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

Within this essay I will explore Plato’s views on our senses and epistemology, paying close attention to particular examples that exemplify this, such as the simile of the sun and the divided line analogy in Republic. I will also examine the key reasons that contribute to Plato’s understanding of the acquisition of knowledge, focusing on his prominent theory of Forms and how they relate to ‘reality’, and his theory of recollection, which I believe is also pertinent to the question. I shall also examine the role of dialectic and its importance as a method of acquiring knowledge and greater clarity.

Plato believes, according to Heinaman and others, that knowledge is derived from the ‘Forms’. The ‘Forms’ for Plato, Heinaman says, are a way of describing a ‘universal’ idea or characteristic in its ultimate form: an ‘eternal and changeless truth’. Fundamental to understanding Plato, Heinaman tells us, is in understanding the ‘Forms’ as objects of thought – concepts that transcend the visible, sensible world. One example Plato gives us of this in Republic is the Form of Beauty. It is argued that beautiful art or beautiful poetry, for example, can only be perceived as being beautiful because we have a notion of beauty in abstract, or as Heinaman says, an object of thought.[footnoteRef:1] This shows us that for Plato, true knowledge exists outside of the ‘sensible’, tangible world. Whilst this explains where knowledge lies according to Plato, it does not necessarily explain why it is inaccessible to our senses and to ‘ordinary’ people. If someone can perceive something as having a visibly beautiful quality, then why does Plato believe that knowledge of the intelligible Form of beauty lies so intangibly beyond our reality? [1:  Heinaman, R; Taylor, C.C.W ed. 1997. 329-337.] 


Plato’s theory of recollection may provide an answer. According to the theory, we acquire knowledge by recollecting innate knowledge within our soul from previous lives, knowledge that is ever-existing. If we are to take the theory, then we can use it to make sense of why we are able to understand ideas we have not encountered before. This is shown in Meno, when with Socrates’ guidance Meno’s slave is able to understand a geometrical problem without any prior exposure to it. According to Wolfsdorf, knowledge here can be said to represent true belief based on reasoning and comprehension. The slave reaches his own understanding, and Socrates’ guidance does not teach new knowledge, but rather allows the slave to access their own innate knowledge.[footnoteRef:2] If knowledge is stored in our soul, beyond the tangible world, then it must be beyond our senses. There are of course problems with Plato’s theory of recollection. Wolfsdorf argues that, while recollection is an ‘important epistemological theory’, it raises more questions and issues than it is able to solve and is by its very nature a controversial theory.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Plat. Meno. 82a-86e.]  [3:  Wolfsdorf, D. 2011. 59-61.] 


However, the concept of acquiring knowledge through dialectic, which Meyer tells us the objective of which is to ground knowledge (such as that that we see in Meno), is evident everywhere in Plato’s works and underpins his belief that our senses are inadequate for acquiring knowledge. Meyer tells us that dialectic is recollection, and it is recollection in works like Republic and Meno that ‘gives rise to intellectual progress’. Although Meyer’s work highlights some of the issues and ambiguities with the dialectic method, it does explain the importance of dialectic in Platonism, and there are numerous examples.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Meyer, M. 1980. 286-289.] 


The importance of dialectic is stressed in Plato’s ‘divided line’ metaphor in Republic. The section of the divided line that holds the greatest clarity and degree of truth is, according to Plato, achieved through dialectic.  This section represents the Forms, and Plato argues that true ‘intelligence’ and understanding of the world can only be achieved when the mind understands the Forms.[footnoteRef:5] Understanding the ‘divided line’ gives clarity to Plato’s sun metaphor, too. The sun metaphor understands the sun, which provides growth, light and visibility, as being analogous to the Form of the Good, which Plato argues is the source of truth and knowledge.[footnoteRef:6] Plato’s argument is that this knowledge of the Good can only be acquired through dialectic, and so is inaccessible to the majority, as our senses can only perceive the visible world, consisting of physical manifestations or emulations of the Forms.  [5:  Plat. Rep. 509d-511e.]  [6:  Plat. Rep. 508a-508d.] 


It has been argued, however, that there are multiple types of ‘knowledge’ for Plato. Rist agrees that the Forms ‘must exist in a place outside Earth and Heaven’ and cannot be ‘grasped through the organs of sense’. However, Rist also argues that it is wrong to take Plato’s definition of knowledge in Republic at face value, because elsewhere he speaks about two separate kinds of knowledge. These are the knowledge of Forms and knowledge of particulars, and Rist rightly indicates that these are both valued in Philebus, in which whilst the knowledge of Forms was considered ‘truer’, both are considered and given importance.[footnoteRef:7] Whilst the Forms are beyond our reality, particulars are not, and as Rist points out do not share qualities with the Forms. For example, Rist argues that the forms are ‘extra-temporal’, but particulars are not and by their very nature change; come into being; end. Most importantly, they are tangible.[footnoteRef:8] It may therefore be correct to amend the question and say that Plato regards our senses as inadequate for the acquisition of the abstract pure knowledge of Forms only. [7:  Plat. Phileb. 61-63.]  [8:  Rist, J.M. 1967. 284-288.] 


In conclusion, the most transparent answer to the question is the one given in Republic: that acquisition of knowledge via the senses is a lesser, false knowledge, because it is a knowledge based on the visible world, which only consists of imitations of the Forms. However, as Rist indicates, Plato’s argument in Republic is based on the subject matter of the discussion and presents knowledge as a representation of clarity and truth, but evident from his other works is that he does not dismiss knowledge of particulars as being irrelevant. The argument becomes somewhat semantical, and as Rist points out may be due to some ‘terminological fussiness’ in Republic.[footnoteRef:9] However, what is extremely clear is that for Plato, knowledge in its purest form, most closely resembling truth, is achieved only through dialectic and philosophical engagement. Our senses are unable to perceive what is beyond the physical plane, and so are inadequate according to Plato. [9:  Rist, J.M. 1967. 284.] 
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