
Philosophy for 
beginners

Week 4.  10th October 2018:  Plato



Recap

■ ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’

■ Socratic method

■ Meno’s slave

■ The soul is a charioteer…



Anthony Gottlieb, 
The Dream of Reason



Class aims

■ Introduce Plato’s account of knowledge in the Republic

■ Discuss the Divided Line analogy

■ Evaluate Plato’s arguments for reason over the senses

■ Argue whether beauty is in the eye of the beholder, or 

belonging to a more universal dimension of Truth



Knowledge is innate…

■ Meno’s slave recalled knowledge through logical 

questioning

■ Truth is something divine and eternal, like the 

soul

■ Meno’s slave was unable to grasp it before 

because the body too often consumes one’s 

attention, like the chariot

■ Whilst true opinion is a helpful guide, 

philosophical knowledge requires we discover the 

reasons that support its basis as truth

■ But Socrates still hasn’t explained whether virtue 

can be taught. It isn’t just divinely given…



Plato – The Republic

■ A foundational work in the history of Philosophy

■ Begins with the question of what Justice is and the 

question of what the ideally Just State would look 

like

■ Criticises democracy as encouraging opinion over 

truth, crowd-pleasing and rhetoric over expert 

knowledge

■ Argues that government should instead by run by 

experts, just as we’d use experts for other fields

■ We can define experts as those who have 

knowledge, but what exactly is knowledge itself? 

How can we claim to know what is just?



Knowledge vs opinion

■ In the Republic, Socrates will explore 

this question by separating knowledge 

from opinion.

■ In groups of 3, let’s try to answer 

Socrates’ challenge – what are some 

of the criteria we can use for 

distinguishing knowledge from 

opinion?



‘Now take a line which has been cut into two unequal 

parts, and divide each of them again in the same 

proportion, and suppose the two main divisions to 

answer, one to the visible and the other to the 

intelligible, and then compare the subdivisions in 

respect of their clearness and want of clearness, and 

you will find that the first section in the sphere of the 

visible consists of images. And by images I mean, in 

the first place, shadows, and in the second place, 

reflections in water and in solid, smooth and polished 

bodies and the like: Do you understand?

… Imagine, now, the other section, of which this is 

only the resemblance, to include the animals which 

we see, and everything that grows or is made.’ 

- Republic



Divided Line

■ Plato separates the visible from the intelligible.

■ Knowledge begins with opinion or illusion (A, 

eikaisia), developing into belief about visible 

things (B, pistis). 

■ From (C, dianoia) it develops into the intelligible, 

becoming thought that uses hypotheses to 

develop some ideas e.g. geometry and number, 

but remains dependent on physical likenesses. 

■ From (D, noesis) it becomes understanding, 

using ideas involving the good itself, 

approaching the first principle or truth of things.



How does Plato compare to others we have studied so far?



Summary of Socrates’ views 
on knowledge

■ It must be Objective rather than Subjective

■ It must be unchanging

■ It must be certain

■ It must be of what is Real – what truly is

■ It must be Universal – i.e. true in all time and 

in all places

■ Note the closeness to a mathematical view of 

knowledge – the possible influence of 

Pythagoras on Plato



Where does knowledge come from?

■ So if this is what knowledge is, we need to ask 

how this might come about – how do we get

knowledge

■ Does how we get to this knowledge influence our 

view of whether it really should count as 

knowledge at all

■ Again in your groups try to come up with as many 

ways you can think of as to how we ordinarily 

acquire knowledge, then begin to think about 

whether or not it passes the ‘test’ of adequacy 

that Plato has presented us with



Where does knowledge come 
from?

■ From experience

■ From the testimony of others

■ From rational calculation

■ Other sources?



■ Plato and Socrates will argue that knowledge cannot 

come from experience, despite what we may think. 

Why? 

■ Sense experience is inherently subjective – it depends 

on our ‘point of view’, as well what we bring to our 

sense experience (our personal history)

■ Sense experience is a physical process but this means 

that the objects of sense experience cannot be 

unchanging – all physical objects are subject to 

change and decay

■ So not only do the sense not give us knowledge, 

physical objects themselves cannot be the objects of 

knowledge

■ Sense experience only gives us things which ‘are’ in a 

relative way – things are large or small, or beautiful or 

ugly only in comparison to something else



Plato’s criticisms of sense 
experience

■ So, controversially, Plato will conclude that sense 

experience cannot give us true knowledge at all

■ At best it can only give us ‘opinion’ (doxa)

■ But if knowledge doesn’t come about by physical 

sense experience at all, how else might we get it?



Characteristics of knowledge 
so far:

■ Objective

■ Universal – true in all times and places

■ Necessary/Essential – it has to be this way, 

rather than contingent/accidental (e.g. Truths 

of mathematics)

■ Eternal /Unchanging – it concerns purely 

what is





What makes these different,  yet the 
same?



Knowledge by concepts

■ Plato is getting us to realise that we know 

things by forming a concept of them, not just 

from physical interaction with things via sense 

experience

■ I have to be able to apply a concept to 

something in order to ‘know’ it at all



Knowledge by concepts

■ If we do not have a concept for something, we 

don’t seem to be able to know it all

■ Notice something about the structure of 

concepts – they are Universal concepts that 

apply to particular things

■ So one clue might be to look for how 

knowledge of universal concepts comes 

about



Knowledge by Concepts

■ The concept ‘dog’ is a Universal, i.e. it applies to all

the things that are dogs

■ Each individual dog is a particular instance of the 

Universal kind

■ Therefore knowledge of concepts is knowledge of 

Universals

■ Knowledge of Universals has to come before

knowledge of particulars via sense experience

■ Why? Because the examples of recognition show 

that we have to have the concept first before we can 

recognise something as being a particular instance 

of the Universal kind



Knowledge by concepts

■ Let’s go back to our examples of dogs: what 

happens when we are able to ‘apply the 

concept ‘Dog’ to all the different particular 

instances of dogs? 

■ There must be some sense in which we can 

grasp that these different things are in some 

way the same (i.e. they are the same in that 

they are all dogs)

■ But this means that we must already have the 

concepts of ‘same’ and ‘different’ in order to 

recognise physical objects



Knowledge by concepts

■ But where do we get our knowledge of the 

concepts of Same and Different from?

■ We can’t get these from sense experience 

either, because each example of sameness or 

difference we come across in experience must 

themselves be either similar or different, and 

then we couldn’t recognise these as such

■ Again, the knowledge of the Universal concept 

has to come before our ability to recognise 

physical particulars



Knowledge OF Concepts

■ Think now about more ‘abstract’ concepts, 

such as Equality, Sameness, Beauty, Goodness 

and so on

■ In sense experience we only ever come across 

particular examples of equality, beauty, 

goodness and so on

■ We never ‘see’ beauty in itself (the Universal) 

but only a particular physical example of it

■ But we cannot recognise the different examples 

unless we already had the concept



Is beauty in the eye of the 
beholder?

Or does it reflect an underlying, universal form?

What do you think of Plato’s account of beauty so far?



Theory of the Forms

■ So, Plato, concludes, we do not just know 

things by the use of concepts

■ We must know the concepts themselves

■ And we have seen that these concepts cannot 

be themselves be physical objects known in 

sense experience

■ Plato call these concepts Ideas (eidos), which is 

often translated as Forms



The Forms

■ The real world is the world of Ideas, which 

contains the Ideal Forms of Everything

■ We are born with the concepts of these Ideal 

Forms in our minds

■ The illusory world in which we live – the world 

of the senses – contains imperfect copies of 

the Ideal Forms

■ We recognise things in the world, such as dogs, 

because we recognise they are imperfect 

copies of the concepts in our minds

■ Everything in this world is a shadow of its Ideal 

Form in the world of Ideas 





■ Underlying all specific forms of a thing – be it a 

beautiful object, a cat, a dog, a cup of coffee…

■ Is an underlying Idea or ‘Form’, a feature they all 

share in common

■ The Forms are pure, non-physical ideas of concepts 

which exist in a different world to this one

■ They are the true objects of knowledge in that they are 

Objective, Necessary, Universal and Eternal 

■ They are what is truly real, as opposed to physical 

objects which are merely sort of real



■ Plato thinks we do have some knowledge of the forms 

because we are able to use abstract universal 

concepts, even when we do not have a physical or 

sensory representation of these concepts

■ This comes from recollection of our immortal souls…



The Forms and Recollection

■ So, given that we do seem to have this kind of 

knowledge, it cannot come from sense-

experience: so where does it come from?

■ Think back to the Meno…

■ The immortality of the soul! Our soul was in 

contact with the forms when it left our body 

and we can be led to remember this experience 

when led by the right sort of philosophical 

questioning



Summary
■ So real knowledge and the real world does not 

come from sensory experience of the physical world

■ The real world is the eternal, non-changing world of 

the pure ideas or concepts of things – the Forms

■ Physical objects are what they are because they 

“participate” in the Form

■ The relationship of physical particulars to the 

Universal Forms is like that of the copy to the 

original

■ True knowledge is really a matter of coming to 

remember what we have forgotten because of our 

immersion in the sensory world of the body

■ Philosophical questioning can lead us to knowledge



Class recap

■ Introduce Plato’s account of knowledge in the Republic

■ Discuss the Divided Line analogy

■ Evaluate Plato’s arguments for reason over the senses

■ Argue whether beauty is in the eye of the beholder, or 

belonging to a more universal dimension of Truth


