Plato:  Theory of Knowledge

A. Plato was convinced that ethical conduct must be founded on knowledge, and that that knowledge must be knowledge of eternal values which are not subject to the shifting and changing impressions of senses or of subjective opinion, but are the same for all men and for all peoples of all ages.  Plato establishes two requirements for true knowledge:  it must be (1) infallible, and (2) of what is.  

B.  Plato first task is to demonstrating what knowledge is not. 

1. Knowledge is not content.

a. In the Theaetetus, Socrates asks the young math student, Theaetetus, what he thinks knowledge to be. Theaetetus replies by mentioning science, geometry, etc. Socrates responds that he did not ask of what knowledge is, but what knowledge is.

2.  Knowledge is not perception.
a. Theaetetus then proposes that knowledge is nothing more than perception.  Socrates reminds the student that Protagoras has said that perception means appearance and that appearances may vary with different subjects.  Nevertheless, according to Protagoras, perception is true for me, and if I know what appears to me as I obviously do, then my knowledge is infallible. Theaetetus feels pretty good about his answer.

b. However, Socrates continues, if knowledge is perception, then no man can be wiser than any other man, for I am the best judge of my own sense-perception as such.  What then, is Protagoras’ justification for setting himself up to teach others and to take a handsome fee for doing so?  And where is our ignorance that makes us sit at his feet?  For is not each one of us the measure of his own wisdom?  

c. Socrates further attacks Protagoras’ doctrine   that “Man is the measure of all things” not merely in reference to sense perception but also to a truth since anyone who holds Protagoras’ doctrine to be false is, according to Protagoras himself, holding the truth.

d. Consequently, Perception/appearance is not knowledge since it is not infallible. Furthermore, according to Heraclutis, the objects of perception are in a state of flux, that is, they are always becoming and never are, hence objects cannot be knowledge since knowledge can only be that which is.

3. Knowledge is not judgment.

a. Socrates makes clear that sense-perception is not worthy of the name knowledge.  He asks Theaetetus about the “judgment” of sense-perception.  For example, suppose that a man sees a mirage.  It is not immediate sense-perception that can inform him as to the objective existence or non-existence of the mirage he perceives:  it is only rational reflection that can tell him this.  Might that be knowledge?

b. Theaetetus suggest that true judgments are knowledge.

c. Socrates points out that a judgment may be true without the fact of its truth involving knowledge on the man who makes the judgment.  For example:  A man may be charged with a crime for which he is actually not guilty although the circumstantial evidence was strong against him.  If a skillful lawyer defending the innocent man were able to manipulate the jury that they gave the verdict, “Not Guilty,” their judgment would actually be a true judgment, but it would be based on persuasion and not knowledge.  Therefore, true judgment may be no more than true belief and true belief is not the same thing as knowledge.

d. Theaetetus suggest that the addition of an “account” or explanation would convert true belief into knowledge.  In response, Socrates gives an example of a man who could recount the various steps of a geometric proof, which he had learned by heart, but that he did not properly understand.  He was able to give an account for his true judgment, but does this constitute knowledge. 

e. The Theaetetus concludes with Socrates observing that knowledge of sensible objects is unattainable, and– by implication– that true knowledge must be knowledge of the universal and abiding.

C.  The objects of True Knowledge must be stable and abiding, fixed, capable of being grasped in clear and scientific definition, which is of the universal, as Socrates observed. 

1.  Scientific knowledge aims at the definition, at crystallizing and fixing knowledge in the clear and unambiguous definition.  A scientific knowledge of goodness, for instance, must be enshrined in the definition, “Goodness is….”

2.  Knowledge of the universal allows us to judge particulars.  Knowledge of the highest universal will be the highest kind of knowledge, while “knowledge” of the particular will be the lowest king of “knowledge.”

D.  The Simile of the Line:  Plato’s positive doctrine of knowledge, in which degrees or levels of knowledge are distinguished according to objects, is set out in the famous passage of the Republic that gives us the simile of the Line.

1. The development of the human mind on its way from ignorance to knowledge, lies over two main fields, that of  ó(opinion) and that of (knowledge).  It is only that latter that can be properly called knowledge.  

a. ó(opinion) is said to be concerned with   “images,” while (knowledge)is concerned with originals or archetypes, 
Plato’s Simile of the Line
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b. Example:  If a man is asked what justice is, and he points to imperfect embodiments of justice (laws or the actions of a particular man) having no inkling that there exists a principle of absolute justice then that man’s state of mind is a state of ó(opinion):  he sees the images or copies and mistakes them for originals.

But if a man has an apprehension of justice in itself, if he can rise above the images to the Form, to the Idea, to the universal, whereby particular instances must be judged, then his state of mind is a state of (knowledge).

c. It is possible to progress from one state of mind to another, to be “converted” when a man comes to realize that what he formerly took to be originals are in reality only images, imperfect embodiments of the ideal. Then his mind is converted from ó(
2.  There are two degrees of ó

a. The lowest degree of ó, is that of This is equivalent to a false opinion.  For example, a sophist by use of eristic may convince a man that something is right and true and consistent with the justice of the Constitution and its laws while in fact it is not.  The man so convinced is said to be in a state of 
b. The state of mind of a man who takes as justice the justice of the law of the Constitution or of a particular just man is said to be .

c. The man who judges that external nature is true reality, and who does not see that it is a more or less “unreal” copy of the invisible world has only He is not as bad off as the dreamer who thinks that the images that he see in his dreams are the real world for he has only 
d. Consider an artist and his sculpture:  There is an Ideal Form of Man that all men try to realize and there are particular men who are imperfect realizations of the Ideal.  An artist may sculpt a particular man (ex:  Michelangelo’s David).  He has thus created an imitation of an imitation.  The individual who saw that statue and believe it to be a real man would be in a state of whereas the individual who recognized that the statue was an imitation of a man would be in a state of However, the man who apprehends the Ideal Man and that particular men are imperfect realizations of the ideal is in a state of  specifically that of ó.

4. The difference between ó and of true knowledge,,is complex and uncertain.  To explain the difference Plato uses several references to mathematics and mathematical processes.

a. Plato says that the object of  is what the soul is compelled to investigate by the aid of imitation, starting from hypothesis and proceeding, not to a first principle, but to a conclusion.  In geometry, for example, the mathematician may use a visible diagram to arrive at a conclusion.  It is true that the diagram represents an ideal (circle, triangle), but it is not the ideal nor is the geometer necessarily interested in apprehending the ideal rather he is interested in the conclusion of his hypothesis.

b. Plato seems to be suggesting the existence of a class of intermediates, , objects which are the object of – specifically , but which are inferior to  (Ideal Forms) which are the object of ó.

c. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle tells us that Plato held that mathematical entities are “between forms and sensible things….  Further, besides sensible things and forms, he says there are the objects of mathematics, which occupy an intermediate position….”

d. Another interesting example is Plato’s view of integers.  For Plato, the integers, including 1, form a series in such a way that 2 is not made up of two 1’s, but is a unique numerical form.  This comes more or less to saying that the integer 2 is twoness, which is not the same as two onenesses.  To understand this is to be in a state of ó.  The mathematician who views integers as being addable is in a state of .

e. It is possible to understand the mathematical forms of  and then proceed deductively to the intermediaries, .  Or the mathematician can be “converted” when they recognize that although they may use  to arrive at a conclusion that they do so not because they are self-contained principles, but because these realities are grounded in being, that is, in the ontological reality of 
E. Plato discusses his Allegory of the Cave in the seventh book of the Republic.  Here he attempts to demonstrate the ascent of the mind through a series of conversions from less adequate to more adequate cognitive states.

1.  Plato asks us to imagine an underground cave, which has an opening towards the light.  In this cave are living human beings, with their legs and necks chained from childhood in such a way that they face the inside wall of the cave and have never seen the light of the sun.  Above and behind them, that is, prisoners and the mouth of the cave, is a fire, and between them and the fire is a raised, low wall.  Along this raised, low wall there pass men carrying statues and figures of animals and other objects, in such a manner that the objects appear over the top of the low wall.  The prisoners facing the inside wall of the cave, cannot see one another nor the objects carried behind them, but they see the shadows of themselves and these objects thrown on the wall they are facing.  They see only shadows.

Plato’s Cave
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2. These prisoners represent the majority of mankind, that multitude of people who remain all their lives in a state of , beholding only shadows of reality and hearing only echoes of the truth.  Their view of the world is distorted by passions and prejudices.  They cling to their distorted views with tenacity and have no wish to escape from their prison-cave.  If they were suddenly freed and told to look at the realities of which they had formerly seen as shadows, they would be blinded by the glare of the light, and would imagine that the shadows were far more real than the realities.

3. If one of the prisoners escapes and grows accustom to the light, he will after time be able to look at the concrete sensible objects, of which he had formerly seen but the shadows.  This man beholds his fellows in the light of the fire (which represents the visible sun) and is in a state of  having been converted from the shadow-world of , prejudices and passions and sophistries.  He has not yet ascended to the world of intelligible, nonsensible realities.

4. If the escaped prisoner perseveres and comes out of the cave into the sunlight, he will see the world of sun-illumined and clear objects and lastly, though only by an effort, he will be able to see the sun itself, which represents the Idea of the Good, the highest Form, “the universal cause of all things right and beautiful– the source of truth and reason.” (Republic)  He will then be in a state of ó.

5. If someone, after ascending to the sunshine, went back into the cave, he would be unable to see properly because of the darkness, and so would make himself “ridiculous” and if he tried to free another and lead him up to the light, the prisoners who love the darkness and consider the shadows to be true reality, would put the offender to death.

F.  The purpose of education is to bring people gradually to behold eternal and absolute truths and values, and so save them from passing their lives in the shadow-world of error, falsehood, prejudice, sophistical persuasion, and blindness to true-values.  This education is of primary importance in the case of those who are to be statesmen.  Statesmen and rulers will be blind leaders of the blind, if they dwell in the spheres of  and , and wrecking the ship of State is a more terrible thing than the wreck of anyone’s individual boat.
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