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Western Philosophical Tradition and Our Platonic Inheritance


Current postmodern philosophy and thought has evolved as a strong and often adversarial response to the modernist’s pursuit of reason. The modernist’s relentless pursuit sought to discover an objective measure for assembling principles of morality and law. Western philosophical tradition bears the hope of this pursuit and the despair of the atrocities it has fathered in history. Nevertheless, it has developed out of a history of humanity’s insatiable curiosity to understand the world and its order, as well as a desire for meaning. Although there were many who approached the task of understanding, Plato presented a philosophy and worldview, which propelled Western philosophy into being and left its trace in the work of Augustine, Aquinas, Descartes and Kant. 

As a student of Socrates, Plato approached philosophy from a dialectical perspective, believing that the process of questioning itself exposed truths hidden beneath layers of false beliefs. This pursuit of a consensual truth, of sorts, kept Plato in constant dialogue with others and proved to be such a revealing process that he wrote most of his works as dialogues. As a result, philosophers such as Aquinas and Descartes maintained an inquisitive, subtractive approach to the search for wisdom. Both Socrates and Plato esteemed their dialectical efforts as a humble working towards the discovery of a transcendent or absolute truth. 


For Plato, the belief of existing transcendent truths evolved into an entire worldview including his Theory of Forms, as explicated in his book, Republic. The Theory of Forms is a structuring of that which is transcendent, that which is imminent, and the relationship between the two. Plato believed that for every form or idea in the intelligible world, there existed its perfect, unchanging Form outside of the world. For example, the eternal Form of a horse exists unchanging, imperceptible and stable in an invisible, transcendent realm. It gives likeness to each of its manifestations. Thus, the various horses in the visible realm are expressions, rather, participants in their eternal Form. Although there are varying manifestations and expressions of horses in the intelligible world, the Form of a horse exists singularly and eternally in the transcendent realm.


 Plato employed his Theory of Forms in the allegory of the cave to demonstrate more fully his understanding of the human condition, his subsequent worldview, and the hierarchical path to transcendence. In the allegory, prisoners are bound in a cave with their backs to the opening, which is bright with light from a fire. At the foot of the opening, behind the prisoners and out of their sight, are puppeteers moving objects to and fro. These objects and their movements are cast as shadows upon the back of the cave, which the prisoners are facing and able to see. As these shadows and echoes form the prisoners’ only perceptible reality, they also become the prisoners’ only perceptible truth.


Should the prisoner turn around and pull out of bondage, he or she would then see that the shadows were, indeed, mere shadows of the true Forms cast about behind them in the light of the sun. Hence, the journey towards the transcendent Forms and the eternal Good requires an education not only of the shadows as participants in the Forms, but an awareness and rigorous pursuit of the eternal Forms themselves.
 To study a shadow of an object in the perceptible and intelligible world expands one’s knowledge of the shadow or likeness of the object. However, divine and lasting knowledge of the object itself could only be attained through a turning of the soul out of bondage to face the light.
 Just as the fire illuminates the objects to be seen, the Form of the good “gives truth to the things known and gives the power to know to the knower.”

Plato considered dialectical inquiry to be the educational craft that embodies this turning of the soul out of its bondage towards the good. As the prisoner submits all things, beliefs, and ideas to this deconstruction, false beliefs and habits of the soul are exposed. In the Republic, Plato states, “No one will dispute that there is no other inquiry that systematically attempts to grasp with respect to each thing itself what the being of it is, for all other crafts are concerned with human opinions and desires, with growing or construction, or with the care of growing or constructed things.”
   The sensible, unreliable things of this world offer human beings a ground upon which to begin the ascent upward towards supreme knowledge of absolute beauty.

The dialectical inquiry is, then, the process of intercession during which reason triumphs over human passions, opinions, and senses. The true opinions that a human being holds have only to be awakened by questioning to become knowledge.
 Plato believed that the soul, a human being’s immortal self, held knowledge before its manifestation in the human body. Thus, dialectical inquiry served as a way of recollecting what was once known, but had, in the soul’s incarnation, been forgotten.

For the dissolving Greco-Roman world, Platonic thought revived a hope of attaining to and the value in knowing the eternal, objective truth. Plato renewed the belief in a sovereignly ordered cosmos, combating the idea of an unpredictably open universe that the Sophists’ relativistic humanism had propagated.
 The Greeks regained a sense of morality and an awareness of the significance of the soul, immortality, and humanity’s relationship to the eternal things. 

In the midst of this shift, Judaism reached a pinnacle in their journey as a people with the arrival and death of the acclaimed Jewish Messiah, Jesus Christ. With the destruction of the temple in 70 AD and the displacement it caused, Christianity rebuilt its nucleus within the Hellenistic culture.
  Hence, the propagation of the Christian faith resulted in an assimilation and expansion upon of Hellenistic philosophy and thought, which persisted in Platonic and Neo-platonic theory. Christianity spread as the answer to the existential and ambiguous questions philosophy had unearthed. 

St. Augustine preached Christianity as the fulfillment of Platonic theory as is reflected in his systematic theology, which offers philosophical and theological grounds to the claim of Christianity as philosophy’s true consummation. In his book, Confessions, he recollected the events and stories of his life, communicating through them a worldview that enveloped the Greco-Roman language, philosophy, and pursuit towards a higher, objective knowing. He expounds upon the convergence of the “logos” of Hellenism (representing reason and divine rationality) and the “logos” of Judaism (the word of God as revealed through human history), arriving at a Christian “logos,” the incarnate God in Christ.
 

Neo-platonic philosophy held to and built upon Plato’s allegory of the cave, as did St. Augustine in the working out of his theology. For Augustine, the Christian faith fulfilled the allegory of the cave. Augustine did not place the eternal Forms as existing outside of God, descending hierarchically, but as existing within the unchanging, omniscient mind of God.
  The invisible, unchanging God then, became accessible to human beings through Christ as the intermediary between god and human beings.
 Augustine believed that Christ, as the Word made flesh, offered truth to human beings in his teachings and that it was the knowing which freed the soul from bondage.

In Confessions, Augustine referred to his own bondage and the tension of his two conflicting wills. “The consequence of a distorted will is passion. By servitude to passion, habit is formed, and habit to which there is no resistance becomes necessity. By these links…a harsh bondage held me under restraint…So my two wills, one old, the other new, one carnal, the other spiritual, were in conflict with one another, and their discord robbed my soul of all concentration.”
 This tension between the carnal and the spiritual—between sensory pleasures, passions, appetites and rational, divine knowing—emphasized a platonic dualism in Christianity, which would only become more polarized as time progressed.


Augustine believed that human beings ascended to God through the soul, maintaining a platonic separation of the body and soul. He explained that God provided both animals and human beings with bodies and senses in which to have life. However, it is the human being who can rise above the natural capacity of the senses and perception through the body to find God through understanding of the mind.
 Augustine described his own experience meeting with transcendent and infinite wisdom in the vision he shared with his mother as a moment of utter concentration of the heart and immunity to the pleasure of bodily senses.

At the cusp of the fall of the Roman Empire, Augustine believed the Christian church to be a safe haven for a society facing an encroaching darkness and persistent affliction. His systematic theology provided the church with an organized belief system around which believers could gather in their despair and physical trials. Thus, the church grew in power as the single bearer of divine and objective truth, promising spiritual transcendence and freedom in a time of great physical strife. The Christian church also served as a safe haven to the ancient texts and their meaning during an era bereft of cultural and scholastic progress. It wasn’t until 1000 AD that Europe managed to stabilize as a unified, organized culture at which time secular pursuits evolved apart from the church.

Thomas Aquinas’s theological philosophy evolved out of the Medieval Christian Church and its guardianship of the ancient texts during this time. Even though the church preserved the ancient texts, it did not sanction academic study apart from religious pursuits. Consequently, Aquinas’ work moved towards a reconciliation of reason and faith, also reflecting his education in the philosophies of both Aristotle and Augustine. His work, Summa Contra Gentiles, was meant to appeal to both the Gnostic intellectuals as well as the religious authorities on church doctrine and theology.  Aquinas argued for the value of the reason as serving, informing, and complementing the Christian faith. God had, in fact, two types of revelation: supernatural and natural. Under the tutelage of Albertus Magnus, Aquinas distinguished between knowledge attained from theological doctrine and knowledge attained from science.

Aquinas explained that human beings have a knowledge of principles revealed through natural means. God implants human beings with a natural knowledge that both participates in the divine Wisdom and is contained by it. Therefore, that which is held by faith as divinely revealed cannot be contrary to a divinely implanted natural knowledge.
 In this way, Aquinas challenged the dualism between reason and faith by merging Aristotle’s philosophy of the empirical with Augustine and Plato’s philosophy of the transcendent.

Furthermore, Aquinas continued in his argument to grant credibility to the senses as the means through which human reason intakes the natural revelation of God.
 He posits that the sensible things have preserved within them a “trace of a likeness to God”. With this point, Aquinas merges the platonic idea of participation with Aristotle’s belief in the necessity of sense experience to the intellect. Hence, the invisible becomes accessible in part through observation of the visible.

Following this proposition, Aquinas expanded upon Aristotle’s proof of a supreme being or intellect, laying out a list of properties of this being which can be deduced. Thus far, the character and qualities of God had been drawn forth from the authority of Scripture as it was understood under the papacy. Through a process of “remotion”, Aquinas arrived at a series of propositions describing the being of God as more personal, willful, and involved in human history than had been articulated ever before.
 

Summa Contra Gentiles presents a rational set of observations, which build upon each other to complement the knowledge of God ascertained through divine revelation.  Aquinas intelligently demonstrates how the knowledge naturally revealed through the senses informs the knowledge divinely revealed in faith. Human beings can then know God in part by knowing and understanding the world around them. This claim, in turn, opened natural revelation as a path to God for the individual as opposed to divine revelation ushered in through the church and by the authority of the church alone. To the western world, Aquinas preached the epistemological necessity of the senses to faith and approved scientific inquiries, as they inherently cannot oppose God because they are of God.

Into the Renaissance, the freedom for secular studies led to unprecedented scientific, mechanical and technical advancements, which triggered a psychological shift in European character.
 A new spirit of bold individualism produced a sense of empowerment over the empirical and a skepticism regarding authority and tradition. As a result, the modern movement was characterized by this empowerment of the intellect of the individual and humanity’s quest to master the natural world.


Renee Descartes articulated the emboldened modern self in his philosophy, embracing a modern skepticism to the extent that it dismantled all previously held beliefs, assumptions, and knowledge. He sought after a foundation of knowledge that would withstand all inquiries, and all doubt—an Aristotelian immovable point or a priori knowledge. As a mathematician, Descartes submits his knowledge to this subtractive filter, not dissimilar to Aquinas’ method of “remotion” and Plato’s process of dialectic inquiry. 


Descartes reduced being (or existence) to thinking,  “I am certain that I am a thinking thing. Do I not then also know what is required for my being certain about anything?”
 His Meditations on First Philosophy disavowed any reliability of the body and its sensed experiences in the pursuit of absolute knowledge, a return of sorts to the Augustinian and Platonic dualism.
 Furthermore, Descartes doubted all structures and institutions and anything that had been established over time, through habit or custom. He understood these traditions and long-standing edifices as being constructed from sense experiences, which he condemned as false and unreliable.


In practice, Descartes employed doubt and questioning as a vacuum for all that was and had been blindly accepted by sensory intake. The existence and character of God was not exempt from his deconstructive inquiry. Proof of a God, or higher being, followed Descartes’ proof of his own existence. He found that without the existence or “natural light” of God, his mind would not have been able to conceive of such a being. If his existence was independent from any other being, he would not deny himself anything: “for I should have given myself all the perfections of which I have any idea, and thus I should myself be God”.
 


The Modern Era progressed in the belief of the power of reason and individual revelation as opposed to the authority of a hierarchical position. All things, according to Descartes, had to be reasoned out anew, as warped beliefs and perspectives had confused the truth. Immanuel Kant added to the work of Descartes and expanded upon it, hoping for a reconciliation of both philosophy and religion to science.

In Prolegomena to Any Future Physics, Immanuel Kant investigates the limits of reason: what we know and how much we can know apart from the senses. Kant begins by distinguishing between a priori and a posteriori knowledge.  A priori knowledge is a metaphysical knowledge: that which can be known beyond or apart from experience, from pure understanding or pure reason.
 (This is reminiscent of Plato’s belief that the soul bore the remnant of a knowledge it knew before it entered the body. The human pursuit, then, becomes a process of recollecting what was once known and has been forgotten.)  A priori knowledge is constructed by the mind apart from experience, but can be applicable to experience. Descartes considered mathematics to be an a priori branch of knowledge.

Kant believed science (the systematic study of the natural world) as well as mathematics employed the a priori principles of our mind. According to Kant, the order of the world did not actually exist in the world, but existed in and of the mind. Consequently, nothing of and in the world is absolute, but our mental organizing of the world is absolute. We are capable of knowing with certainty the world we can experience, even though the world at large (outside of space and time) remains beyond our human understanding.

Kant suggests the human mind as the bearer of absolute knowledge, whereas Plato and Augustine both attributed absolute knowledge to the mind of God. In true modern form, Kant dethrones the idea of an ancient supreme being as the bearer of absolute wisdom, replacing it with the power of reason. Although the modern era held reason as the objective filter for all other beliefs and perspectives, the postmodern era rejects the existence of objectivity at all.  Postmodernism reserves a skepticism towards the modernist claims, which have come out of the pursuit for reason, truth and rationality.


Still, the legacy of Plato leaves its traces throughout the major works in philosophy through history. His dialectic approach to philosophy is visible in the work of Aquinas, Descartes and Kant. Plato’s hierarchical organizing of the world and its meaning through story and Form is adopted and built upon in Augustine’s systematic theology. The paradoxes of life, the struggle between reason and faith, the question of authority and objectivity are all issues that Plato wrestled through in his philosophic pursuit of truth. These resonate throughout Western philosophical tradition as paradoxes of life that humanity will, until the Christian redemption of both body and soul, find perpetually elusive. 


“And who are the true philosophers?”


“Those who love the sight of truth.”
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