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TEXT 1

‘The Meaning of Words: Plato, Cratylus*’, in John Cottingham (ed.), Western Philosophy: An Anthology, second edn. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008). [* Plato, Cratylus, 383a-391b, trans. B. Jowett, in The Dialogues of Plato (Oxford: Clarendon, 1982); with minor modifications.]  (See scanned text.)

Summary
Plato’s Cratylus is a dialogue concerning the ‘correctness of names’ between Socrates and two philosophers, Hermogenes and Cratylus. In this dialogue, the concept ‘names’ stands for ‘words’ and the philosophical positions of Hermogenes and Cratylus are known as ‘conventionalism’ and ‘naturalism’ respectively. According to Hermogenes, the correctness of names is a matter of conventions or agreements. Hermogenes believes that names are just arbitrary references and do not affect the object’s inherent properties (p.143). Cratylus, on the other hand, claims that the form and meaning of a word are inextricably interconnected and that all objects have names by nature (p.144). For Cratylus, there is no ‘accidental’ language; a name is either fully true or not true at all. Socrates arbitrates the dispute between Hermogenes and Cratylus and quickly establishes his position that ‘there is difficulty in this sort of knowledge’ (p.144) and that he needs to listen to both sides.
By rejecting any natural connection between the correctness of names and the nature of the things named, Hermogenes faces a challenge; in order to defend conventionalism, the fact that meanings of things may have been determined by individuals based on individual judgement, he must accept that truth is relative. At this stage, Socrates seems to unexpectedly adopt a naturalist view (p.146); all names indicate the nature of things; not only do names, which have been assigned naturally, reveal the true physical properties of things, but also their essence (p.146). Cratylus seems to agree with Socrates; if an object’s name does not capture its properties, then it can’t be the name of the object, since there are no false names by nature. Socrates reminds Cratylus that names could be assigned correctly or incorrectly to things and this would also determine the correctness of their nature. Here, Socrates appears to defend conventionalism; names can never be an accurate description of the things they describe, since they are not as perfect themselves as the form they represent (p.149). Towards the end of the dialogue, Hermogenes appears hesitant to agree with Socrates’ statement that the only person who can give the correct name to words is the one who knows their true, natural properties. He asks Socrates to elaborate but he refuses to give a definite answer, forcing him in this way to think for himself (p. 150). He only adds that most of us do not really know the true essence of things, hence being unable to ‘give things a name’ (p. 150).
Analysis/evaluation
Plato’s Cratylus questions much more than just etymology and linguistics. It is an inquiry into the relation of language to truth.  Objects are given definitions, which can be true or false, and it is the language’s duty to mark these differences and similarities, shaped by a subjective human perspective. Definitions, however, do not lead to philosophical truths – the study of their essence does. Language may change but essence is constant and unchangeable. A tree is called differently in various languages, but its properties remain the same. Do we know that Hermogenes, for example, was given the right name at birth? Could we not use his name to address someone else? Cratylus is an investigation into whether an expression (language) can be separated from the meaning (idea). Words can be accurate and descriptive but we cannot derive our morality from them. We need to study the essence of objects in their own right. This philosophical enquiry also delves into complex epistemological areas with a hint of Cartesian doubt - how do linguistic lawmakers know the properties of the things they are naming? Doesn’t reliance on a part of a value often lead to a fallacy when considering the value’s properties as a whole? ‘It would, for instance, be fallacious to infer that because I am now eating lunch a part of me, my left knee, is now eating lunch (Sedley, 2003, p.13).
Conclusion of critique
As with all Platonic dialogues, the reader is thrown into an ocean of enquiry but is not given any definite answers by the interlocutors. Our challenge remains to think for ourselves. Language is a fascinating field, which gives insight into the human mind and psyche and is constantly changing, just like the flux of Heraclitus. ‘Language is not truth’ (Jowett, 2013). However, a dimension of the words’ properties must remain stable, similar to the concept of Platonic forms - otherwise knowledge about the object described by words simply would not be possible. Just like a shuttle and a drill, with names assigned by experts according to the functions they serve, words should be named by the skilled to reflect ‘the true and proper form of the name’ (p. 149). Despite the obvious subject, Cratylus deals more with the quest for knowledge and truth, and less with language itself. Plato seems to be suspicious of the truthfulness of the words and uses dialectic (philosophical enquiry) to investigate further. And it seems that the most equipped to deliver this are the skilled citizens of the city, an idea reminiscent of his ‘philosopher-king’ in The Republic. The philosopher-king’s duty is not only to understand the world but to change it. 
[bookmark: _Hlk65622016]
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TEXT 2

Plato, Parmenides, trans. Benjamin Jowett, Electronic Classics Series Publication (Pennsylvania State University, 1999). (Accessible online.)

Summary
Plato’s Parmenides is a dialogue between two philosophers of the Eleatic school, Parmenides and Zeno of Elea, and a young Socrates. It is divided into three parts; in the first part, Socrates presents his Theory of Forms in response to an existential challenge posed by Zeno, that unlike things cannot be like, nor like things unlike, one of Zeno’s paradoxes: ‘… not even if he shows that all things are one by participation in unity and that the same are also many by participation in multitude; but if he shows that absolute unity is also many and the absolute many again are one, then I shall be amazed’ (Jowett, 1999, 129b). 
In the second part, Socrates’ Theory of Forms is seriously challenged by a more seasoned Parmenides and his Eleatic Monism, the philosophical theory that ‘All is One’, that what exists remains unchanged, and that existence is undivided. Parmenides raises five powerful arguments against Socrates’ Theory of Forms, the Arguments of Participation, TMA, Concepts, Paradigms and Separation. His first argument challenges the notion of the Form as a whole and as one, since it can ‘participate’ in many places if it’s a property such as Beauty, Likeness or Largeness. It would have to be separate from itself, hence not whole. The second argument’s reasoning, also known as the Third Man Argument, supports the existence of many forms (of largeness in this instance), which is inconsistent with Uniqueness and contradicts the Oneness of the Forms. Plato’s third argument challenges the idea of the unity of a Form, since a thought must also somehow exist as a Form (the perfect thought); the concept of participation again comes in, which in turn, challenges the Form’s Oneness. The last of Parmenides’ arguments concludes that, in this world, the Forms cannot be known by us, humans, and neither can absolute ideas. Divine knowledge of the human world is also impossible and mastership might be relative to slavery but we don’t know what the ideal Master-Slave relationship is. Hence, we cannot know the Forms.
In the third part Parmenides is discussing the existence of Forms with Aristoteles through a series of very intricate Deductions. These Deductions are logically interconnected and all challenge the properties of Forms on a reductio ad absurdum basis; ‘if the one is’ or ‘if the one is not, then…’. Parmenides surprisingly wants to ‘save’ the Forms and not abjectly reject them, because dialectic, he claims, is a Form itself.
Analysis/evaluation
For the non-philosopher, Plato’s Parmenides is a rather confounding dialogue peppered with intricate argumentation. Most critics maintain that the dialogue is not a refutation of Eleatic Monism (Jowett, 2008) but a (re-)evaluation of the Theory of the Forms by Plato himself. It remains one of Plato’s most enigmatic works, and many of the ideas are still open to interpretation. Analyses of the dialogue vary amongst scholars, and it is not entirely clear whether the views expressed are Plato’s or he is just offering propositions though the characters of his interlocutors. What is most striking is the challenge of the validity of his own Theory of Ideas – perhaps more relevant when we refer to abstract ideas such as Justice and Beauty, natural materials such as water and fire – but what about ‘things’ such as hair, mud and dirt? ‘And are you undecided about certain other things, which you might think rather ridiculous, such as hair, mud, dirt, or anything else particularly vile and worthless? Would you say that there is an idea of each of these distinct and different from the things with which we have to do, or not?’ (Jowett, 1999, 130d).

[bookmark: _Hlk67258579]Conclusion of critique 
Plato’s Parmenides is raising both metaphysical and epistemological questions about Plato’s very own Theory of Forms (Connors, n.d.). Do all things have Forms? If they exist in a different realm, how do humans get to know them in this one? Do they only refer to moral qualities or physical things also? How come physical things are similar to each other – does this not mean that there is a Form we use as standard to compare them and assess their qualities? If two or more things have something in common, then there must be a standard Form (Cohen, 2006). Parmenides is a literary masterpiece skilfully put together. Plato’s ideas are put to the test for consistency (Jowett, 2008).  The dialogue presents interesting concepts to the reader, such as the Perfect Form, the Oneness of Existence, the Heraclitan Everchanging and Pluralism. Plato is not afraid to put his own doctrines to the test but the reader is called upon to use their own judgement, whether these doctrines are plausible or not. Explaining why things, however, have the properties they do, and whether forms are separate entities from the things they represent is not an easy task by any means.
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TEXT 3
Asher Moore, ‘Rationalism, Empiricism and the A Priori’, in Philosophical Quarterly, Vol.9, No.36 (Jul., 1959), pp.250-58

Summary
It is common belief, that according to empiricism, knowledge is obtained from sensory experience, not from innate or pre-existing (a priori) ideas. These, in fact, can be devoid of information and serve no purpose, apart from stating what we already know. What distinguishes empiricism from rationalism, therefore, according to common perception, is that a priori propositions tell us nothing about reality and that they are analytic (Palmieri, 1960, p. 268). Rationalism, on the other hand, defends knowledge acquired a priori, based on reason and independent of experience. Reason, for a rationalist, is more about rational seeing, intuition, clear and distinct ideas and less about reasoning as such (Palmieri, 1960, p. 269). Yet, these perceptions seem to perpetuate a misunderstanding of the meaning of the a priori truth and an imaginary rivalry between the two schools of thought. The essence of the debate lies more on the content and structure of these a priori propositions and whether there are connections between different events in order to create knowledge (rationalism) or not (atomism).
Despite empiricism’s claims that a priory propositions cannot have a valid semantic meaning unless they are subjectively constructed by language or a specific school of thought, reality requires evidence, and evidence is acquired by our senses, which, in turn, are a posteriori propositions, otherwise they could not be assessed as evidence in the first place. Kant accepted that things can exist as separate entities and as thoughts themselves, but need to be linked to events if our perception about them varies; then, we’ll have to use our senses to observe them.  A truth can be either analytic (separable from events and stating what is already known, hence unproblematic) or synthetic (dependent on events). However, how do we define ‘separate’ or ‘different’? Are there any connections between distinguishable facts? Hume assumed there aren’t. Hegel held that all facts are somehow connected to the Absolute Fact (without certainly denying their individual discernibility). If there aren’t connections, how many ‘separate’ facts are there? 
For the rationalist there is a priori knowledge, and truth can be known by pure reason and intuition. Empiricism, however, accepts sensation and introspection as genuine sources of data, and ideas or knowledge are derived from these sources. The problem with the latter lies, however, in the fact that a concept, such as God, can enter the mind as ‘knowledge’, without have been empirically sensed.
Analysis/evaluation
[bookmark: _Hlk67605491]Moore’s article does not intend to define which school of thought is right or wrong; empiricism recognises each and every moment as an act of acquaintance, rationalism that a priori propositions are factual. Moore resents the idea that empiricism is a direct alternative to rationalism. Even empiricist Kant, he claims, recognised a priori judgements, where these were necessary, and tried to reconcile this fact with his atomistic convictions (Moore, 1959, p.251). An analytic proposition does not cancel the principle that ‘everything is separable’ (Moore, 1959, p.251). Moore also states that empiricists are also atomists and truths are independent of the mind. Connections of separate events would contradict atomism, and empiricists would have to choose, at the end of the day, whether their truths are synthetic (interconnected) or atomistic (independent). Both options occurring simultaneously is simply not a likely proposition. What is important here, however, is whether consciousness carries intention or it is a collection of ideas (idealism). This is still open to debate. However, he does clarify that empiricists acknowledge propositions only ‘knowable by acquaintance’ (Moore, 1959, p.254) or data, which is provable and inspectable. Not all propositions can be inspectable, however. When propositions can only be measured by sensations, these are a posteriori, not a priori, as they rely on meta-sense data for evidence.
Conclusion of critique 
The ongoing debate of rationalism versus empiricism concerns external, a priori, innate truths versus experience as the only source of information. Reason can give us factual knowledge but real-life, hands-on propositions can only be verified after we have experienced them a posteriori. Rationalism concerns external, a priori, innate truths unlike empiricism, which treats experience as the only source of information. Reason can give us factual knowledge but real-life, hands-on propositions can only be verified after we have experienced them, a posteriori.
Moore’s plea that all a priori propositions are non-factual, hence idealistic, has been criticised as ‘linguistic confusion’ (Palmieri, 1960, p. 268). The debate, however, concerns more the structure of consciousness and less the doctrine as a whole. Consciousness can only be analysed from an empiricist’s angle; a concept can only enter the mind when we already have a basic idea of it (Palmieri, 1960, p. 268). Would it not be, however, possible, for a concept to exist innately, without direct experience of the proposition in question? 
The article is not an easy read for a novice Philosophy student and multiple readings might be needed for comprehension, as the sentence structure and central ideas appear complex. It ends with an important question, whether consciousness is ‘pure intentionality’ (Moore, 1959, p.258), or it also contains ideas. More recent, detailed analysis, Moore claims, will finally settle the empiricism versus rationalism debate.
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TEXT 4
Anthony Kenny, Descartes: a study of his philosophy (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1995), ‘Cartesian Doubt’, ch.2. 

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

Summary
In order to seek truth, we must doubt beliefs and preconceptions acquired in childhood. Our senses, such as hearing, may shape perception, but they are often deceptive.  Descartes, however, questions this assumption; how can our senses be deceptive when we know, for example, where we are at a given moment and no one can dispute this? The answer is that it could be a delusion. After all, what is the criterion to distinguish sleeping from being awake? Are our bodies real or as fictional as a painter’s creation? They must be real, because they are tangible – but we cannot be sure. As a consequence, the certainty of the natural sciences can be doubted, whereas mathematics cannot - or so it seems.
Descartes doubted our very existence and put forward the argument that God makes us appear the way we are. Not everyone, however, believed in the existence of an omnipotent God. Descartes concluded that habits and beliefs can all be doubted, and although God is good, there must be an evil spirit, whose intention is to deceive him (Kenny, 1995, p. 18). According to Descartes, all our beliefs, therefore, need to be thrown out, like bad apples in a basket, and re-examined one by one, as a whole, universally. For Descartes, testimony through senses is uncertain and there is a natural bias in favour of our own opinions (Kenny, 1995, p. 22). Considering our own beliefs as outrightly false would force us to re-evaluate them (Kenny, 1995, p.22). Doubting the physical body and the fact that the world exists is, for Descartes, more ‘a suspension of belief’ (Kenny, 1995, p. 23) and less the rejection of a well-known truth. It is a cognitive technique to challenge our full reliance on our senses, in order to discover what is real. Our senses are deceptive - and when they are corrected, this is achieved by the intellect, the innate instinct of what is true, just like the innate idea of a triangle, which makes it instantly recognisable (Kenny, 1995, p.25).

[bookmark: _Hlk68542447]Analysis/evaluation
Descartes’ analogy of a set of beliefs to a basket full of apples, some of which might be rotten, is a bit problematic. It is correct that if some apples are rotten (but one does not know which ones), one is most likely to throw them all out and buy a new bag. He claims that our minds are like a botched canvas and our beliefs a shaky edifice (Kenny, p. 14). Descartes believes that most of our beliefs come from our senses (a posteriori) and might be deceptive. Even if one belief stood the chance of being true, it could spread its falsehood to the rest. We should, therefore, demolish the whole edifice and start from ground zero. Would this be correct, however? Isn’t believing that everything is false a belief in itself? How would a belief that I know is already true affect the belief that I doubt? Are our beliefs a house that needs to be completely demolished or an old boat, whose planks need to be repaired one by one? Can doubt be universal? For example, can we doubt God or something that is even more certain, death? Also, even if our perception or belief is wrong, it can be corrected. If it is corrected, does this not mean that there is a ‘perfect’ belief according to which it has been corrected?
Conclusion of critique
[bookmark: _Hlk68898605]Kenny does pose some serious (already aforementioned) questions to Descartes’ claims, for example whether the philosopher is doubting the existence of God, the difference between ‘suspension of judgement’ and ‘actual disbelief’ (Kenny, 1995, p. 22) and the extraordinary challenge to ‘play the part of a man who believes that the world does not exist’ (Kenny, 1995, p. 24). If mathematical truths, which cannot be doubted, for example, have been created by God, how can we doubt God? If we doubt God, who created the mathematical truths? When God created these mathematical truths, did he doubt himself or them at all, in case he was being deceived by the evil genius? Anthony Kenny’s Cartesian Doubt is an easily accessible, well-written chapter on Descartes’ hypothesis of the evil genius.  For the most part, Kenny presents the philosopher’s arguments and, towards the end, adds his own thoughts, in order to challenge the reader. Is the existence of an omnipotent deceiver possible and how would this be reconciled with the existence of an equally omnipotent, benevolent God (Kenny, 1995, p.36)? 
It is not entirely clear whether the author shares Descartes’ scepticism (most likely he does not), but he definitely encourages the reader to ponder upon it - as long as they are prepared to accept Descartes’ basic assumptions from the outset and start working from there.
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TEXT 5
Timothy Williamson, Knowledge and its Limits (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). Read the introduction and chapter 1. (Accessible as an e-book via LRC.)

Summary
Williamson’s Knowledge and its Limits introduces the reader to central ideas about cognitive phenomena, such as the connection of mental life to action, the prevalence of knowledge over belief, genuine mental states and their causal explanations of action, knowledge serving as belief and assertion, knowledge scepticism and cognitive limits. 
The first chapter deals with propositional knowledge, in other words perceiving that something is so and acting accordingly. Knowing is a mental state and mental states are, somehow, linked by cause and effect; where there is fearing there could be regretting, and where there is imagining there is possibly also remembering. Knowledge should also not be studied independently but alongside other mental phenomena. It could also be a product of subjective certainty – if a mental state is sufficient for knowing, do we always know what mental state we are in? If our mental state is exactly the same in two situations, is our knowledge exactly the same? Not necessarily, according to a sceptic; different knowledge requires a different mental state.  There is also a fundamental difference between knowing and believing truly. We know that it is raining but we do we believe truly that it’s raining? We do not, because believing truly is not a mental concept of a state. Knowing cannot be broken down into the most basic states; it is factive, if it adheres only to truths, for example seeing, knowing and remembering. Language is the means humans use to describe a factive state. However, sufficient conditions must be met for possession of any concept, which should always be analysed and justified with the help of epistemology, an indispensable tool to delve deeper into the philosophy of mind.  
Knowing does not automatically mean believing. ‘Know’ and ‘believe’ take different objects. Knowing is a fact; believing is a proposition. A fact is not a true proposition, and propositions can be false. Belief’s ultimate aim is knowledge and knowledge alone is a whole new mental state, a factive one, similar to perception and memory. Knowledge, however, encompasses all these essential processes, therefore making its existence absolutely essential to the human mind.
Analysis/evaluation
The introduction and first chapter of Williamson’s Knowledge and its Limits are a challenging read for the novice Philosophy student. Williamson is more interested in the foundations of knowledge, rather than knowledge itself. He asserts that knowledge is a mental state but does not define what a mental state is. One can only guess that for Williamson, the same applies to knowledge itself. It cannot be defined with an absolute term, and this assumption serves as a purpose for further epistemological discussion.   
Knowing and Acting is the first section of the chapter and briefly explores the relations between mind and world. When we desire something, we very often act upon this desire (which can only be satisfied by action). However, there can be desire without action and belief without knowledge, so proposition variables can be challenged at any time. The second section, unanalysable knowledge, frees knowledge from its subordination to belief, in order to allow more insight into epistemological problems.  The article also highlights the importance of knowledge in order to practise assertion. Furthermore, we are not always in the position to affirm that we know something (the myth of epistemic transparency). Rationality, in other words conforming beliefs to evidence, is, therefore, not always a feasible task, because as the author says, ‘real life is messy’. 
Conclusion of critique
Both the introduction and first chapter in Williamson’s Knowledge and its Limits are a very challenging read. The content and the ideas are compact, and often not very clear to someone with no or little philosophical background. The problem encountered by a novice Philosophy student would probably be the lack of definition of knowledge, which would make a good starting point of what knowledge is and then expanding to what knowledge is not (its limits) and what it could be. Williamson defines knowledge as a basic mental state and if it is so, the acquisition of knowledge is subjected to a person’s ‘good, normal situation’, as opposed to a ‘bad sceptical situation’ (Harman, 2003, p.2). For him, a mental state is factive, it can only be linked to a true proposition. A non-factive state could be linked to a truth but also to a falsehood. Knowledge is therefore a mental state which puts the puzzle pieces together of how things are. One could logically infer that mental states are internal but Williamson believes that beliefs and desires can also depend on external circumstances (Harman, 2003, p.2). Is knowing, believing and desiring the same mental state concepts, however? Williamson believes that they are, in the same, ‘basic, unanalysable way’ (Harman, 2003, p.9). Although the text is challenging, Timothy Williamson is making his reader think about the very essence of knowledge and what its limits would be, taking into account that defining its very state is not an easy task in itself. 
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