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2. ‘Although the work of Plato has been criticised by many philosophers, both early and contemporary ones, there is no doubt that his work has played a central role in the history of ideas and the development of contemporary philosophy. A great many of the issues and concerns of modern philosophers were originally taken up by Plato, some 2,300 years earlier’ (RH, Lecture for CSPH7040). Discuss. In your discussion, you should incorporate an assessment of Plato’s contribution to epistemology.

Plato’s epistemology is derived from his metaphysical framework and thus any discussion of platonic epistemology will include a treatment of Plato’s claims about the nature of reality because “it is difficult to separate Plato’s epistemology from his ontology” (Copleston, 1946, p.142). In addressing Plato’s epistemology and ontology, this essay will argue that there is merit in Plato’s understanding of the limits of human knowledge and the fallibility of our perceptions. Plato’s allegory of the cave sheds light on the restrictions placed on human consciousness and warns against complacency in our pursuit of the truth, this is applicable to society today. 
However, whilst Plato’s commitment to a dualist metaphysic appeals to the theologically minded, it is too willing to infer a world of permanence from a world of flux. Furthermore, the Platonic claim that for knowledge to be complete it must be unchanging and universal is too demanding and fails to acknowledge the frailty of the human condition.  However, the appeal to universals in the face of relativism and subjectivity may offer solutions to our epistemic doubts. 
Plato’s construal of human knowledge is explicated in his allegory of the cave. The allegory presents to the reader images which provide epistemic insights. In The Republic, Plato describes a cave which contains prisoners, the prisoners are fixed by chains so as to restrict their view so that they can “only look straight ahead of them and cannot turn their heads” (Plato, 1987, p.256). Shadows are cast against the wall visible to the prisoners by a fire out of sight, the shadows are created by a series of puppets which are processed along a path which lies between the fire and the captives.  The puppets are “figures of men and animals made of wood and stone” (Plato, 1987, p.256). The prisoners are unaware of their predicament, having been captive since childhood they have no knowledge of the cave behind them or the world which lies above the surface. Their reality is restricted to the wall in front of them and the shadows which they consider to be real objects. 
Plato’s allegory introduces a perennial problem in epistemology: the reliability of our perceptions. Our perceptions which give us sense-impressions (touch, sight, and smell) are the medium through which we access the external world. However, it remains unanswered as to whether or not these perceptions give us a true account of the world as it exists independently of our minds and objects in and of themselves. Kant would later demarcate this distinction with the phenomenal world of experience and the noumenal world beyond our perception – the thing-in-itself (S.Korner, 1984, p.96). 
Copleston (1946) gives two reasons for Plato’s rejection of sense-perception as knowledge i) some knowledge is not the result of sense-perception, for example mathematics or the knowledge of a person’s character is not given in “bare sensation”(p.145). ii) “truth is given in reflection […] the railway lines appear to converge: it is in intellectual reflection that we know that they are really parallel” (p.145-146).  
However, whilst a priori reasoning is not a product of bare sensation it does not occur independently of sense-perception. Sense-perception is required to have an education in mathematical concepts and geometry. Furthermore, moral judgements require observation of the natural world and the effects of moral decisions. The virtues, also, can be apprehended through sense-perception, such as acts we label as courageous or magnanimous. Whilst our sense-perceptions are fallible and occasionally misleading – such as the refraction of objects in water - and require further reasoning for their justification, these justifications are themselves the product of further sense-perception and observing patterns in phenomena over time. These debates have continued to inspire modern philosophers and will be further discussed. 
The allegory of the cave offers an exposition of both Plato’s metaphysic and his epistemology. The former is demonstrated through the two worlds depicted in the allegory: the world inside the cave and the world outside the cave. For Plato, these two locations represent Plato’s dualism, his belief in two realities: the world of experience and the world of rationality. Plato’s inspiration for such a metaphysic was a product of his concern for a priori reasoning: the domain of mathematical theorems and ethical definitions. However, for Plato the distinction between a priori and a posteriori extends beyond the epistemological to the metaphysical and his belief in “a level of reality more ultimate than the senses show us, and a corresponding knowledge attainable only by reason”(Lee, in Plato, 1987 p.205). 
The world outside of the cave represents ultimate reality, illuminated by the light of the sun – “the upward progress of the mind into the intelligible region” (Plato, 1987, p.260). This world is the domain of the Philosopher Ruler, who has ascended from the world of ignorance into the light of day. Whilst Plato’s depiction of the cave and the world above is symbolic, his commitment to two realms of existence and of knowing, is a metaphysical one. Two realities exist independently of one another, the cave is the world that humans presently occupy, and the surface of the cave is a superior world – the World of the Forms. 
A number of epistemological claims are made in Plato’s analogy. The prisoners within the cave represent humankind. The prisoners persist in a state of ignorance unaware of their predicament; to the prisoners, truth is as it appears to them in the shadows. Plato postulates that this is the position held by the majority of humanity, who fail to recognise the fallibility of the senses and their own lack of knowledge. 
These epistemological concerns were later taken up by the existentialist philosophers who drew attention to the human tendency to live unauthentic lives and to accept the roles they have imbued through socialisation. These roles are unauthentic because they are not a product of choice, but of societal expectation or bad faith. This role expectation was a particular concern of the feminist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir  (1908-86) who argued that the socially constructed expectation of women was that of the ‘second sex’ – an oppressed individual who’s role is not the product of nature but of a patriarchal culture which idealises feminine behaviour: “[o]ne is not born, but rather one becomes a woman” (Beauvoir, 1997, p.295). Like Plato, the existentialists require that we consider the authenticity of our existence and the extent to which our behaviours are a result of choice rather than the product of the ideology we have inculcated. 
Furthermore, the prisoners are not only tricked by the shadows in front of them but are inhibited by the chains which restrict their movement. The chains prevent the prisoners from turning to face the true origin of the shadows – the puppets carried in front of the fire which generates perceptions within the cave.  The puppets are closer to truth than their shadows on the interior of the cave, however, they are themselves imitations of reality – the world beyond the cave.  
Pappas (2000) claims that “revolutionary political thinkers owe a debt to Plato, for imagining radical change instead of reform” (p.152). Radical change was later championed by the modern political philosopher Karl Marx, who again referred to the metaphor of chains when describing human consciousness. Marx, like Plato, believed that humanity existed in a state of ignorance about its true nature. Marx is clearer in his claim that the chains on human thinking are the agents of ruling class ideology:
“The ruling ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class.” (Karl Marx & Frederich Engels, 2018, p.58)
Today this can be witnessed in the role of the mass media, which generates a false class consciousness amongst the many who fail to recognise their own exploitation by the capitalist class. The media acts as a chain on our thinking, distorting reality to preserve the power of the bourgeoisie. For example, the divide and conquer tactics of the press offer a distraction from the true causes of inequality. In the cave the “prisoners who squint at and squabble over shadows represent all those citizens who believe what politicians and artists tell them” (Pappas, 2000, p.147). 
Plato warns that the human condition is inclined to accept convention and the status-quo, the ascent into knowledge is a painful one and the light of the sun would hurt so that the enlightened “would turn back and retreat to the things he could see properly” (Plato, 1987, p. 257).  Knowledge is likely to challenge and require self-improvement in those who are exposed to it; the many appear to prefer the certainty and comfort of their preconceptions. 

Plato’s analogy of the cave is not only a warning against complacency, but a caution against dogmatism. There is too often a propensity to make epistemological claims about that which we cannot be certain, for example, the existence of God, the afterlife, and moral absolutes. Plato, of course, deploys an epistemic dogmatism in response to the uncertainty of the material world – it would have been advisable to accept agnosticism over such matters. Plato’s allegory is a lesson on the boundaries placed on human knowledge: the limits of sense-perception and the culture we imbibe. 
Whilst Plato shared the scepticism of his contemporaries with regards to the reliability of sense-perception, his quest for realism and rejection of relativism would propel him to postulate another world beyond that of sense-perception a world of epistemological and ontological absolutes: 
“[Plato] will not accept universal relativism: on the contrary, knowledge, absolute and infallible knowledge, is attainable, but it cannot be the same as sense-perception, which is relative, elusive and subject to the influence of all sorts of temporary influences” (Copleston, 1946, p.149)
Whilst Plato is wise to be cautious of the fallibility of sense-perception and the obstruction of temporary influences, it appears that he commits a value-judgement in his supposition that for knowledge to be complete it must be absolute. This supposition fails to recognise the importance of tentative wisdom practiced in the natural sciences, which allows knowledge to develop and grow over time. Furthermore, his absolutism fails to recognise the nuances and pragmatism required in practical ethics. Plato’s rejection of relativism is likely to appeal to our intuitions, but it is too willing to assume that the world is teleological in nature, when one could reasonably infer uncertainty from our lived experience. 
At the heart of Plato’s epistemology is the Theory of Forms, the word form is taken from the Greek eidos or idea, however, idea should not be read as a subjective concept, instead the Forms are a series of absolutes or unchanging objects (Lee, in Plato, 1987, p.204). Forms are epistemologically important because they provide an aetiology of all phenomena. The Forms are depicted in the allegory of the cave, they dwell in “the upper world outside the cave […] the objects themselves” (Plato, 1987, p.258).
Plato was inspired by the Heraclitan doctrine of flux (Copleston, 1946, p.149). Flux, which can be interpreted as change or motion, permeates our world. For Heraclitus and Plato, knowledge or episteme must be unchanging and permanent. Heraclitus postulated a oneness in the underlying structure of the universe, whereas Plato espouses a Theory of Forms. Forms are ontological absolutes which are the causal foundation of physical objects. Forms are perfect models for everything in existence, as such they are instantiated in Particulars. 
Particulars are the objects within the tangible world, the shadows which are perceived by the prisoners. A particular X participates in the Form of X, which is the ultimate X. The Forms supervene on the Particulars, so that instantiations of beauty are a result of the Form of Beauty. The special relationship between Forms and Particulars is referred to in the Greek as parousia meaning presence and the Particulars are said to share (metechein) in the Forms (Lee, in Plato, 1987, p.206). The goal of the philosopher is to reach beyond the particulars and grasp that which they metechein in, to look beyond beautiful objects in the sensible world and to delight in “beauty itself”, however, these are “likely to be few” (Plato, 1987, p.209). 
Plato (1987) observed that certain qualities are never fully instantiated in Particulars. Beautiful objects are never fully beautiful and just acts are never fully just. However, there are points of comparison between those objects and acts which share similar characteristics, therefore there must exist a Form or absolute of such qualities to explain their relation to one another. Otherwise, notions of beauty and justice could not exist, however, experience demonstrates that those qualities do exist in particular objects – although mutable and incomplete. 
Plato’s conception of Forms may be referred to as the one over the many, the one refers to the unifying quality of the Particulars: 
“beauty in itself or any eternally unchanging form of beauty in itself or any eternally unchanging form of beauty … beauty is really one, and justice one, and so on” (Plato, 1987, p.214)
Acording to Plato those who fail to comprehend the “eternal and immutable” Forms are “lost in multiplicity and change” (Plato, 1987, p.216). Whilst one can agree with Plato, that the Particulars are finite and corruptible, it is less clear why we should assume that there must be an obsolute of each property. It would be more reasonable to conclude that asthetic and moral absolutes are conceptual rather than metaphysical. Perhaps ‘perfection’ has no ontological grounding and instead exists only as a mental concept. 
Knowledge of Particulars leads to doxa (belief or opinion) rather than episteme (knowledge) (Lee, in Plato, p.205).  So, Plato is willing to concede that our sense-perception is of some value, but only insofar as it leads to knowledge of the ultimate. “[O]pinion grasps something” - it is intermediate between ignorance (what is not) and knowledge (what is) (Plato, 1987, p.213).  Sense-perception gives rise to the intermediate stage of opinion, however, it remains unclear how Plato expects human minds which are preoccupied with doxa to arrive at episteme. Plato fails to fully articulate how it is possible to comprehend the Form of Justice, for example, from many incomplete particulars of justice.  Thus, we may prefer to live as though justice-in-iteslf existed despite our inability to perceive it. 
The Theory of Forms would secure an epistemological realism that grounds truth claims with a point of reference. These truth claims could then be judged according to an ontological ideal.  However, the scientific method has replaced the need for such certainty. Scientific hypotheses are subject to verification and falsification and no longer require the epistemological certainty necessitated by Platonic metaphysics. Tentative knowledge provided by the natural sciences has offered pragmatic solutions to real life problems in a way the World of Forms failed to actualise. Plato’s student,  Aristotle (1981), rejected the possibility of a Form of Science for the very reason that the scientific method varied in its pursuits and cannot be reduced to one endeavour (p.70) .  Pappas  (2000) notes that whilst the Forms may funtion as an early scientific theory and that modern physicicists also postulate non-emprical hypotheses: 
“[w]e swallow talk of atoms and black holes because those things form part of a broad and instructive account of the world.” (p.153) 
Wheras Plato’s account of the world is exclusive and fails to offer solutions to our lived experience in a way that we would expect from a genuine science. However, the Forms as ideals are important if we desire to safeguard against the notion that truth is entirely relative. Our intuitions tell us that moral claims, for example, are dependent upon some epistemological absolute and it is difficult to achieve this without some metaphysical foundation. This is pertinent when making claims about what actions are right and wrong and in what way we may wish to structure society. The Forms may function as “an ideal pattern […] when we tried to say what justice and injustice are in themselves” (Plato, 1987, p.201) .
The Theory of Forms lacks the plausibility it achieved in relation to conceptual ideals when we apply it to physical objects. Many would find it incredulous to talk of Forms existing in relation to every object that had existed in the material world. Do Forms exist, for example, for each species of dog? Do Forms exist for vices and disease? Does the World of Forms have room for dinosaurs and artifical-intelligence?  Whilst these questions are glib, we would expect a valid and instructive metaphysic to exclude such speculation. These considerations lead Pappas (2000) to conclude that the Forms only funtion for moral qualities: 
“[p]eople do not enter into disputes over whether a thing is light or heavy, is or is not a dog. Only issues of value produce such intractable disagreement.” (p.134)
The Forms offer a reassurance that moral debates are not simply subjective and that social mores are not reduced to personal preference. Whilst the Forms furnish a separate realm of existence “[t]he point is still to understand this world” and to remind us that “there is a point to discussing the justice of laws or the beauty of colors” (Pappas, 2000, p.153 - 154).  Moral qualities fit the criteria demanded of Plato for an immutable standard of knowledge because “a courageous act does not decay into a cowardly one” (Pappas, 2000 p.134). However, this may say more about the human desire for moral objectivity than it does for the veracity of moral absolutes. 
For Plato, the underlying reality of the physical world is a series of Universals – the World of Forms. The World of Forms is the culmination of Plato’s desire for an “eternal reality” a “realm unaffected by the vicissitudes of change and decay” (Plato, 1987, p.217).  The metaphysical argument for Universals recognises that properties are present in objects. The property redness, for example, inheres in a red ball, two red balls can be numerically identical. Therfore redness cannot be a Particular, because Particulars cannot be wholly present in more than one place whereas Universals can be present in more than one place.  However, not all objects with common properties have strict numerical identity. To say someone has the ‘same eyes’ expresses qualitative identity – similarity rather than quantity (Garrett, 2006, p.40 – 41). 
Universals are abstract-objects which, according to Plato, exist beyond the world of appearance. Universals are unchanging, absolute, and perfect entities which provide an ontological foundation for all objects, properties, relations and concepts which are known to mortal minds. Copleston (1946) refers to Universals as “those judgements in which we think we attain knowledge of the essentially stable and abiding” for example, the morally descriptive term “good” which we refer to as an absolute and universal judgement (p.150).
The semantic argument for Universals recognises that we use language referentially, when we say x is a horse, we have in mind an object of reference. Plato thought this also extended to abstract concepts e.g justice. It remains unclear why we cannot be refering to the Particular when we use language referetially. Alternatively, meaning may derive from “within some linguistic community” – “the reference of a word, if it has one, is irrelevant to its meaning” (Garrett, 2006, p.40). 
Knowledge of universals is the ultimate source of knowledge, once we have a definiton of the ultimate Universal  we have optimal knowledge. However, as Copleston (1946) notes a theory of Universals requires that we postulate a world which is more real than the world of sense-perception and we are then left with an epistemic “gulf” (p.151) between the world we inhabit and the world of true knowledge.  Plato’s universals reside in the World of Forms and because of their perfect and infinite nature it appears impossible for fallible and finite humans to comprehend them. 
The Platonic universals “threaten to be such perfect objects that human beings cannot possibly come to know them. If the standards of knowledge lie so far away, Plato’s theory bars us from reaching them” (Pappas, 2000, p.135).  
The epistemic void between the visible and intelligible world would require a leap of faith to arrive at episteme.
However, universals may function as norms or points of reference when we observe instantiations of imperfect standards, such as observing acts which fall short of justice whilst having in mind a “universal ideal” of justice (Copleston, 1946, p.152).  The empiricist will contend that such abstract ideas do not exist, instead when we recognise an object to have something in common with similar objects “we form the image of some particular” and apply it to all those objects with a shared characteristic (Russell, 2009, p.86). 
Nominalists maintain that universals and abstract-objects do not exist. Instead, what property realists claim to be ‘universals’ are merely labels we give to similarities amongst objects (resemblance). Under this construal, ‘beauty’ becomes a label that we give to those things which have a common resemblance rather than denoting objects which participate in the Form of Beauty. However, a flaw in resemblance nominalism is the possibility of uniquely instantiated object with no other object for it to resemble. The resemblance nominalist would need to deny this and “surely this is an unpalatable consequence” (Garrett, 2006, p.45). Nominalism is likely to result in the unsatisfactory view that all properties are mind-dependent. 
Russell views ordinary objects as bundles of Universals in an attempt to overcome the difficulty of only being able to perceive properties. Russell (2009) supports the Platonic notion that Universals in the form of resemblance have a mind-independent existence. For example, “north of” would continue to exist had human minds not perceived of the relation of Edinburgh to London. The universal, “north of” does not exist in space or time and yet it still has meaning and describes the nature of reality – “it is something”(p.89).  Russell  (2009) claims that “universals are not thoughts, though when known they are the objects of thoughts” (p.90). 
The role of Universals can be illustrated with reference to geometrical cocepts, we may be able to conceptualise the existence of a perfect triangle or circle, but these do not exist in time and space: when observed through a microscope lines which form shapes become blurred and disconnected. Whilst Universals may exist as concepts or mind-dependent points of reference, it would be unecessary to postulate, as Plato did, that they exist independently of the human mind in a World of Forms. This becomes trickier when we consider moral universals and in order to safegaurd agaings moral relativism, one might need to remain open to the possibility of moral universals which are not mind-dependent. For the theist, moral concepts reside eternally in the mind of God.
The role of Platonic universals is threatened by what has come to be referred to as the 3rd Man Argument. Plato postulates that a universal is required to explain the relation of particulars e.g. a Form of a Chair to explain the relationship between Particular chairs. The universal (Form of a Chair) is itself a Chair and there would then need to be a 3rd Chair to explain the relation of the Form of the Chair to Particular chairs. Thus, one Universal would not be enough to satisfy the argument for the one over the many and we would require an infinite series of universals to sufficiently explain the relation between Particulars (Garrett, 2006, p.41).  This sheds light on Plato’s assumption that for something to have a sufficient explanation it must have one ultimate cause, however, a series of causes may be an equally plauasable account of the world. 
Plato’s concern with the ascent of humanity from the ‘cave’ is not only epistemological and reflects also his concern for moral progress; “he is concerned with the conduct of life, tendance of the soul and with the good of the state” (Copleston, 1946, p.162). The liberated prisoner ascends from the depths of the cave and apprehends the ultimate good, an absolute source of moral goodness. Again we detect eltism in Plato, his meta-ethical framework restricts moral knowledge to the few who escape the limits of doxa. This notion may, however, prefigure those individuals who society holds up as paragons of morality – those who opt for the superogaratory over the obligatory. 
Within the hierarchy of Forms the Form of the Good sits at the top of the hierarchy, represented in the allegory of the cave as the “sun that produces the changing seasons and years and controls everything in the visible world” (Plato, 1987, p.258). The Form of the Good “is inferred to be responsible for whatever is right and valuable in anything […] being in the intelligible region itself controlling source of truth and intelligence” (Plato, 1987, p.260).  It is “goodness-in-itself” (p.245)  the “cause of knowledge and truth” (p.248).  The Form of the Good has an intuitive appeal to those who wish to maintain and absolute standard of moral conduct.  However,  it remains unclear as to how an impassible entity is able to inspire moral progress in humanity or to participate in Particular instantiations of good, which are mutable and incomplete. Pappas (2000) notes that Plato neglects to explicate how his source of moral objectivity is able to inspire ethical conduct, other than its potential role in human reason (p.138). 
Furthermore, Plato assumes that when a property is eternal it increases in value and therefore the Form of the Good is perfect by virtue of its eternal nature. Aristotle persuasively identifies a flaw in this logic, by making ‘whiteness’ eternal we do not increase the degree of ‘whiteness’, similary attributing eternity to ‘goodness’ cannot multiply the quantity of ‘goodness’ above that of temporal goods (Aristotle, 1981, p.70). 
Pappas (2000) cautions against viewing the Form of the Good as a divine being, it is instead to be understood as the “capstone to Platonic metaphysics” (p.136). However, it would arguably be more plausable to postulate the existence of a divine being as the source of ultimate goodness, an omnipotent and personal deity could provide greater epistemic certainty; a God would be able to create a world where mortal minds may contemplate the infallible. 
Plato (1987) rejects pleasureas a candidate for goodness-in-itself and claims that “sensual indulgences like gluttony, […] twist […] the minds’ vision to lower things” (p.262).  Plato is certain that once the Form of the Good is apprehended, the prisoners would never desire to return to their former life (p.259).  Plato fails to recognise the relative nature of ‘good’;  ‘goodness’ is dependent upon the exigencies of the situation. Good cannot be reduced to a single definiton and ‘good’ acts could be deemed ‘bad’ in differing contexts – “good is not a common characteristic corresponding to one Idea” (Aristotle, 1981, p.71). For example, we may suggest that pleasure derived from education is good, whereas pleasure derived from bloodsports is morally reprehensible. Plato’s appeal to one moral absolute is also undermined by the existence of widespread moral disagreement.
The Form of the Good, however is a “burst of rationalistic optimism” and “denies any distinction between “knowing how” and “knowing that” in ethics” (Pappas, 2000, p.152).  Again, Plato in his prioritisation of the a priori is unwilling to accommodate any appreciation of empirical knowledge. As such he does not give credit to the importance of non-propositional wisdom, becoming acquainted with ‘good’ could be achieved through our encounters with goodness in the world. It is unlikely that knowing ‘good’ is a result of meditating upon abstract principles and more to do with our encounters with others. 
The Form of the Good is the pinnacle of Plato’s epistemic and ethical elitism. Plato espouses a theory which restricts episteme to an elite class of philosopher rulers who have the privilege of being predestined to such a fate. Plato envisages a model of government where the beneficiaries of epistemic luck rule absolute. Plato’s worldview is not only undemocratic but also fails to recognise the potential for the many to achieve knowledge. However, Plato’s esteem for experts is an important contrast to a post-truth populist politic where there has been a loss of trust in scientists and academics. 
Modern philosophers have continued to debate what can be considered knowledge and the extent to which sense-perception is the vehicle through which we access truth. Empiricists will refute the Platonic notion that truth can only be obtained through reason, by which we access the intelligible realm. Popper, for example, would reject Plato’s metaphysic because it is non-testable and therefore non-scientific. Plato’s Theory of Forms cannot be refuted through empirical observation and “[i]refutability is not a virtue of a theory (as people often think) but a vice” (Popper, 1998, p.361).  Platonism, however, would not require that we test a theory empirically, because the senses and empirical evidence cannot be trusted. This is perhaps the greatest flaw of Plato’s metaphysic, namely that he is willing to infer a world of permanence (the non-empirical World of Forms) from the world of flux (the visible realm). If as Plato suggested, no knowledge can come from the empirical, we would not be able to infer Plato’s World of Forms from the empirical world. The empirical world could not reliably inform us that it is in a state of flux or that the world of universals exists. 
The modern philosopher Rene Descartes (1596-1650) addressed Plato’s concerns about the reliability of the external world. Descartes in a similar way to Plato’s allegory of the cave, begins by deploying a form of hyperbolic doubt by requiring that we question the truth of the world as it appears to us and our commonly held beliefs. Instead of a cave, Descartes postulates that the external world is a dream or a simulation by a powerful demon. Like Plato, he seeks a rational foundation for his realism, this search requires him to postulate the existence of God to guarantee the reality of sense-impressions and the external world:
“God would not have allowed me to be deceived in this way, since he is said to be supremely good.” (Descartes, 1998, p.263)
 Cartesian epistemology is dependent upon metaphysical claims - the existence of God – in a similar way to Plato’s reliance on the World of Forms for his realism. However, it is arguably more plausible to argue for the existence of an omnipotent being than it is to accommodate the World of Forms into one’s metaphysic.  A more plausible conclusion is that there is no “logical absurdity” in the claim that the world of appearance is an illusion and that “the whole of life is a dream”, however,  this hypothesis is more elaborate than the claim that there are real physical objects “whose action on us causes sensation” (Russell, 1998, p.297). Both Cartesian and Platonic doubts about the physical world are less plausible than the solutions they deploy. 
Platonic epistemology still contributes to present debates about the nature of reality and the extent to which humanity can rely upon sense experience to access knowledge. In particular, Plato’s allegory of the cave is a reminder of the fallibility of the senses and the human propensity to accept as truth the ideas presented to them through the agents of socialisation. It also is an important reminder that there are some epistemic questions that cannot be answered. Like Plato’s prisoners we cannot know for certain what lies beyond the world of the cave and must remain agnostic about the infinite. Although, it may make for a better world to live as though moral absolutes and the ascent of humanity to goodness-in-itself were possible. 
 Whilst we may be unwilling to commit to a Platonic metaphysic which would secure our desire for realism, especially moral realism, we may be willing to make room for conceptual absolutes. Conceptual absolutes make ethical and epistemological reasoning possible and furnish the language games we adopt. Absolutes within our language games allow us to make judgements according to such ideals. However, it would be reasonable to remain agnostic about the ontological status of such absolutes and recognise that such knowledge is beyond the epistemic scope of the human condition. 
Furthermore, the rationalism espoused by Plato is overstretching the fallibility of empirical evidence and too willing to denigrate sense experience.  The scientific method has offered more than the World of the Forms and demonstrated that not all genuine knowledge must be immutable and absolute. The tentative knowledge of the natural sciences has done more to provide an instructive account of the world and to advance human progress. 
Plato is too willing to infer a world of permanence from a world of flux, without justification. His doubts about the world as it appears to us, without recourse to the World of Forms, would arguably lead to a global scepticism and uproot his attempt to secure certainty in an uncertain world. It may be more economical to adopt a common-sense approach and accept that the material world and physical objects are the best fit for building the foundations of knowledge. Our moral knowledge is arguably a result of our experience of the consequences of our actions rather than an intuitive capacity to comprehend the Form of the Good. Plato, however, still speaks to our willingness to accept reality as it is presented to us in the shadows and requires that we remain vigilant in our quest for the truth. 
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