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Why does Plato regard the senses as inadequate for the acquisition of knowledge?

I will be attempting to show in this essay that Plato has a particular opinion of the senses, and that whilst he does not fully discredit their value, he does place information received from them alone on a lower platform than information existent in different realms, for example the intelligible realm.
	Plato puts much importance on knowledge; he holds that it must be ‘infallible, and […] of what is.’[footnoteRef:1] He also holds that ‘ethical conduct must be founded on knowledge’[footnoteRef:2], hence its importance. In Theaetetus, three (negative) definitions of knowledge are discussed: knowledge as perception; knowledge as true judgement; and knowledge as true judgement with account. 	It is knowledge as perception which we shall chiefly look at in this essay, as perception is, for our purposes, almost directly equable with the senses, and is one of the ideas Plato takes issue with; ‘he challenges the theory of Protagoras that knowledge is perception, that what appears to an individual to be true is true for that individual.’[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Frederick Copleston, History of Philosophy, vol. 1, London: Burns and Oates, 1962, pg. 143]  [2:  Ibid., pg. 143]  [3:  Ibid., pg. 143] 

	If we believe it to be true that what appears to an individual, is true for that individual, then Plato’s objection is this: that it becomes impossible for any one person to hold a belief any more true than any other person’s. This runs contrary to the fundamental and foundational assumption that it is possible to hold untrue belief; it makes a theory of ‘knowledge’ redundant. Another implication, if we take this view and extrapolate its logic, is an equally irksome conclusion: ‘that a man who has come to know a thing in the past and still remembers it, does not know it […] since he does not see it.’[footnoteRef:4] This means we cannot directly equate perception and knowledge, assuming that we believe we can have knowledge of things not immediately apprehended by the senses.  [4:  Ibid., pg. 144] 

	The senses are fallible; certain facts are knowable only by virtue of intellectual apprehension in tandem with initial sensory information. Copleston[footnoteRef:5] gives the example of seeing two train tracks appearing to converge; by rational inquiry we know that they run parallel, and do not, in reality, converge (much like a stick in water appearing to not be straight). Descartes is notable for also taking umbrage with the fallibility of the senses; that which is capable of deceiving us once is capable of deceiving us continually[footnoteRef:6]. A healthy scepticism may compel us to have tighter parameters for knowledge, and thus guide us better towards truth. Interestingly, it is only via the senses’ capacity for illusion that we are capable of apprehending disillusionment. Only by removing a stick from water and seeing it is not bent, can I reason that my senses deceived me. Hence, when relying solely on the senses, our ‘knowledge’ is on the level of appearances, the lower order of reality given by Plato in his ‘Line’ metaphor. This lower order of reality (known as doxa) is equable with subjective opinion, and on its own is not knowledge. [5:  Ibid., pg. 144]  [6:  Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co., 1993] 

	According to Plato that which we perceive with our senses is also (similar to Heraclitan thought) in flux; it does not meet the criteria of being of ‘what is’. For example, a chair may at one moment appear white, then, according to a shift in light, it is in shadow, and appears darkened and grey. In Platonic thought, things are thus thought to be perpetually in a state of becoming, rather than of being; in this case, the chair is always becoming a new colour, rather than being a certain one. Sensory apprehension alone is not, therefore, of ‘what is’, and should be rejected as adequate for the acquisition of knowledge. 
	It follows from these two points that the senses can deceive, and that the objects of perception are never ‘set in stone’, as it were; that (contrary to what Protagoras posits) knowledge cannot be only sense-perception; what the senses acquire on their own is not knowledge. Perhaps, then, sense-perception is a part of knowledge; this we must concede, owing to the fact that often things of which we believe we have knowledge are not the objects of sense-perception at all; for example, (supposing I am not a devout sceptic) I am confident that I have knowledge that yesterday happened; yet I do not directly sense ‘yesterday’ in anything other than my imaginative faculty, my memory, though I did first apprehend ‘yesterday’ in part with my senses. 
	 It follows from this that whilst sense-perception may not be knowledge, it is possible that it could be adequate, and indeed necessary, in leading to the acquisition of knowledge. Plato is not asserting that the senses are absent from the acquisition of knowledge; our knowledge that the train tracks run parallel to each other would not be possible without our senses. Thus we can see that Plato, whilst casting sense-perception alone as insufficient in attaining knowledge, also accepts that it is an inevitable stepping-stone on the way to knowledge. According to Plato the world of the senses, the lower order of reality, is distinct but not separate from the intelligible world, the higher order of reality. The intelligible world – that in which resides knowledge (acquired or otherwise) – is related to the world of doxa (the senses) to the extent that a man or woman ascends from one to the other. These distinct realms are linked by a person experiencing them both. The existence of the intelligible realm implies the existence and necessity of the realm of the senses, however denigrated this second realm may be by Plato. 
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