great deal in common, we can recognize types of experience reported, or otherwise manifested, by others, and so they belong in the public domain as a part of objective, third person reality. When, for example, we observe that orange lies between red and yellow, we are making a statement about types, which a blind person can logically understand without being able to recognize any instance.
An exception must be made for the “universal type”, of conscious experience as a whole. Since this is the whole of this mode of reality, there is nothing for it to be compared or contrasted with, and so it is not objectively communicable.
The role of science
Now we have established what we mean by subjective reality, and how it relates to objective reality, we can examine the third of Searle’s claims summarised above. 
When we come to the role of science in relation to the mind, the important thing to observe is that the method of science is a method for learning about external, material facts, just as mathematics and logic are methods for learning about external abstract facts, and self-conscious existence as a person is a method for learning about internal facts. The task of science is the task of developing interpersonally communicable knowledge. So science cannot be expected to explain incommunicable internal facts. 
In short, instances of subjective experience are not the proper subject of science, and nor is subjective experience as a whole. The so-called hard problem of consciousness, the problem of providing an objective explanation of truly subjective facts, is not a hard problem because there is an answer that nobody can find, but because there could not be a meaningful answer at all. What science can and should tackle is the very closely corresponding problem, which is how can it be that there are systems which behave in every respect as though they have conscious experiences – which is to say it can and should explain why there are the distinct types of experience that there are, by recognizing the corresponding types of state that exist in the brain and body.  Questions about the behaviour of systems are scientific questions. What it is like to be a particular system is not.
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