Subjects and Objects
 
The postmodernists are in a sense subjectivists, because they say there is no absolute truth or reality, and these notions are products of our consciousness; or more commonly, they might say these things are constructs of a social consciousness (whatever that might be).
 
Some things seem to be subjectively true (The room is now warm); while other things seem to be objectively true (It is 78 degrees in the room). And I said this to counter the wild claim—first made by the Sophists, thousands of years ago—that “All is subjective, there is no objective truth or reality; perception is everything; reality is all in our minds.”
 
If you are inclined to like my view (which is normal and traditional), you will agree that some statements are true in the subjective sense, while others are true in the objective sense. The notion that everything is all in our heads is either silly or false, for if it were true, who are you arguing with here? Even so, there is unrest, still. There is a problem in defining this distinction between subjective and objective truth in any coherent way, and in fact it seems that the distinction is simply too confused (and confusing) to be useful.
 
For example, I have a dream, and in my dream, I am the King of France. As the dream—and all its contents—are all in my head, we do not say anything in it is objectively true. Within the dream, it is true that France has a king, and I am that king; but outside my mind, these statements are false. But wait. I go to a psychiatrist and he asks me about my dream. He takes it all down and thinks about it. My dream is the object of his thought—it is outside his mind, an object. To him, for therapeutic purposes or curiosity, my dream is objective. He forms a theory about dreams like mine, and publishes it as objective psychological fact, as a case study.
 
So is the dream subjectively real, or objectively real? The same dream is both, is it not? 
 
And again, suppose I see a proof in a geometry book, proving that if you make four equilateral triangles with sides the length of any square, then lay each one of these triangles so that one of its sides is right on the sides of that square, you will get a square double the area of the first one. (OK, this was Plato’s example.) I visualize the steps of the proof and see the drawings on paper—and suddenly (Aha!) I see the truth in my own mind’s eye. Now I understand that it must be true, and I determined this in my own mind with my own reasoning, using figures in my mind. It appears to be subjective, since I arrived at it purely in my own head. Yet geometry and mathematics were all true long before I ever thought about it, and will remain true after I die. That makes it objectively true—right? It is true for everybody and for all time, in all places. (That is the sort of truth we use to construct a bridge—and we can all safely walk on it.)
 
Just because I learned the multiplication table from my society, that does not mean that the truth of it is determined by society, does it? Wasn’t it already true? Just because I learn something in my own head, that does not mean it is only my truth, for me—subjective. If there is any objective knowledge, of course it occurs in people’s heads. So in that trivial sense, all knowledge is subjective.
 
But we make a distinction between the natures of what is known. Some things are known subjectively, while others are known objectively—but they are both objects (when seen from their outsides, so to speak) and therefore in a sense objective realities. But how do I know in each of these ways?
 
I would say I know subjectively if the truth of the proposition depends entirely on what I think (”I believe the world is flat” is true if and only if I do believe it—but it makes no difference whether the world is really flat or not. My believing it makes the proposition true, so we call it subjective truth.) 
 
I would say I know objectively if what I am thinking is the sort of thing that is either true or not, without regard to what I think. So if I say, “The world is flat,” I am thinking about the kind of thing that is either true or not, no matter what I think.
 
So if subjective and objective truths are going to make sense, they must be talking about the two different kinds of things known—those whose truth is proven by what I think, and those whose truth is not concerned with what I think.
 
Are there objective things? Well, if there aren’t, then this lecture is not here, and neither am I, so don’t worry about it.
 
Now we must dispose of certain other uses of these terms, which uses only serve to confuse people even more. If I ask my classes what they mean by “subjective” (which I do), I always get a vast array of answers that have little to do with each other. To many, for instance, an objective test is one with short answers. (Wrong; short answers can also be subjective.) Others say if a test is subjective, that means there is no correct answer, or it is all mere opinion, or the teacher just puts anything on there for a grade. (Wrong again, for there are always objective reasons for even the most disagreeable opinions. No teacher would agree that the grading of a test had no bearing on the paper—it was all about what was in his or her head.)
 
Here is the hardest part. We might say, “The rose is beautiful,” is subjective, while “The rose is red,” is objective. But behold: The rose cannot be beautiful if it is not, in fact and objectively, a rose. And even being beautiful can be determined (perhaps) by objective criteria, such as those the judges will use in a rose show. On the other behold: “The rose is red,” could, in a certain tone of voice, be a value-judgment, what some would call subjective, in a way. If the rose was entered in the category of pink roses, and I say, “But the rose is red!” I am failing it, am I not? And might we disagree whether a rose is truly red or pink?
 
Anyway, I say in conclusion: Avoid these terms, subjective and objective. Just don’t use them, because there is no telling what other people are thinking. If you are confident that, in a certain case, you can use them clearly, go ahead; but I say you are better off without either one of them. 
