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How (if at all) can you be sure that you are not dreaming?


I believe this question is the core of all philosophy. In fact you can take it one step further and claim that this is the answer to existence. Existence of self, existence of universe, existence of God… anything you can think of. One may even describe this question as Pandora’s box. Only, it’s impossible to answer this question (at least for now).  The answer is simple; there is no way that you can be sure that you are not dreaming. This leads us to question what is dream, what is reality, which one is more real? The most important philosophers like Descartes, Hobbes, Russell, Berkeley, Aeere have all contributed to this phenomena of dream. They all claimed different views and results but none of these foregoing results, entails that the meditator is awake. 

The phenomenon of dream starts with Descartes. School had made Descartes understand how little he knew, the only subject, which was satisfactory in his eyes, was mathematics. This idea became the foundation for his way of thinking, and was to form the basis for all his works. The more Descartes questioned what he knew, the more he became aware that he had nothing to hold on to. This led him to ask himself what can he be sure of. Thus his method of doubt began. This work of Descartes considers a more satisfactory means of acquiring knowledge than that presented by Aristotle's logic. Doubting everything, he faced the question that how can I know my senses are not deceiving me.  To find answers to all these Descartes reached to the famous solution; “Cogito ergo sum”. He couldn’t be sure of anything but one thing he could be sure that he is a being. He is a thinking being. But this didn’t lead him anywhere without the proof of God. And I think this was the point Descartes failed to hold on to the absolute truth. I believe that the idea of God is beyond human comprehension. And we know both of Descartes proofs were flawed. His proofs for the existence of God were proven wrong by other philosophers many times (e.g. Arnauld). Since Descartes bases all his ideas on the existence of a non-deceiving God, Descartes’ theories on dreams are not valid. 

Russell however has a different point of view; “Is there a table which has a certain intrinsic nature, and continues to exist when I am not looking, or is the table merely a product of my imagination, a dream-table in a very prolonged dream? This question is of the greatest importance. For if we cannot be sure of the independent existence of objects, we cannot be sure of the independent existence of other people's bodies, and therefore still less of other people's minds, since we have no grounds for believing in their minds except such as are derived from observing their bodies. Thus if we cannot be sure of the independent existence of objects, we shall be left alone in a desert -- it may be that the whole outer world is nothing but a dream, and that we alone exist. This is an uncomfortable possibility; but although it cannot be strictly proved to be false, there is not the slightest reason to suppose that it is true.” He says there isn’t a reason to suppose that it is true and I agree. But this uncertainty proves that you can’t be sure what’s real and what’s not. Hence; you can’t be sure what’s dream and what’s not. 

Let’s take lucid dreaming for instance (if not for anything else, to get things more complicated). Lucid dreaming essentially means dreaming while knowing that you are dreaming. The term was coined by Frederik van Eeden who used the word "lucid" in the sense of mental clarity. “The basic definition of lucid dreaming requires nothing more than becoming aware that you are dreaming. Often this realization is triggered by the dreamer noticing some impossible or unlikely occurrence in the dream, such as flying or meeting the deceased. Sometimes people become lucid without noticing any particular clue in the dream; they just suddenly realize they are in a dream. However, the quality of lucidity can vary greatly. When lucidity is at a high level, you are aware that everything experienced in the dream is occurring in your mind, that there is no real danger, and that you are asleep in bed and will awaken shortly. This is the highest level of vividness you can reach. With low-level lucidity you may be aware to a certain extent that you are dreaming, perhaps enough to fly or alter what you are doing, but not enough to realize that the people are dream representations, or that you can suffer no physical damage, or that you are actually in bed.” This somewhat paradoxal fact is like a sample of proof that we just can’t be sure of reality and dream. 

 It is true that we woke up from lots of dreams during our lifetimes, but it doesn’t prove wrong the fact that we can wake up just now and realise we had a huge dream, and continue a different life. Moreover waking up from lots of dreams actually supports the idea; “They say that dreams are real only as long as they last. Couldn't you say the same thing about life?”
You can realise you are in a dream and wake up. But what if you couldn’t wake up from that dream (just like Morpheous says in the Matrix), how would you know the difference between the real world and the dream world? The answer is you simply couldn’t and the words “dream” and “real” would loose their meanings. If real is what you can feel, smell, taste and see, then 'real' is simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain.

“Matrix”… Matrix is a modern nuisance. But not only for its cinematographically success. Actually what made people adore Matrix is that you can’t prove Wachowski Brothers wrong! You can’t prove Star Wars wrong because it says “A long time ago. In a galaxy far far away…” You can’t have the slightest idea what is possible and what is not in a long time ago, in a galaxy far far away (actually you can have some ideas, let’s consider this as a naïve example here). And in Matrix you can’t be sure what a world would be like if this reality (or dream world, as I say the words lose their meanings) is put in our minds by a tremendously complex artificial intelligence and we were used as their battery. Personally, I like Matrix because it is a sci-fi tale of “Mad Scientist of Descartes”.  
I believe that the absolute truth is like a coin. There are two different points of view; matter and mind. You can see it from the matter point of view. Everything in this universe progresses in the laws of physics. Human actions are no different and they are caused by the brain, which is no different than any other organ. But brain and cerebral system determine not only the actions but also emotions of a person. And this is caused by the protons and neutrons and electrons in our brain. So one person standing up and going for a drink of water is the same as a peach rotting in time. They are both physical activities that work in the same laws. Or you can see it from the mind point of view. There’s nothing outside my mind and every object or person I encounter, every sense I feel is an idea in my brain. There is only my mind and ideas. Even my mind is an idea and this leads to a paradox of an existence of one whole idea. Anyway... but to reach out and grab the coin is beyond human comprehension. We can see the truth from two different perspectives but can’t say one is true and the other is false. But in both perspectives it’s obvious that free will is an illusion and we can’t be masters of our fate, let alone realise if we are in a dream or not.

“If you would be a real seeker after truth, it is necessary that at least once in your life you doubt, as far as possible, all things.”










René Descartes
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