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Chapter Tbree 


Plato 


IMPORTANT DATES IN PLATO'S LIFE 


427 B.C. 
399 B.C. 
399 B.C. 
387 B.C. 
387 B.C. 
367 B.C. 
361 B.C. 
360 B.C. 
347 B.C. 


Plato is born in Athens 
Socrates is executed 
Plato leaves Athens and begins travels 
Plato visits Italy and Sicily 
Plato founds Academy in Athens 
Plato journeys to Syracuse 
Plato makes his third journey to Syracuse 
Plato returns to Athens 
Plato dies in Athens 


No one, with the possible exception of Aristotle, comes close to chal-lenging Plato's prominence in the history of philosophy. But since 
Aristotle was Plato 's student, since much of Aristotle's work evolved as a 
reaction to Plato's theories, and since Aristotle's system as we know it 
would not have existed save for Plato, Plato's standing as valedictorian of 
the class of western philosophers seems secure. 


O ur best information suggests that Plato was born around 427 B.C. and died eighty years later, in 347 B.C. His parents were wealthy Athen-
ian aristocrats. His birth name was Aristocles, and "Plato" seems to have 
been a nickname referring to his rather robust physical appearance. 


Plato showed little interest in philosophy until the execution of 
Socrates in 399 B.c. Many believe that the courage and honor that Socrates 
displayed at his death affected Plato greatly, resulting in a pursuit of philo-
sophical knowledge similar to that modeled by Socrates. Dismay at 
Socrates' execution also led to Plato 's voluntary exile from Athens for 
many years. While Plato may have spent time in Egypt, he seems to have 
settled in Greek colonies in what is today southern Italy. While in Italy, 
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Seven 
Theories 
Opposed 
by Plato 


PART ONE: SIX CONCEPTUAL SYSTEMS 


he came in contact with the school of thought known as Pythagoreanism. 
Several features of Pythagoreanism appear prominently in Plato's mature 
thinking, including mind-body dualism, the immortality of the soul, and 
a keen interest in mathematics. 


At the midpoint of his life,1 tradition has Plato returning to Athens in 
387 B.C. in order to found his great school, the Academy. 2 Plato seems to 
have made several trips to the city-state of Syracuse in Sicily in an effort 
to influence its leaders to enact some of his political ideas.3 


Several different interpretations of Plato's thought exist. The techni-
cal details of such disputes lie beyond the scope of this book. For the 
most part this book presents the majority opinion of Plato's work. While 
approximately thirty-six writings are attributed to Plato, possibly six to 
ten of them are forgeries that may have been written by some of Plato's 
followers in the Academy. All of Plato's great writings, including the Apol-
ogy, Phaedo, the Euthyphro, Meno, The Republic, Timaeus, and The Laws 
are authentic. Plato's earlier writings are generally shorter, concentrate on 
ethical questions, and are inconclusive in the sense that they raise rather 
than solve questions 4 Plato's use of Socrates as the leading interlocutor 
in many of his dialogues was one way of honoring the great man who 
was responsible for his becoming a philosopher. In his earliest writings, 
such as the Apology and the Crito, Plato seems to present a faithful rep-
resentation of Socrates' method and beliefs. In writings produced during 
his middle period, such as the Phaedo, Meno, and Republic, Plato often 
places his own beliefs into Socrates' mouth. Plato's later writings either 
drop any reference to Socrates or use him exclusively as a spokesman 
for theories the historical Socrates never entertained. 


Plato opposed seven prevalent beliefs of his day. Several years ago a student pointed out to me that these theories can be arranged as an 
acronym that forms a misspelled version of my middle name: HERMMAN. 


H-Hedonism 
E-Empiricism 
R-Relativism 
M-Materialism 


1. This coincidence has led some scholars to question this chronology. The Greeks 
believed that the age of forty began the peak years of a philosopher's work. 


2. The Academy continued to exist until A.D. 529, when the school closed at the order 
of the emperor Justinian. One should not think of the Academy along the lines of a mod-
ern college. 


3. Much of the reliability of the traditional picture of Plato's journeys depends on the 
authenticity of a long autobiographical letter known as his seventh epistle. 


4. For one scholar's chronology of Plato's writings, see Frederick C. Copleston, A His-
tory of Philosophy (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1962), vol. 1, chap. 18. 








M-Mechanism 
A-Atheism 
N-Naturalism 


Hedonism 


PLATO 


Hedonism is the belief that pleasure is the highest good. Materialists like 
Democritus, Epicurus, and Lucretius rejected the existence of objective, 
transcendent standards of right and wrong and reduced the good life to 
the pursuit of pleasure. Plato believed hedonism is falsified by the wide-
spread human recognition that some pleasures are evil. If that is so, then 
it follows that pleasure and the good cannot be identical. And if this is so, 
then hedonism is false. 


Empiricism 
As we saw in chapter 2, empiricism is the belief that all human knowl-
edge has its origin in human sense experience. Plato opposed empiricism 
throughout his writings, maintaining that it is impossible for the human 
senses to bring a human being to knowledge. I will have much to say 
about Plato's rejection of empiricism in his theory of knowledge. 


Relativism 
Plato opposed two kinds of relativism. The first, ethical relativism, is the 
belief that the same moral judgment, such as murder is wrong, is true for 
some people and false for others. The second kind of relativism, episte-
mological relativism, includes the belief that truth is relative.5 Both types 
of relativism were propagated in ancient Athens by thinkers known as 
Sophists. Plato opposed the Sophists and proclaimed the existence of 
absolute and unchanging standards that preclude moral and epistemo-
logical relativism. Neither truth nor goodness is relative, Plato believed. 


Materialism 
As we saw in chapter 2, most Greek philosophers before Socrates and 
Plato were materialists.6 The materialist strain of Greek philosophy is seen 
most clearly in the work of the atomists. In opposition to materialism, 
Plato argued for the existence of an immaterial or ideal world existing 
independently of the physical world we inhabit through our bodies. 


5. Plato did recognize how people's sensible perceptions of things could differ. The 
temperature of the same body of water could seem warm to one person and cold to 
another. See the opening pages of Plato's Tbaeatetus. Since sense experience is not knowl-
edge in Plato's thinking, his comments in this connection do not entail any kind of epis-
temological relativism. 


6. The Pythagorean school that existed in southern Italy seems to have been an exception. 
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Mechanism 
Atomism also provides an excellent example of mechanism, the belief 
that everything happens according to laws and principles that operate 
mechanically without purpose or design. Plato's view of the universe was 
teleological in the sense that he believed that a divine intelligence and 
purpose is at work in the universe. 


Atheism 
Plato's view of God is hardly a model of clarity. What is clear, however, 
is Plato's rejection of atheism. Nonetheless, scholars continue to debate 
whether Plato believed in one god, or two, or more. 


Naturalism 
Naturalism is the belief that the natural, material universe is self-sufficient 
and self-explanatoty. Given the time devoted to both ancient and mod-
ern versions of naturalism in chapter 2, it should be clear what issues are 
at stake in the naturalistic worldview. While Plato never compared natu-
ralism's view of a closed universe with a box, his alternative can be 
described as the belief that outside the confines of the box, the natural 
order, there exists a world of eternal, transcendent, unchanging, and 
immaterial Forms or ideals. 


O ne helpful way to highlight several central elements of Plato's sys-tem is to think in terms of a fundamental dualism. Plato's philoso-
phy is marked by three kinds of dualism: metaphysical, epistemological, 
and anthropological. 


1. The metaphysical dualism of Plato's philosophy is seen in his dis-
tinction between two worlds, or two levels of reality-the imperfect, 
changing, temporal, material world of particular things over against the 
perfect, unchanging, nontemporal, nonmaterial world of the Forms. 


2. The epistemological dualism of Plato is evident not only in his rad-
ical distinction between sense experience and reason but also in his claim 
that sense experience always falls short of producing knowledge. True 
knowledge is attainable only by reason and then only as human reason 
apprehends the Forms. 


3. Plato's anthropological dualism is apparent in his radical distinc-
tion between body and soul. Just as there are two worlds (particular phys-
ical things and Forms) and two ways of apprehending these two worlds 
(sensation and reason), so humans are a composite of two parts (body 
and soul). 
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The heart of Plato's philosophy is his theory of Ideas, or Forms. Plato believed that human beings participate in two different worlds. One of 
these is the physical world that we experience through our bodily senses. 
Our contact with the lower world7 comes through our bodily senses, as in 
seeing or touching particular things like rocks, trees, cats, and humans. The 
physical things that exist in the lower world exist in space and time. 


The other world in which we participate is more difficult to describe, 
a fact that helps explain why Plato's teaching is so foreign to most of us. 
This higher world is composed of immaterial and eternal essences that we 
apprehend with our minds. Plato's ideal world (sometimes called the 
world of the Forms) is more real for Plato than is the physical world, inas-
much as the particular things that exist in the world of bodies are copies, 
or imitations, of their archetypes, the Forms. 


Upper World - Forms - No Space or time 


Lower World - Particulars - In Space and time 


For Plato, a Form is an eternal, unchangeable, and universal essence. 
Some of Plato's Forms are relatively easy to understand. He believed that 
what we encounter in the physical world are imperfect examples of such 
unchanging absolutes as Goodness, Justice, Truth, and Beauty that exist 
in an ideal, nonspatial world. Plato also believed that the world of the 
Forms contains exemplars of such mathematical and geometrical entities 
as numbers and the perfect circle. The imperfect circles that we encounter 
in the physical world are copies of one perfect and eternal circle that we 
know through our minds. It would be a mistake to think that Plato 
believed these Forms exist only in people's minds. The point to his the-
ory is that these Forms have an objective or extramental existence. They 
would exist even if no human being existed or were thinking of them. 
Truth, Beauty, Goodness, and the other Forms existed before there were 
any human minds. Only when human minds focus on the Forms does 
genuine human knowledge become possible. 


Forms are also universals in the sense that they can be in several or 
many things at the same time. For example, greenness is a property that 
can be in grass, a sweater, and a piece of broccoli at the same time . 


7. The language about higher and lower worlds does not appear in Plato's writings. I 
use it because many students find it helpful. 


Plato's Theory 
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Significant human speech typically occurs in cases where the speaker 
or writer attributes some predicate to a subject. And so we can say that 
A (some particular human act) is just, B is just, Cis just, and so on. The 
predicate just is applied to many different particular examples. Such pred-
icates can be called universal terms because the one word is applied uni-
versally to a number of different particular subjects. Since the word red 
is applied to many particular things, it too is a universal term. 


Plato explained this feature of human language by saying there is a 
universal redness (the Form of redness) that serves as a standard or a 
norm for all the particular examples and shades of red found in the phys-
ical world. When we encounter something in our experience that exem-
plifies universal terms like "round" or "red," we are justified in applying 
the universal term to that subject. We call things red or round when the 
subject in question has the property of redness or roundness. 


Sometimes Plato wrote as though there were a Form, or an arche-
type, for every class of object in the physical world. This would mean 
that the world of the Forms contains a perfect dog, a perfect horse, and 
a perfect human, along with the other Forms already noted. The possi-
bility of a perfect horse or dog raised some difficult questions for Plato, 
and some interpreters think he abandoned this position late in life. 


I n the study of philosophy, there are times when it helps to approach difficult issues from different perspectives. The material in this section 
illustrates such a procedure. I will use various examples to help the reader 
understand Plato's theory of the Forms. If an example is difficult to grasp, 
drop it and move on to another. 


Definitions Versus Examples 
In many of his earlier writings, Plato is interested in finding the proper 
definition of such important terms as "justice," "piety," and "virtue." In 
the Euthyphro, Socrates asks the young Euthyphro to define the meaning 
of piety. Instead of providing a definition, Euthyphro offers examples of 
piety. A contemporary American in the same situation might provide such 
examples of piety in terms of going to church, reading the Bible, pray-
ing, and being a good neighbor. Socrates replies that he did not ask for 
examples of pious deeds; he wants to know instead what all of those 
examples have in common. 


The relevant difference can be illustrated by ten or so vertical lines 
connected by one horizontal line. The vertical lines stand for different 
examples of the concept; the horizontal line represents the essence com-
mon to all of the examples. When he seeks a definition, Plato does not 
want examples (the vertical lines); he wants the common essence (the 
horizontal line) . This universal element sought in definitions is an antic-
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ipation of Plato's universal Form, or essence. During our lifetime, each of 
us will presumably come into contact with many instances of such con-
cepts as justice. But in each instance, there will be one essential element 
without which the particular act would not be an example of justice. 


Concept 


I I I I I I I I I I 
of Justice 


Just Acts 


A Set (Class) Versus the Members of the Set 
One can also approach Plato's theoty of the Forms in terms of the differ-
ence between a set or class versus the particular things that make up that 
set. In some writings Plato seems to teach that every class of objects in 
the physical world has an archetype or a perfect pattern existing in the 
immutable, eternal, and immaterial world of the Forms.8 Any class of 
objects can serve as an example. Consider the class or set of all dogs.9 
Suppose we use a circle to represent that class. Then think of a number 
of specific dogs that may include different breeds. We will indicate these 
particular dogs by x's inside the circle. What enables us to group all of 
these different particular animals into the same class? After all, there are 
significant differences between a collie and a mixed breed. Particular 
things are grouped into the same class if they possess similar essential 
properties. Utilizing this distinction, we come to recognize the difference 
between the class or set of all dogs (our circle) and the countless number 
of particular dogs that are members of that class (the x's inside the circle). 


The Class __ .., ... X 
of All Dogs 


8. See book 10 of Plato's Republic. Plato recognized significant exceptions to this point. 
There are no perfect exemplars for such things as mud, hair, dirt, or cow dung. See the 
early pages of Plato's Parmenides. 


9. Sometimes (as in book 10 of his Republic) Plato wrote as though there were a Form 
for every class of objects in the physical world. 


Figure 3.2 


Figure 3.3 
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Figure 3.4 
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Suppose we concede that the Form of a dog exists. Obviously, the 
Form of a dog does not exist in the physical world of particular things. 
The perfect dog (the Form) is a way of referring to the set of essential 
properties shared by all specific members of the set. Some people refer 
to this essence under the term dogginess . According to Plato, when we 
see a particular dog, we recognize in that imperfect specimen something 
that reminds us of the perfect Form. Similarly, we can think about horsi-
ness, catness, and treeness. 


Hence the circle represents some class or set, in this case the set of 
all dogs. The class concept exists in the world of the Forms while the 
particular members of the class exist in the lower world of particular 
things. 


Mathematical Entities 
As Plato's thought matured, he seems to have paid less attention to forms 
of physical objects. In fact, he sometimes seems to be embarrassed by 
his former talk about a perfect dog or horse. 10 Eventually, or so many 
think, this facet of his theory fades away. Of more permanent importance 
in his system is his belief in the existence of perfect standards of Truth, 
Beauty, and Goodness, as well as the kinds of eternal entities that we 
encounter in mathematics, such as the number one and the perfect cir-
cle. Plato believed that the disciplines of mathematics and geometry prove 
the need for and the existence of eternal, nonmaterial Forms. Suppose 
we focus on the apparently simple matter of a circle . 


What is a circle? Consider the following examples. 


B 88 
While no knowledgeable person would ever confuse A, B, and C with 


a perfect circle, it should be possible to see why such figures might be 
thought to resemble something we call circularity. I can imagine some-
one saying, "Figure B isn't really a circle, but it's closer to being a circle 
than A is. " Such language implies that there is a concept of a perfect cir-
cle all parties to the discussion are familiar with in some way and that 


10. Some interpreters believe this embarassment shows up in the early pages of Plato's 
Parmenides. For a helpful discussion of this difficult dialogue, see Gordon H. Clark, Thales 
to Dewey, 2d ed. (Unicoi, Tenn.: The Trinity Foundation, 1989), 85-90. 
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the members of the group recognize that B comes closer to that ideal 
(Form) than A does. They would also concede that Cis a better example 
than is B. 


But now let us reflect a bit about D. Is it a circle? To see my point, 
consider the definition of a circle: A circle is an enclosed line every point 
on which is equidistant from a given fixed point that is its center. It fol-
lows that no figure we might encounter in the physical world is or can 
be a circle. A perfect circle would have to be bounded by a line that has 
only length and no width. The reason is that if the line of our circle has 
any width, that line segment moving from one side to the other would 
contain an infinite number of points. From which of those points do we 
measure the distance to the center of the circle? Lines that have length but 
no width do not exist in the physical universe, in what we have been 
calling the lower world. Neither do the kinds of points discussed in geom-
etry. It then follows that no real or perfect circle can exist in the physical 
world; hence none of us can encounter such a circle through our bodily 
senses. See the illustration below: 


Whatever else may be true about the perfect circle, it must match our 
definition, namely, a line each point of which is equidistant from another 
point, the center. If there is no such thing as a perfect circle, any claim 
to the effect that some of our earlier examples like A, B, C, and D are 
better instances of circularity would be nonsense. Surely we do not want 
to pretend that two or more people can correctly have differing concepts 
of a perfect circle. We must never assent to a situation in which someone 
could say, "You have your idea of a perfect circle and I have mine." If 
there is a perfect circle, and there must be, it can exist only in a different 
kind of reality, a world of eternal and unchanging essences, a world that 
can be apprehended only by the mind, a world in which lines can have 
length and no width. The so-called circles that we encounter in our every-
day experience can be only copies or imitations of a perfect circle that 
exists in another world. The circles that we encounter in the physical 
world are but representations of perfect, ideal entities existing in some 
other sphere of existence. 


Figure 3.5 
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I don't wish to suggest that Plato's kind of reasoning cannot be chal-
lenged. It would be interesting to see if any challenge can be successful. 
As much as I might like to fill in some additional gaps in the Platonist's 
argument for the existence of the petfect circle, constraints upon the length 
of this book oblige me to leave the matter where it is and move on. 


In the instance of circles, the real object of human thought is not the 
imperfect circles that appear on a blackboard or in a textbook. As Plato 
sees it, the true object of our reflection about circles is the ideal, perfect 
circle grasped by the mind. The imitations of circularity we encounter in 
this world of material, particular things cannot satisfy the definition of a 
circle. Unless there were an ideal circle that we already knew in some 
way, our concept or thought of a circle would be vacuous; it would have 
no referent. And since the perfect circle cannot exist in the physical 
world, 11 since it must exist somewhere, and since things exist in either 
the lower world or the higher world, the perfect circle must exist in the 
world of the Forms. 


Other Forms 
There is another class of Forms composed of normative ideals such as 
Goodness, Beauty, Truth, and Justice. For example, we apply the word 
good to many particular human acts. What grounds judgments such as 
these? Plato's answer is that we already have an idea of the Form or stan-
dard of Goodness in our minds. As we go through life we see acts con-
forming to the norm, and we judge human behavior in light of the 
standard. 


A Summary 
For Plato, a Form is an eternal, unchangeable, and universal essence. The 
Forms are archetypes or ideal patterns in the sense that the particular 
things that exist in the physical world imitate or copy them. An essence 
is the set of essential properties without which a particular thing like this 
squirrel or that tree would not exist as a squirrel or a tree. The Forms 
embody the essence that marks the similarities among members of a class 
and enables us to group them into a set or class. 


Forms can never change. Equality itself (that is, the concept or stan-
dard of equality) can never change. If it ever did, Plato teaches, it would 
become inequality. The concept of oneness can never become twoness. 


The Forms are also eternal. They existed before the physical world 
came into existence. They would continue to exist even if everything in 
the physical universe, the lower world, ceased to exist. Truth, Goodness, 


11. Remember that the line marking the perimeter of the circle must have length but 
no width. 
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and Justice are eternal, timeless entities that do not depend for their exis-
tence upon the particular things that exist in this world. 


Two errors common to beginning students of philosophy must be 
avoided. The first mistake is to assume that the physical world is more 
real than is the ideal world of the Forms. For Plato, the situation is the 
reverse . Just as the shadow cast by a tree is less real than the tree, so the 
physical world, which is only a reflection of the ideal world, must be less 
real than the world of the Forms. 


The second error is to think that Plato viewed these Forms as exist-
ing only in people's minds . The whole point to his theory is that these 
essences have an objective existence. They would exist even if no human 
being were thinking of them. Truth, Beauty, Goodness, and the other 
Forms existed before there were any human minds. It does not follow, 
however, that the Forms exist independent of all minds. Many of Plato's 
followers have maintained that the eternal Forms exist as thoughts in the 
eternal mind of God. While Plato never entertained this possibility, Plot-
inus and Augustine did.12 


Humans live in two different worlds : the world of many particular 
things that are constantly changing and that are apprehended through 
our bodily senses plus a perfect, unchanging, and timeless world known 
through our minds. 


Erpistemology is the technical name for the branch of philosophy that studies human knowledge. The first thing to note about Plato's epis-
temology is the intrinsic connection that exists between being (what is 
real) and knowing. How humans know is related to what is . We have 
already seen that for Plato there are two distinct kinds of reality: the world 
of particular things and the world of the Forms. Corresponding to these 
two kinds of reality are two distinct epistemological states: opinion and 
knowledge . 


In order for a human being to have genuine knowledge (as opposed 
to some other epistemological state, such as a belief or an opinion), the 
object of that knowledge must be unchanging. One can have knowledge 
only of that which is unchanging. But Plato believed that immutability 
(unchangeability) is an exclusive property of the Forms. Every particular 
thing existing in the physical world constantly undergoes change. Since 
our bodily senses provide only an awareness of the changing particular 
things in the physical world, it follows for Plato that our senses can never 
give us knowledge. If the only possible objects of knowledge are the 
unchanging Forms and if the only way to apprehend the Forms is through 
our reason, it follows that knowledge must be a function of our minds. 


12. See chapters 5 and 6. 
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Figure 3.6 
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The most that we can attain through our senses is opinion, not knowl-
edge. Given Plato's analysis of the meaning of knowledge, sense experi-
ence fails the test. Only reason can give us knowledge. 


Plato's Figure of the Divided Line 
In book 6 of his Republic, Plato illustrates the difference between knowl-
edge and opinion using a device called the figure of the divided line. 
Plato's account is abbreviated and open to different interpretations. In the 
figure of the divided line, Plato distinguishes four levels of awareness or 
cognition. His purpose is to help us understand that there are various lev-
els of human awareness. In some of these cases, the use of the word 
knowledge is inappropriate. 


Plato asks us to imagine an unevenly divided vertical line. The hori-
zontal line that divides the top from the bottom distinguishes the world 
of sense experience from the world of reason. The lowest segment (A on 
the following diagram) contains images and shadows of physical objects. 
The next segment (B) contains the physical objects that are the causes of 
the shadows and reflections. 


Plato describes the longer, lower part of the line as the realm of sense 
experience; he calls it opinion. He applies the term knowledge to the 
shorter, upper part of the line. The important distinction in this divided 
line is that between knowledge and opinion. For Plato, knowledge is a 
rational apprehension of the unchanging Forms, while opinion is a sen-
sible awareness of changing particulars. The objects of opinion are the 
particular things that exist in the physical world; the proper objects of 
knowledge are the eternal and unchanging Forms that exist in Plato 's 
ideal world. With regard to the means of apprehension, knowledge uses 
reason while opinion utilizes sense experience . 


Plato then divides the line still further to illustrate two kinds or lev-
els of knowledge (dialectic and understanding) and two levels of opin-
ion (belief and conjecture) so that the entire divided line looks like the 
diagram: 


Kl Dialectic (D) 
Knowledge 


(via reason) K2 Understanding (C) 


01 Belief (B) 
Opinion 


(via senses) 02 Conjecture (A) 
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In the most literal interpretation, the difference between belief and 
conjecture is the difference between perceiving a particular thing under 
conditions that produce a fairly reliable belief and perceiving a shadow, 
a reflection, or an otherwise less reliable image of the sensible object. 
Seeing Lassie the dog would be an example of belief (B), whereas see-
ing her shadow or reflection in a mirror would be conjecture (A) .13 


Surely Plato was thinking of something more profound than this . 
When we reflect about our experience of the world, we can recognize 
that some experiences are more reliable, more dependable, than others. 
Our senses often mislead us; things are not always as they appear. Per-
haps this is what Plato was trying to indicate in his distinction between 
belief and conjecture. Sometimes our sense perception seems so reliable 
that we have good grounds for holding a belief; at other times it makes 
any judgment risky at best, thus leaving us with conjecture. 


Plato's distinction between the two levels of knowledge, under-
standing (C) versus dialectic (D), raises several other difficulties. He says 
that understanding, unlike dialectic, makes use of images and hypothe-
ses . His reference to images could suggest that he has things like circles 
and squares in mind. He also relates understanding to conclusions drawn 
from hypotheses that might point to geometry and possibly scientific rea-
soning. Plato's hypotheses are not the tentative suppositions of a scien-
tist but self-evident truths or axioms. By dialectic, Plato seems to mean a 
pure knowledge of the Forms, the highest knowledge available to 
humans. Whereas understanding is inferential knowledge, reasoning from 
hypotheses to a conclusion, dialectic is intuitive, that is, immediate knowl-
edge not mediated by anything else. 


Plato's Allegory of the Cave and the Ascent to the Good 
One of the most important passages in all of Plato's writings, his famous 
allegory of the cave, is found in book 7 of his Republic. Once again Plato 
uses Socrates as a spokesman; he invites us to imagine a cave. At the 
back of the cave exists a group of prisoners who have been chained from 
birth in such a way that they can perceive only the back wall of the cave. 
They cannot look behind them or to either side. 


Behind the prisoners, out of their line of vision, is a shallow trench 
before which a low wall has been built. Behind the wall and thus in the 
trench, people walk carrying statues that appear above the top of the 
wall. Still farther back in the cave, beyond the wall and the statues, is a 
fire large enough to cast shadows of the statues upon the back wall of the 
cave. Given the situation as Socrates describes it, the prisoners can know 
nothing about the fire , the wall , or the statues behind them. The only 


13. A twentieth-century example of conjecture (A) would be viewing Lassie in a movie. 
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things they will have perceived during their entire lives will be the shad-
ows cast by the statues on the back wall of the cave. These unfortunate 
people will naturally think that the shadows they perceive are the only 
world that exists; it is the only world they have ever experienced. 


Suppose, Socrates suggests, that one of the prisoners gets free from 
his chains, 14 walks back in the cave, and sees the fire, the wall, and the 
statues. He would gradually begin to realize how mistaken he had been 
all of his life. The shadows he had perceived on the back wall of the cave 
were not the real world; there was another world that had been behind 
him. All he had to do was turn around and see the light. 


Suppose further that the freed prisoner climbs out of the cave. To be 
sure, this ascent in total darkness turns out to be extremely difficult. There 
are times when it appears he will never escape the darkness of the cave. 
But finally he reaches the opening to the cave and suddenly exits to stand 
in the bright, blinding light of the sun. Because he has lived his entire 
life in the darkness of the cave, the prisoner's eyes require time to adjust 
to the light of the sun. But after a while he begins to see the world out-
side the cave more clearly. He is tempted to stay there and revel in the 
beauty of that world. But he remembers his former companions, the 
slaves who are still trapped in darkness. So he goes back into the cave 
to share his discoveries with them. 


WORLD OUTSIDE THE CAVE 


Statues 
X 
X • \ X • X • X • X • 
X • Fire 
X • 


Shadows twall 


14. The male pronoun is necessary here because Plato uses it and because the freed 
prisoner represents a historical person. 
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After walking back into the darkness, he begins the arduous descent 
to the bottom of the cave. Since his eyes have grown adjusted to the light 
outside the cave, he has trouble seeing in the darkness. He stumbles; he 
appears awkward. 


He begins talking to the other slaves, telling them what he has seen, 
trying to get them to see that the shadows they perceive are not the real 
world. Refusing to believe him, the chained prisoners kill the freed pris-
oner. They cannot stand to be told that their world is not real; they don't 
want their illusions shattered or their security threatened. 


The Interpretation of the Allegory 
The prisoners represent the human race, including the author and 
every reader of this book. From birth to death, human experience is 
limited to physical particulars. It is understandable that such prisoners 
would believe that the only world they have experienced (the shad-
ows) is the only world that exists. The prisoners do not know that there 
is much more to reality than the shadow world on the back wall of the 
cave. They know nothing about a nonphysical world that is far more 
real and important than their shadow world. Like the prisoners chained 
in the cave, each human being perceives a physical world that is but 
a poor imitation of a more real world. But every so often, one of the 
prisoners gets free from the shackles of sense experience, turns around, 
and sees the light! Socrates (the murdered prisoner) did, as did Plato, 
along with a few others who have followed their lead down through 
the centuries. 


Plato's allegory helps explain why so many humans have such dif-
ficulty appreciating Plato's doctrine of the ideal world. It clashes with 
one of humankind's most basic paradigms, that the world apprehended 
through our senses is the only world that exists. Suddenly someone tells 
them that the world of the senses is not real and that there is another, 
more real world behind and above them. But they cannot understand 
because they are slaves to their senses. And so they continue to live 
and think as though the only real world is the one they see, hear, touch, 
and smell. 


In order to appreciate Plato's point about the existence of a higher 
world, a kind of philosophical conversion is necessary, a conversion that 
breaks the empiricist paradigm that enslaves the human race. We need to 
turn away from the objects of sensation (the shadows), turn to the light, 
and begin an ascent to the highest reality of all, that which Plato sym-
bolizes under the figure of the sun. 


I will for the moment ignore questions about the statues and bonfire 
inside the cave. It is obvious that the world outside the cave has everything 
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to do with the world of the Forms. The sun represents Plato's highest Form, 
the Form of the Good.15 


One purpose of the allegory of the cave is to show that there are dif-
ferent levels of human awareness, ascending from sense perception to a 
rational knowledge of the Forms and eventually to the highest knowl-
edge of all, the knowledge of the Good. Only after humans, with great 
effort, leave the objects of sensation in the cave do they see the objects 
of knowledge such as the Forms of Truth, Beauty, and Justice. With per-
sistence, it is possible that they will see the Light itself, that is, the Good. 


The Divided Line and the Cave 
Many interpreters of Plato conclude that there must be a perfect symme-
tly between the major points of the divided line and the allegory of the 
cave. But there is no compelling reason to accept this belief. There is 
some symmetry, but we should not be surprised to find some elements 
of one illustration that do not match some element in the other. The fol-
lowing diagram will illustrate my understanding of how the divided line 
and the cave are related: 


Divided Line The Cave 


Dialec_t_ic _________ _,. (The Sun and the 
world outside the cave 


Knowledge 


Understanding The fire and statues __ _:;:.,. _______ _,._ inside the cave 


Belief ) 
Opinion 


Conjecture I The shadows The shadows 
Some parallels between the two passages seem clear. The ascent of 


the freed prisoner into the world of the sun pictures the need of the 
human soul to climb from the realm of sense perception to the realm of 
the intellect. The arduous nature of the ascent out of the cave and the 
temporary blindness that follows illustrate the great difficulties that accom-
pany the attainment of dialectic. The awareness attained by the prisoner 
outside the cave clearly represents the line's highest level, dialectic, the 
intuitive apprehension of the highest Forms. 


15. See Plato Republic 7.517b-c. 
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It seems best to conclude that the prisoners and their shadowy world 
visible on the wall of the cave represent the realm of opinion. In other 
words, the allegory contains no distinction between belief and conjec-
ture. The experience of the freed prisoner who turns and sees the stat-
ues that cast the shadows is most likely a reference to the lowest level of 
knowledge, that is, understanding. Just as the objects of understanding 
can be imaged, so, the allegory suggests, it is possible to form images, 
however imperfect, of the exemplars (such as the Form of the perfect cir-
cle) behind the copies (imperfect circles) that we find in the lower world. 


One reason why it makes little sense to interpret the vision of the 
statues as belief is the significance Plato attaches to the prisoner getting 
free from his chains. The moment one is free from sense perception, he 
is already in the realm of knowledge. Plato attaches too much signifi-
cance to the prisoner's gaining freedom from the chains for the vision of 
the statues to parallel the otherwise insignificant distinction between con-
jecture and belief. I contend that what the freed prisoner sees by the light 
inside the cave represents the human apprehension of a lower level of 
Forms; it is thus akin to the level of understanding. 


To summarize, no precise correlation between the levels of the 
divided line and the levels found in the allegory of the cave can be drawn. 
The prisoners perceiving the shadows on the back wall of the cave rep-
resent the realm of opinion. The allegory does not contain any distinction 
between belief and conjecture. The freed prisoner's perception of the stat-
ues that cause the shadows should be interpreted as understanding, the 
lower level of knowledge. The fact that the statues cannot be seen until 
the prisoner is freed from his chains suggests that when the prisoner sees 
the statues, he has already moved beyond the realm of mere sense per-
ception. But dialectic is not attained until the freed prisoner enters the 
world outside the cave, the world illumined by the bright light of the sun. 


O ur effort to grasp the central features of Plato's philosophical system can advance a few steps further once we grasp Plato's belief that 
the universe exists hierarchically, in three major levels or stories. Picture 
a triangle divided into three levels or stories. 


The lowest level of the triangle represents the world of particular 
things. It corresponds to the shadows in the cave and to the level of opin-
ion in the divided line. It is the material world apprehended through our 
bodily senses. 


In the middle of the illustrated triangle lies the second of Plato's three 
stories, the world of Forms. Plato seems to hint that there are two dis-
tinct levels of Forms, a point that appears in my illustration under the 
labels of higher forms and lower forms. The higher Forms, I suggest, 
include concepts that humans cannot image, such as the Forms of Truth, 


Plato's Three-
Story Universe 
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Higher Forms 


Lower Forms 


WORLD OF PARTICULARS 


Beauty, and Justice . The lower level includes Forms that can be imaged, 
including geometrical entities like the perfect circle. There is reason to 
believe that this is also where Plato placed such Forms as the perfect dog, 
horse, and similar class concepts.16 At the apex of Plato's universe, the 
highest level of his three stories, is the highest of all the Forms, the Form 
of the Good, about which much remains to be said. 


What lessons can we learn from this? Both reality and human knowl-
edge are structured hierarchically. The highest kind of knowledge is human 
knowledge of the Good. Below the Good exists a whole range of other 
things that humans should strive to know: Truth, Beauty, and Justice. But 
still lower levels of knowledge are possible, culminating in knowledge 
attainable through mathematics and geometry and finally in human knowl-
edge of the Forms that correspond to classes of physical objects. The bot-
tom layers of human awareness are related to sense experiences, which 
vary in reliability. Some types of sense experience are more reliable; some 
uses of reason are more important. Plato's message is to trust your reason 
rather than your senses; seek to know the Forms; strive to know the higher 
Forms; and seek knowledge of the highest Form of all, the Good. 


Plato made at least three important contributions to the rationalist tra-dition. First, he taught that all human knowledge contains an 
unavoidable reference to a universal element that is known indepen-
dently of sense experience; the technical term for this kind of knowledge 


16. Keep in mind how Plato pictures men carrying statues of physical objects before the 
' bonfire. I have already noted that as Plato grew older, he seemed to lose interest in Forms 


of all classes of physical objects. 
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is a prioriY Second, Plato argued that reason is superior to sense per-
ception because sensation is powerless to provide the crucial universal 
and necessary element present in knowledge. And finally, the superior-
ity of reason over sense experience led Plato to think in terms of a hier-
archy of epistemological states with reason at the top and sense 
perception at the bottom. 


Plato's Phaedo, one of his greatest achievements, contains what I 
regard as one of the most important passages in all of philosophicallit-
erature.18 Even though the passage appears to focus on an argument for 
the immortality of the soul, its greatest significance is the contribution it 
makes to the debate between rationalism and empiricism. Even though 
Plato puts the argument into the mouth of the imprisoned Socrates as he 
awaits his execution, no serious student of Plato thinks that the historical 
Socrates advanced this argument. What seems more likely is that Plato 
borrowed the argument, along with much other material that appears in 
the Phaedo, from the Pythagoreans during his travels in southern Italy. 


An Account of Plato's Argument 
Plato has Socrates begin the argument by pointing out that people can 
only remember things they knew at some earlier time. If I can remember 
something in the present, then I must have known it sometime in the 
past. From this apparently innocent observation, Socrates goes on to 
argue that some kind of remembering exists in every act of knowing. To 
illustrate his point, Plato uses judgments of the form "a is equal to b." 
Consider a case where we judge that two sticks or two line segments or 
two triangles are equal to each other. What conditions must be met before 
we can know that a is equal to b? We must have perceptual awareness 
of the two line segments. We must have seen a and then seen b. That is 
obvious . But, Plato insists, we must also have knowledge of something 
else that Plato calls the Equal itself. That is, in addition to patticular things 
like sticks or lines on a paper that we apprehend with our senses, there 
is something else, namely, the standard or idea or Form of Equality, that 
must exist and be known before we can judge that two line segments are 
equal in length or that two triangles are equal in size and shape. 


But this raises an obvious question: Where does our knowledge of 
the standard or Form of Equality come from? How is this knowledge 
acquired? Plato gives two answers to this question, his own and one that 
he rejects . It is interesting to note that the position he rejects is the 


17. A priori knowledge is independent of sense experience. One example of such 
would be "three times four equals twelve. " A posteriori knowledge is dependent upon 
sense information. The proposition "Some roses are red" is a posteriori while the propo-
sition "Some red roses are red" is a priori. 


18. The standard pagination for the passage is Plato Phaedo 72e-77a. 
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position proposed later by his pupil Aristotle. 19 It is the answer of classi-
cal empiricism. 


According to the empiricist position, human beings first perceive 
through their senses several things that are similar20 in a certain way. In 
this case, we perceive that the two line segments or the two triangles are 
equal in length or size. The line segments or triangles are instances of 
what Plato calls particular things. And, as we know, the only way humans 
can become conscious of particular things is through sense experience, 
such as seeing or touching. 


From our perceptual awareness of these particular things (a and b), 
we then abstract an idea of the property or relation they share in com-
mon, namely, Equality or Similarity. It should be easy to see how the 
position Plato rejects approximates the empiricist thesis that all human 
knowledge arises from sense experience. 21 Universals or Forms like 
Equality can be in the mind only after particular examples are appre-
hended in sensible objects. Only then does the mind through abstraction 
or some other means grasp the universaP2 


Plato offered two objections to what I have called the empiricist or 
Aristotelian theory that human beings come to know the eternal Forms 
by abstracting a universal element from data supplied by the senses. First, 
Plato argued that it is absurd to believe that one first knows that a is equal 
to b, that cis equal to d, and then from these judgments about equal par-
ticulars derives the more general knowledge of what Equality is. One 
could not know that a and b were equal unless he already knew the stan-
dard, the Equal itself. Knowledge of the universal is logically prior to 
knowledge of the particular. But since the awareness that a and b are 
equal is impossible without a logically prior knowledge of the form or 
universal (Equality or Sameness or Similarity), the empiricist thesis that 
all human knowledge arises from sense experience is false . Either the 
rationalist thesis that at least some human knowledge does not arise from 
sense experience is true, or else no human knowledge is possible. 


19. I have sometimes wondered if the young Aristotle did not happen to challenge 
Plato's teaching by offering this line of thought. But since empiricism tends to be an opin-
ion held by the majority of humans, anyone could have verbalized this position. Nonethe-
less, as I will explain in my discussion of Aristotle, the position rejected by Plato resembles 
Aristotle's empiricism. 


20. The notion of similarity is very impoltant here, because it is the basic notion pre-
sent in the idea of equality. To say that a is equal to b is another way of saying that a is 
similar to b. 


21. See the appendix to this chapter. 
22. I must interpose a footnote that may not make sense until after we finish the chap-


ter on Aristotle. No comfolt can be found in the fact that Aristotle distinguished between a 
passive and an active aspect of the human intellect. It is obvious that the active intellect men-
tioned in some of Aristotle's writings is useless until given sensible information to act upon. 
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In his second objection, Plato argued that no particular thing or group 
of particular things is ever sufficient to provide a notion of the universal. 
Universals always have properties that can never be found in the earthly 
particulars that exemplify them. Particular things are always imperfect copies 
of the exemplars, the Forms. It is impossible, for example, to obtain an idea 
of the perfect circle by contemplating examples of imperfect circles. Any cir-
cle that might be encountered in the physical world is imperfect. Since the 
concept of Equality could not be derived from the senses and since we 
began to use these senses the moment we were born, our knowledge of 
the Equal itself must have been acquired independently of sense percep-
tion. Plato went on to explain a priori knowledge of the Forms in terms of 
a theory of preexistence. Students of Plato differ as to whether Plato meant 
that theory to be taken literally or only offered it as a myth or likely sto1y. 
For an account of how the mature Augustine modified Plato's position into 
his own theory of divine illumination, see chapter 6 of this book. 


An Outline of Plato's Argument 
A simple outline of Plato's argument will place his words in the proper 
context. 


(1) All knowing presupposes a prior knowledge of some Form, rule , 
or standard. 


Comment: In order to know that a is equal to b, one must have not 
only perceptual awareness about the pa1ticular things in question but also 
a concept or idea of the standard or concept of Equality. The same is true 
with respect to judgments about Goodness, Beauty, Truth, Justice, and 
so on. This raises the question dealt with in (2) as to how humans acquire 
their knowledge of these rules, standards, or Forms. 


(2) Human knowledge of the Form, rule, or standard cannot be 
acquired through the senses (that is, it cannot be acquired in this life). 


Comment: The senses only bring humans into contact with particu-
lar things. Just as there is an obvious difference between a Form like the 
Equal itself and two or more particular things that are equal or alike or 
similar, it is obvious that humans can never encounter the Form of Equal-
ity through their senses. We may see this or that particular instance of 
Equality, but we can never see with our physical eyes the standard or 
concept of the Equal itself. 


(3) Therefore, human knowledge of the Forms is acquired in an ear-
lier existence. 


Comment: Since our knowledge of any Form cannot be acquired 
through sense experience, we cannot attain such knowledge during our 
present physical life. This entails a doctrine of reincarnation, that is, the 
preexistence of the soul. 


( 4) Therefore, the human soul is immortal. 
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Surely step (4) does not follow from (3). Even if we agree that (3) is 
true, that the soul existed in one or more earlier lives, that claim hardly 
justifies the inference that human beings will never die in any future exis-
tence, which is the point in the claim that humans possess immortality. 
Even if my soul has survived several or even many bodily deaths in my 
past, that does not prove that my soul will continue to live the next time 
I die. In such matters, past performance is no guarantee of future per-
formance . Therefore, Plato's inference from step (3) to (4) fails . 


Equally important is the fact that nothing Plato says provides logical 
support for step (3), that is, for his assertion of preexistence. Even if steps 
(1) and (2) are true (and I believe they are) , they do not ground the infer-
ences to steps (3) and (4) . They do not constitute a proof for the preex-
istence of the soul. The reason for this is that there is at least one other 
explanation for the claims made in (1) and (2). There is a far more plau-
sible account of why all knowing presupposes a prior knowledge of a 
Form (1) and why this Form cannot be known through sense experience 
or in this life (2 and 3). 


Even if we took Plato's appeal to the preexistence of the soul seri-
ously, the important consequence remains the same: This preexistent 
knowledge could not have been acquired through the senses since it is 
a necessary condition for anything that human beings can know. In chap-
ter 6 of this book, we will return to this argument and examine the 
remarkable use to which Augustine puts Plato's theorizing. Nonetheless, 
Plato's argument reveals the fundamental flaw of empiricism and the basic 
strength of rationalism. If humans can attain even one item of knowledge 
apart from or prior to sense experience, then empiricism is false and ratio-
nalism is true. As Plato shows, there are abundant examples of such 
knowledge, all of them related to universals. · 


According to Plato, the ultimate objective of the human soul is to know eternal truth that is found only in the realm of eternal forms. The 
human body is a hindrance to the attainment of such truth. The physical 
senses impede the advance of the soul toward truth. Death will free the 
soul from this hindrance and make it possible for the philosopher to 
achieve what he has sought, knowledge of absolute truth. Even though 
the philosopher should welcome death, he should not push open the 
door or hasten the process through suicide . The soul of the philosopher 
is directed away from the things of the body toward the things of the 
soul. For such a person, death can only mean the realization of what the 
philosopher has sought for years. 


The Christian New Testament does not teach the kind of radical body-
soul dualism advanced by Plato. While Plato viewed the human body as 
a useless, incidental, and bothersome home for the soul, the New Testa-
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ment teaches that the human body is both good and important to our 
humanness. For Plato, immortality is the soul's continuing existence apart 
from the body, while in the New Testament, survival after death is an 
existence in a resurrected body. The hope of the Christian believer, 
according to the New Testament, is not the disembodied existence of a 
Platonic soul but the resurrection of the body at the end of the world (see 
1 Corinthians 15). The New Testament doctrine of bodily resurrection 
shows an intellectual environment totally different from that of Platon-
ism. The body, according to the New Testament, is neither evil nor irrel-
evant; it is not a useless appendage to an essentially soulish person. The 
New Testament teaches a much more unified view of humans. 


Plato's Dualism and Human Knowledge of the Forms 
One of the more difficult problems Plato creates for himself is explaining 
how humans come to know the world of the Forms. In the Meno and the 
Phaedo, Plato offers the following account, based on a theory of rein-
carnation he seems to have learned from the Pythagoreans. The human 
soul continues to exist during the time between the death of one body 
and our birth into a new body. Consider the following diagram: 


Life 100 
BIRTH DEATH 


Life 101 
BIRTH DEATH 


i/ 
Life 102 


BIRTH DEATH 


Plato suggests that the soul continues to exist between the end 
(death) of life 100 and the birth that marks the beginning of life 101. 
While the body that used to identify life 100 is decaying in the grave, the 
soul exists in the world of the Forms, where it beholds the Forms in all 
of their glory. When the soul returns to earthly existence via a new body 
(life 101), the soul forgets what it learned about the Forms during its dis-
embodied state. But an implicit and unconscious knowledge of those 
Forms is present in the mind and rises to the level of consciousness when 
stimulated by various bodily experiences . To use our earlier example, 
every human possesses an unconscious and implicit knowledge of true 
Equality. When we sense two equal things, we achieve consciousness of 
the innate idea of the Equal itself and are able to form the judgment that 
the particular things we see are equal. 


Few scholars believe that Plato meant this st01y literally. It is often 
explained as a myth, that is, a likely story. Often in Plato's writings, his 
inability to offer a satisfactory answer to a difficult question is followed 
by a likely story that he does not insist be taken literally. The theory of 
reincarnation appears to be such a story. The doctrine of reincarnation 


Figure 3 .10 
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soon disappears from Plato's writings, but it served its purpose as a likely 
story of how humans attain a knowledge of the Forms. 


Plato's Dualism, Human Evil, and the New Testament 
Between 1920 and 1940, a number of American thinkers argued that such 
New Testament writers as St. Paul were influenced by elements of Plato's 
philosophy, notably his mind-body dualism and the evil of the body. Such 
writers typically focused on Paul's use of the word .flesh in contexts asso-
ciating it with evil. What could be more natural for any writer who 
approaches Paul's writings already convinced that Paul is a Platonist than 
to conclude that his view of the flesh is a reflection of the Platonic belief 
that matter and the body are evil?23 To be sure, Paul repeatedly describes 
a moral conflict within humans. Dualists after Plato saw the moral strug-
gle in terms of a conflict between body and spirit. Paul identifies the 
antagonists as flesh and spirit. But Paul's use of the word flesh is not a ref-
erence to a material body. It is instead his way of referring to our sinful 
human nature. 


Paul's condemnation of flesh as evil has no reference to the human 
body. It does not refer to the physical stuff of body but rather to a psy-
chological and spiritual defect that leads every human being to place self 
or the creature ahead of the Creator. The New International Version of the 
Bible makes this clear by translating the Greek word sarx (flesh) by the 
phrase "sinful nature ." For instance, Romans 7:5, a verse often used as a 
proof text for the claim that Paul believed matter is evil, reads: "For when 
we were controlled by the sinful nature, the sinful passions aroused by 
the law were at work in our bodies, so that we bore fruit for death. " Once 
it is clear that Paul did not use "flesh" as a reference for the human body, 
it is clear that he was not a Platonic dualist. 


Paul never taught that his body was evil or the source of his sin or 
that the body is a prison house of the soul. Humans commit acts of sin 
because they are born with a sinful nature. Paul's use of "flesh" in this 
way has no parallel in pagan usage. Paul's teaching was undoubtedly 
derived from the Old Testament, though he develops the term beyond 
its Old Testament usage. 


The claim that Paul believed that matter is evil is also refuted by his 
belief that the ultimate destiny of redeemed human beings is an endless 
life in a resurrected body, not the disembodied existence of an immortal 
soul as held by Plato. Paul's doctrine of the resurrection of the body (see 
1 Corinthians 15:12-58) is clearly incompatible with a belief in the inher-


23. This strong statement becomes more attributable to Platonists in later centuries than 
to Plato himself. See Ronald H. Nash, Tbe Gospel and the Greeks (Richardson, Tex.: Probe 
Books, 1992), chap. 3. 
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ent wickedness of matter. Attempts to attribute an evil matter-good spirit 
dualism to Paul also stumble over the fact that Paul believed in the exis-
tence of evil spirits (Ephesians 6:12), a belief that obviously implies that 
not all spirit is good. The additional fact that God pronounced his creation 
good (Genesis 1:31) also demonstrates how far Platonic dualism is from 
the teaching of the Old and New Testaments. 


I n the Timaeus, one of his most influential writings,24 Plato presents a myth about the creation of the world. He has Socrates ask if the world 
is eternal or if it had a beginning. Socrates concludes that the world was 
created. 2; But how, then, did the world come to be, and who or what 
created it? Socrates explains that "the maker and father of the universe" 
is difficult to know and even more difficult to explain to others. 26 Plato 
goes on to describe the creation of the world as the work of a divine 
Craftsman, or Demiurge, who fashions the world out of a preexisting mat-
ter after the patterns he finds in the world of the Forms. 


Many interpreters of Plato's thought have used the following example 
to explain his complex teaching. In order to set up a parallel with Plato's 
allegory of the cave, I call this approach the allegoty of the kitchen. 


According to Plato, the origin of the physical world depends upon 
four factors that we can compare to necessary conditions in the making 
of a cake. If we are going to bake a cake, we first need ingredients such 
as flour and sugar. Second, we need a recipe that tells how much of each 
ingredient to use. Third, we need an oven in which the cake will bake. 
And finally, we need a baker, the person who will use all of these com-
ponents in the right way to produce the finished product. The following 
diagram will illustrate how the four elements of what I call the allegory 
of the kitchen relate to Plato's teaching in the Timaeus. 


Plato's Conditions for Creation The Allegory of the Kitchen 


(1) Matter 
(2) The Forms 
(3) The Space-Time Receptacle 
( 4) The Craftsman or Demiurge 


(1) The Ingredients 
(2) The Recipe 
(3) The Oven 
( 4) The Baker 


(1) What Plato calls matter is difficult to explain. It is a kind of basic 
stuff from which the world will be made. But matter is unlike anything 


24. During much of the Middle Ages, Plato's Timaeus was one of the few Platonic writ-
ings known to scholars. 


25. Plato Timaeus 28b. 
26. Ibid. , 28c. I use here the translation found in Francis Macdonald Cornford , Plato 's 


Cosmology (New York: Library of Liberal Arts, 1957), 22. 
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we have ever experienced. Matter is unknowable, because it has no iden-
tifying features or properties. It has no color or shape or size or texture. 
Consider a rock, for example. In your imagination, begin taking away 
every property of the rock. Remove its hardness, color, shape, and every 
other distinguishing feature. What would you have left? Some people 
would answer that nothing would remain. But for Plato, what would still 
exist would be the unknowable, unperceivable stuff of which the physi-
cal world is made. 


(2) We have already encountered Plato's Forms. They function in the 
Timaeus much as the recipe does in my allegory of the kitchen. They 
provide the models or patterns that the creator will use as its blueprint for 
the things it will make. 


(3) If there is to be a creation, it must be created somewhere and at 
some time. Plato was like many philosophers and scientists who believe 
the world exists inside of something. That something is a very large box 
that includes both space and time. While the world of the Forms is inde-
pendent of space and time, while the Forms are nonspatial and nontem-
poral, every physical object exists in a space-time continuum, Plato taught. 


( 4) Finally, we come to the analogue for the baker, the being respon-
sible for making or creating the cake. Plato describes the creation of the 
world as the work of a divine Craftsman, or Demiurge, who fashions the 
world out of a preexisting matter after the patterns it finds in the world 
of the Forms. It should be obvious that this Craftsman bears no resem-
blance to the God of Judaism and Christianity. The Judea-Christian God 
is personal and almighty. Even if Plato's Demiurge were divine in some 
sense, it is finite; its power is limited by the conditions within which it . 
operates. It can do only so much with the matter that it must work with. 
In chapter 6 we will discover some modifications that Augustine attaches 
to this allegory of the kitchen. 


"\VJhat was Plato's view of God? Any attempt to answer this question 
W is complicated by the fact that Plato's philosophy contains at least 


two candidates for deity. Plato never disavowed the gods of the Olympian 
religion, though this may have been due to concern about public opin-
ion. 27 Even so, his attitude toward the Olympian gods was noncommit-
tal, and it seems likely that he did not believe in them. What complicates 
our understanding of Plato's God is not the case of the Olympian deities; 
it is the presence of at least two other candidates for divinity that appear 
prominently in his writings. One of them is the Craftsman or Demiurge 
of the Timaeus. The other is the Form of the Good that plays such a cen-


27. One of the official charges for which Socrates was tried and executed was impiety 
toward the Olympian gods. 
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tral role in the allegory of the cave. Interpreters of Plato have puzzled 
over the relationship between the Craftsman of the Timaeus and the 
supreme Good of the Republic. No effort to combine these two figures 
into one being has succeeded. Does this mean that Plato leaves his read-
ers with two candidates for God? 


Speaking for Plato, Socrates makes three points about the Form of 
the Good. 28 


(1) The Good is the ultimate end of human life. The highest goal of 
which humans are capable is knowledge of the Good. Without knowl-
edge of the Good, the knowledge of everything else would have no 
value. In comparison with the Good, all else pales in significance. 29 


(2) The Good is the necessary condition of human knowledge. With-
out the Good, the world could not be intelligible and the human mind 
could not be intelligent. Just as light from the sun is necessary to turn 
potential color into actual color, so the light from the Good is necessary 
in order to make knowledge of the other Forms possible.3° If it were not 
for the Form of the Good, no human being could attain knowledge of any 
of the other Forms or of anything else that exists.31 


(3) The Good is also the creative and sustaining cause of the intelli-
gible world, the world outside the cave, the world of the Forms. Plato 
suggests that if the Form of the Good did not exist in some prior capac-
ity, nothing else would exist, including the rest of the Forms.32 


While all of this is interesting, it is impossible to say if Plato himself 
thought of this highest Form, the Good, as his God. We do know that this 
is how Xenocrates (396-315 B.c.), one of his early followers, understood 
the passage. Much later, the identification of God with the Good would 
become one of the more important innovations in Middle Platonism 
(approximately 100 B.c. to A.D . 100). Whatever Plato meant, his language 
sets out a curious parallel to several important elements of the Christian 
concept of God. 


Christians regard God as the crea,tive and sustaining cause of every-
thing else that exists. Unless God exists, nothing else would exist. Chris-
tians also recognize that God is the necessary condition of human 
knowledge. Unless human beings possessed the image of God, they 
would be mere animals, incapable of knowledge. And finally, Christians 
view God as the supreme, absolute, and ultimate end of human life. 


28. See Plato Republic 505a. 
29. See ibid. , 505a-b. 
30. The language here is remarkably similar to things Aristotle says when talking about 


something he calls the active intellect. We will encounter this passage during our discus-
sion of Aristotle 's philosophy. 


31. Plato Republic 508e-509a. 
32. Ibid., 509b. 
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While it would be foolish to read too much into these apparent similari-
ties between Plato's Good and the Judea-Christian concept of God, the 
resemblances are striking. It has led some writers to suggest that Plato's 
discussion of the Good may be the closest any human came this early in 
history to a theistic concept of God outside the influence of Judea-
Christian revelation. Unfortunately, Plato was unable to appreciate what 
he had produced. This is apparent in the fact that Plato failed to build 
upon his suggestions; later in life he abandoned them. Further comments 
about the relationship, if any, between the Craftsman and the Form of 
the Good appear later in this chapter. 


W e have already noted that Plato is an enemy of ethical relativism, the reason being his conviction that the world of the Forms 
includes absolute and unchanging standards of such moral concepts as 
goodness, justice, and virtue. 


Ethics and God 
In one of his earlier writings called the Euthyphro, Plato touches briefly on 
the relationship between moral goodness and God. Plato does this by ask-
ing what has become a well-known question: "Is something good because 
God commands it, or does God command it because it is good?"33 The 
two options can be pictured as follows: 


A B 


God Goodness 


Goodness God 


In the dialogue Plato recommends (B): if God wills x (some act), it 
must be because xis good prior to and independent of God's willing it. 
Plato's reason for rejecting A (that xis good solely because God wills it) 
is because it makes ethics arbitra1y and capricious . If something is good 
only because God wills it, what would prevent God from willing some-
thing else? Or suppose God were to will one kind of behavior on even 
days of the month and the opposite kind of conduct on odd days? This 
would make possible days on which God commands murder, stealing, 
and adultery, instead of forbidding them as he does in the Ten Com-
mandments. If morality is grounded on nothing more than an arbitrary 
command of God, it is possible that God could have commanded us to 


33. Even though the Euthyphro approaches the issue in terms of the gods, the discus-
sion has more relevance for contemporary readers if we change the plural to "God." 
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perform actions that we recognize as immoral. Option A makes ethics 
capricious and arbitrary. 


But the other option (B) is equally unsatisfactory. If the only alterna-
tive to viewing ethics as capricious and arbitrary is believing that what 
God wills must be subordinate to a standard of goodness that is above 
or superior to God, then an important feature of Jewish and Christian 
belief must be abandoned, namely, the conviction that God is supreme 
and sovereign and that nothing is higher than God. Plato's two options 
seem to have trapped us on the horns of a dilemma:34 If we accept A, 
ethics is arbitrary and capricious. If we choose B, God is neither supreme 
nor sovereign. 


The two options presented in the Euthyphro are not exclusive. Both 
of Plato's options (A and B) are inconsistent with important Christian 
beliefs, namely, that God's moral commands are not capricious and that 
nothing is higher than God and stands in judgment over God's actions. 
Rather, in Christian theology, the Good or the moral law functions on the 
same level with God. (The precise sense in which this is true will become 
clear in chapter 6 on Augustine's worldview.) What God wills can never 
conflict with what God is. There is nothing higher than God, but neither 
is what God wills arbitrary. What God wills reflects and is consistent with 
his own eternal nature, which is immutably and necessarily good. 


A third alternative holds that the Good is what God wills; this third 
position goes on to add, however, that God's willing is never arbitrary. 
The Good is defined not merely by God's will but also by God's eternal 
and unchanging nature. 


This third alternative views the Good as identical in some way with 
God. The Good is identical with God's nature (what God is) and with what 
God wills (which is always consistent with God's nature). If there is no 
fundamental conflict between what God is and what God does, and if the 
Good is defined in terms of God's nature, it is impossible for God's moral 
commands to be arbitrary, since they have a ground; moreover, it is also 
impossible for God's moral commands to be grounded on anything higher 
than himself. God's moral law is not arbitrary; it does have a ground. God 
does have a reason for his commands, but that reason is not something 
higher than God himself. Plato himself moved toward a position similar to 
this when in his Republic he identified God with the Good. 


Virtue Versus Commands 
Plato's ethic has nothing to do with commandments, such as we find in 
Judaism and Christianity. Plato ignores commands and places all of his 


34. The phrase "horns of the dilemma" refers to the two options that confront us in a 
dilemma. In the case before us they are that God is higher than the good or that the good 
is higher than God. 
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emphasis upon the importance of virtue or excellence, believing that if 
human beings possess a virtuous character, their conduct will be morally 
acceptable. A so-called virtue ethic has become popular in some con-
temporary circles. 


Students of the New Testament cannot help but notice its emphasis 
upon character and virtue; it is important what kind of people we are 
(see Galatians 5:22-23). But talk about virtue is not sufficient, since not 
any trait of character will do. There are reasons why some human char-
acter is deemed a virtue rather than a vice. A properly virtuous person will 
behave in ways that obey God's commandments. 


The Three Parts of the Human Soul 
While there are two parts of a human being, body and soul, Plato thinks 
there are three parts of the human soul. Plato provides an illustration of 
this last point. He asks us to imagine a charioteer driving a chariot pulled 
by two winged horses, one white and the other black.35 The relevant pas-
sage here is Plato's Phaedrus 254-256. As one commentator explains, the 
black horse 


is ill-bred and ignoble, inclined to pursue brutish pleasures: this one sym-
bolizes the appetitive or concupiscent part of the soul. ... The [white] 
horse is well-bred and noble, inclined to soar upward toward honor and 
glory: this is the spirited part ... of man's soul. Obviously, they represent 
two appetites in man, the desire for sensual satisfaction and the aspira-
tion for success and fame. The driver of these two horses must know 
where he is going, love the better things, and assert his orderly control 
over his unruly steeds: reason ... is this highest part of man's soul. Phi-
losophy is designed to train man's soul so that all three parts work 
together for happiness .36 


Plato makes this threefold distinction because of the obvious con-
flicts humans sense within themselves. The rational part of the human 
soul (the charioteer) seeks the truth and acquires knowledge . The ratio-
nal part of the soul is the seat of human immortality; no animals possess 
this faculty. The spirited and passionate parts of the soul are faculties of 
its irrational side. The spirited part of the soul (the white horse) exem-
plifies anger, resentment, and the desire to excel; the passionate part of 
the soul (the black horse) pursues the pleasures of food, sex, and the 
satisfaction of other bodily desires. It is easy to understand why Plato 
thought it necessary to make a distinction between the spirit and pas-
sions . When people yield to temptation, they can become angry with 
themselves. 


35. The colors of the horses have no reference to racial or ethnic considerations. 
36. Vernon]. Bourke, History of Ethics (Garden City, N.Y.: Image Books, 1970), 1:27. 
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The Four Cardinal Virtues 
For Plato, there are four basic kinds of virtue, called the cardinal virtues: 
temperance, courage, wisdom, and justice. Temperance or self-control is 
the proper virtue of the passions. Courage means fortitude in the face of 
adversity, which is what the spirited part of the human soul requires. Wis-
dom means excellence in selecting the proper means to an end; its rela-
tion to the rational part of the soul should be obvious. The fourth virtue, 
what Plato calls justice, is the overarching virtue that is present when 
humans are temperate, courageous, and wise. Our picture of the four car-
dinal virtues and their relation to the parts of the soul looks like this: 


Reason-Wisdom 
Spirit-Courage 


Passions-Temperance 
and Justice, the virtue of the entire person 


when the other virtues are present 


Plato's account of the righteous or just human person takes us back to 
his example of the charioteer and the two horses. To assure that the chariot 
reaches its destination, the charioteer must know when to rein in one horse 
and give free rein to its pa1tner. Plato's picture allows him to say that the just 
man or woman is one in whom reason rules the passions and the spirit. 


Plato never completed his system, and this meant he never resolved a number of important questions that arise in his writings. Many later 
developments in Platonism were attempts to resolve those questions. Four 
of these unresolved questions have special relevance to developments 
within Platonism during the early Christian era. 


The first question resulted from Plato's failure to remove the ambigui-
ties in his view of God. We have already noted the two major candidates for 
Plato's God: the supreme principle, which in the Republic he calls the Form 
of the Good; and the Craftsman, or Derniurge, who brings the material world 
into existence, as described in the Timaeus. It is difficult to produce from 
Plato's writings any systematic and coherent theory of God, although sev-
eral attempts to produce such a theory have been made. According to one 
of these, both the Good and the Craftsman may be considered to be God, 
because they are different ways of looking at the same being: the Good is 
God as he is in himself, whereas the Craftsman is God in relation to the 
world. A different interpretation sees the Craftsman, while still a divine being 
in some sense, as subordinate to the supreme being, the Good. 


One of the more important features of the later thinkers known as 
Middle Platonists was their adoption of the view that there is only one 


Figure 3.13 


Unresolved 
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in Plato's 
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God who should be identified with Plato's Good. The identification of 
God with the Good became quite common in the period of time dated 
roughly from the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C. to A.D. 400-500. 


A second unanswered question in Plato's system concerns the rela-
tion between God and Plato's world of the Forms. If the Craftsman of the 
Timaeus was Plato's God, then there is a sense in which the Forms are 
above God. At the least, they exist independent of the Craftsman, whose 
creative power is limited by them. If Plato's God is the Good, then the 
other Forms are subordinate in some sense to God. Plato teaches that the 
other Forms depend on the Good for their existence. The importance of 
this question becomes evident in the later systems of the Jewish thinker 
Philo (who died about A.D. 50) and the Middle Platonists . The Middle Pla-
tonists set forward the suggestion that the eternal Forms are ideas that 
subsist eternally in the mind of God. Centuries later Augustine made this 
concept a cornerstone of his theory of knowledge. 


The third unresolved problem in Plato's system is his failure to bridge 
the great gap he established between his two worlds . How is the eternal, 
unchanging, immaterial, and ideal world of the Forms related to the tem-
poral, changing, corporeal, and imperfect world of particular things? 
Given the extreme separation between them in Plato's system, how could 
any Platonist hope to bring them together? 


Plato's system has a fourth unanswered question, namely, the lack of 
an adequate answer to the question of how human beings attain knowl-
edge of the ideal world and of the good God who exists in that world. 
Plato's claim that humans apprehend the ideal world through reason does 
not answer the question; it only tells us where to look for an answer. 
Throughout his life, Plato sought an answer in several different myths and 
metaphors. One of these is his famous allegory of the cave, but, like most 
of his efforts, it ends up using unanalyzed metaphors. In some of his mid-
dle dialogues, such as the Meno and Phaedo, he suggested an answer 
based on the myth of reincarnation. If reincarnation were true, then pre-
sumably the immortal human soul would have to dwell somewhere 
between incarnations . If we assume that during these intervals the soul 
rises to the world of the Forms, it would be possible for the soul, unen-
cumbered by its bodily prison, to see or view the Forms as they are. Of 
course, once the soul descended into another body, it would forget its 
vision of the Forms. But assorted experiences in life could bring some 
people to the point where a dim memory or recollection of the Forms 
could make knowledge possible . Many scholars doubt that the mature 
Plato meant this story to be understood literally. This doubt is supported 
by Plato's failure to utilize the doctrine of recollection in his later writings. 


A clue to Plato's possible dissatisfaction with his earlier attempts to 
answer this problem may appear in the complicated argument of one of 
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his dialogues, the Parmenides. In this, his most puzzling work, Plato 
describes an imaginary conversation between a very young Socrates and 
Parmenides, the greatest of the pre-Socratic philosophers. Parmenides 
challenges Socrates' belief in the theory of the Forms by using a series of 
arguments that Socrates apparently is unable to answerY Our present 
question arises out of one of these arguments. Parmenides tries to get 
Socrates to see that once he admits a radical disparity between the world 
of the Forms and the world of bodies, he is faced with a whole series of 
problems. For one thing, Socrates admits that human beings are bound 
by their bodies to the lower world. But the only objects of true knowl-
edge exist in the higher, nonmaterial world. If humans are stuck down 
here and the only possible objects of knowledge are up there, how can 
any human being ever know anything? Moreover, God is up there, in the 
world of the Forms. Consequently, Socrates' doctrine (which is really 
Plato's) also implies the impossibility of any human knowledge about 
God. As if this were not bad enough, God, who dwells in the world of 
the Forms and who has perfect knowledge of all the Forms, is precluded 
from knowing anything that exists in the physical world. And since 
human beings exist in the physical world, this means that God cannot 
have knowledge about any human being. While Socrates agrees that 
depriving God of any knowledge would be a monstrous thing, he offers 
no escape from the skeptical trap laid by Parmenides.38 


In the work of later Platonists, this aspect of Plato's system evolved 
into a kind of general agnosticism with regard to the nature of God. As 
Philo, the Middle Platonists, and the Gnostics saw it, the good God is 
completely transcendent and is thus essentially unknowable . The earliest 
Christians, however, had a far different view. "In the past," they believed, 
"God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and 
in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, 
whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the 
universe" (Hebrews 1:1-2). 


Rationalism and Empiricism 
• The debate between rationalists and empiricists is one of the peren-nial disputes in philosophy. Since the disagreement will be such a 


central issue in the worldview chapters of part 1, it seems wise to intro-
duce the controversy now rather than later. Plato, Plotinus, and Augus-
tine are rationalists, in spite of differences among their systems. Aristotle 


37. It is clear that the historical Socrates did not hold to the theory of the Forms; the 
concept was Plato's. 


38. See Plato Parmenides 134c-e. Gordon Clark provides an excellent introduction to 
the problems generated by this dialogue in Tbales to Dewey, 85-90. 
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is an empiricist, as were the ancient atomists. The task of identifying 
where to place Aquinas in this debate is more difficult, as we will see. 


I have found it helpful on occasion to borrow a teaching tool from 
Aristotle called the square of opposition. Aristotle used the device to illus-
trate logical relationships that exist among the four basic kinds of cate-
gorical propositions. A categorical proposition exhibits the form "Sis P," 
where Sis some subject and Pis some predicate.39 The four kinds of cat-
egorical propositions and their place in the square of opposition are as 
follows: 


(A) All S is P (E) No S is P 


(I) Some S is P (0) Some S is not P 


For convenience, the four kinds of propositions were named after the 
first four vowels; hence we get the A, E, I, and 0 propositions. Aristotle 
gave names to the various logical relationships among these four types 
of propositions. For our purposes the most important relationship is that 
of contradiction, the relation between the A and the 0 and between the 
E and the I propositions. When two propositions are contradictory, it fol-
lows that if one is true (A, let us say), then the other (in this case, 0) is 
necessarily false; and if one is false, the other is necessarily true. 


We can illustrate our four propositions fmther by substituting for the 
variables (S, P) so that we get the following: 


(A) All elephants are mammals. 


(I) Some elephants are mammals. 


(E) No elephants are mammals. 


(0) Some elephants are not 
mammals. 


In the case of these examples, the A and I propositions are true, and the 
others are false. 


A Definition of Rationalism and Empiricism 
Applying the square of opposition to the four possible positions on the 
issue of rationalism and empiricism, we get the following: 


39. Two other types of statements are worth noting. A hypothetical statement exhibits 
the form "If S, then P" A disjunctive statement exhibits the form "either S or P " 
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(A) All human knowledge 
arises from sense experience. 


(I) Some human knowledge 
arises from sense experience. 


(E) No human knowledge 
arises from sense experience. 


(0) Some human knowledge 
does not arise from sense 
experience. 40 


Which of these four options should be viewed as statements of the 
positions we have called empiricism and rationalism? Empiricism, as I use 
the term, is identical with the A position, that all human knowledge arises 
from sense experience. When we examine the epistemologies of such 
empiricists as Aristotle and John Locke, this was their position. And what 
about rationalism? Here we encounter a problem. Except for those times 
when I am talking about Plato's brand of rationalism, my definition of 
rationalism is the 0 position, that humans possess some knowledge that 
does not arise from sense perception. For the rest of this discussion, how-
ever, and its continuation in chapter 4, we need to remember that Plato's 
rationalism is defined by the E position. That is, Plato did not allow any 
instance of genuine knowledge to arise from sense experience. I suspect 
we could find a few other thinkers in the history of philosophy who also 
thought this way. But Plato's extremism in this matter should not draw 
attention away from the fact that rationalism is best understood as the 
more modest assertion that some human knowledge arises from a source 
other than sense experience. 


One reason why Plato took the more extreme position of holding that 
no human knowledge arises from sense experience is because he held 
the standards of knowledge so high that no human awareness to which 
sensation made any contribution could qualify as knowledge. Indeed, 
Plato thought that no awareness of any particular thing existing in this 
physical world could count as knowledge. It is worth noting that the 


40. While the simplicity of my formulation presents several advantages, it can be faulted 
for being too simple. For one thing, it eliminates a major qualification of contemporary 
empiricism, namely, the admission that human knowledge of logical and mathematical 
truths is not derived from sense experience. Some twentieth-centwy empiricists called log-
ical positivists maintained that the truths of mathematics and logic are tautologies. That is, 
they are redundant statements that convey no new information about reality. This factor 
could be plugged into our formulation by making the A proposition read "All nontauto-
logical human knowledge arises from sense experience" and making the 0 proposition 
read "Some nontautological human knowledge does not arise from sense experience ." 
Since I am seeking the simplest possible way of stating my point, I have decided to omit 
these and other qualifications that a more technical discussion would require. Any reader 
who wishes may add the qualification throughout the subsequent discussion. It should be 
understood, however, that there are good reasons to believe that the logical positivist 
account of logical and mathematical truth as empty tautology is incorrect. This may help 
to explain why it is so difficult to find any living logical positivists. 


Figure 3.16 
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Christian rationalist Augustine believed that human knowledge (scientia) 
could sometimes arise through the senses. 41 


Being a rationalist does not require one to believe that every item of 
human knowledge comes from a source other than the senses. That per-
son is a rationalist (in my sense) who believes that only one item of 
human knowledge has a nonsensory source. But the empiricist must be 
prepared to show how every instance of human knowledge has sense 
experience as its necessary and sufficient condition. As the history of phi-
losophy makes clear, that is a formidable task. 


One more point must be made about empiricism. Not only is it the 
belief that all knowledge is derived from sense experience, but also it is 
the denial of the existence of any innate ideas, a term that we'll explore 
more fully in later chapters. For now, it is sufficient to know that an innate 
idea, if such there be, is an instance of human knowledge that is inborn 
(present implicitly in the human mind from birth). The word implicitly is 
crucial in this analysis. I am not saying that humans can be conscious or 
aware of such ideas from the moment of birth. Various things must hap-
pen along the way, as humans grow up and mature, that make it possi-
ble for those implicit items of knowledge to become explicit. All of this 
should be clear by the time we finish chapter 7. 


41. See Augustine On the Trinity 15.12. 21, where he wrote, "Far be it from us to doubt 
the truth of what we have learned by the bodily senses. " 
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OPTIONAL WRITING ASSIGNMENT 
Without using either the text or your notes , write an essay to a friend 


or a family member who is unfamiliar with philosophy explaining the 
nature and importance of Plato's theory of the Forms. 
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