Session 6 — Report - May 10, 2022.

Plato. Discussion on the Greek philosopher Plato’s ideas included his ‘Allegory of the Cave’ which
explains his concept that our understanding of reality is imperfect, and that there is a higher reality that we
may seek to discover, but lies beyond and outside the physical world we observe. His idea that there are,
existing in that other invisible world, ideal ‘forms’ of objects [eg: tables; trees; animals; ....] and concepts
[eg: courage; justice; compassion; ....] were disputed by his most famous pupil, Aristotle, the latter arguing
that all we know and can know is of the world we are conscious of, and that Plato’s idea of ‘forms’ leads to
the absurd impossibility of an infinite regression of ‘forms’ within ‘forms’

Session 6 discussion ranged widely and, as with most philosophical subjects, led not to definite
conclusions but to deeper questions, the answers to which are for the individual to decide according to his
beliefs and goals in life:-

The offspring of animals show that some survival knowledge is learned not from instruction or
experience but is inbuilt — spiders build webs of a particular design; similarly, birds build their nests; freshly
hatched turtles race instinctively to reach the sea; antelopes can run from predatory lions shortly after birth.
This leads to the question - ‘Are we born with any rudimentary knowledge of concepts such as truth, fairness
and justice?’ - these being among characteristics important in our cultures. Perhaps our DNA has sequences
which evolved in prior developing cultures and predispose us to co-operation as a survival technique.

Why do we want more of everything, larger houses, flashier cars, money, status, ....? Things that
give rise to concerns and worries — that lead to anxiety and stress. Why compete in the ‘rat-race’?

Is the modern tendency towards antiseptic living beneficial to health in the long-run?

Can, and should, artificial intelligence be developed to the level of rivalling or exceeding the
capabilities of the human brain? If so, what might be the benefits to humanity, and what might be the
dangers?

How should children be educated, and by whom? What should they be taught ... and what not?
Some philosophers [Plato — Thomas More — others] have definite ideas on this in their imagined utopian
societies. The intended results range from inculcating obedience to dogma to developing free-thinking skills.

Should the individual favour short-term goals to achieve personal happiness? Should governments
disadvantage the current generation by adopting long-term goals that benefit the future?

Is technology leading us further away from an existence compatible with nature and towards a
society too dependent upon the smooth-running of complex systems [economic; military; information;
energy] vulnerable to deliberate, accidental, and perhaps catastrophic, manipulation and disruption?

Is it preferable to passively adapt to whatever life hands out, or to actively strive to modify life to
suit our desires?

Is a purpose in life’s journey, not to seek absolute knowledge, but to accept whatever knowledge
provides benefits which outweigh its perceived imperfections?

Questions such as these have the potential for further examination in future sessions.



Other matters:

Life has its opposing characteristics and qualities: Good and Evil; Contentment and Despair; Love
and Hate; Illness and Health; Strength and Weakness; War and Peace; etc.. Whilst we, as individuals, cannot
personally experience all of life’s ‘opposites’, we can appreciate their effects through observing the
experience of others.

Books — those now in the U3 A collection are available for loan. It can be difficult to understand
original works and so there is value, in the initial study of a philosopher or philosophical topic, in first
turning to interpretations and criticisms by other authors. Non-philosophical books, too, not-infrequently,
make passing reference to philosophers, and your knowledge of them can increase the value obtained from
the reading.

The complexities of elusive success rather than the simple pleasures we






Philosophers:-

Previously,
Session 1 - Thales & Spinoza — February 22.
Session 2 — Anaximander & Aquinas — March 8.
Session 3 — Epicurus & Francis Bradley — March 22.
Session 4 - Socrates, and John Anderson — April 12.
Session 5 - Plato & Descartes — April 26.
This session 6 — Plato — May 10.

Another thought on ethics — It was [is?] not uncommon in India for a father to cripple his infant
daughter so she could have an income for life as a beggar — what are the rights and wrongs
involved?

Plato [427-347 BCE]
As Plato received scant treatment last session it is appropriate to now give him more of our time.

Plato was born into a wealthy aristocratic family in a time when the city state of Athens was
in decline and suffering civil strife. He was greatly affected by the trial and death of Socrates, his
friend and mentor, then he spent several years away from Athens until a return there was safe. It
was there he founded the Academy which became a famous centre for philosophical, mathematical
and scientific research.

Plato’s writings consist of some letters and 30 philosophical dialogues which can be divided
into three groups. The early dialogues have Socrates as the principal character testing and confusing
others on their understanding of values such as ’virtue’ and ‘courage’.

Socrates figures also in the second group but in these dialogues it is now widely believed
that Plato was putting his own ideas into Socrates’ mouth. These include a theory of knowledge, the
immortality of the soul, the theory of ‘forms’, and a description of a political ‘utopia’.

The last group consists mainly of complex criticisms of the assumptions underlying the
doctrines in the second group, above.

Taken as a whole, Plato’s philosophy has had, and has maintained through the ages to the
present, a remarkable influence, rivalled only by that of his greatest pupil, Aristotle.

Plato’s “The Republic”, not surprisingly, contains an abundance of philosophical ideas
[happiness depends mainly on men’s dispositions; approaching death makes a man careful to pay all
of his debts to God; Is the life of the unjust man superior to that of the just?; the constitution of the
human soul; the nature of reality and truth; an account of the Ideal State; etc..].

Sir Thomas More [1478-1535] in his “Utopia” also describes an ‘ideal state’ not dissimilar in some
respects to Plato’s. Both, however, have been criticised as having the same fundamental flaw, in that



they not only invent ideal institutions for mankind, but invent an ideal mankind for their
institutions.

Another concept of an ‘ideal’ community is to be found in Aldous Huxley’s “Brave New World”,
and of a less-than-ideal one in George Orwell’s “1984”.

Some quotations from Plato:

“Is that which is holy loved by the gods because it is holy, or is it holy because it is loved by
the gods? “

We could paraphrase this in relation to the concepts of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’:-
‘Is what God considers a ‘sin’ a sin because it is a sin, or because God says it is a sin?’ In other
words, are the rights and wrongs in religious beliefs facts or opinion?

“What I say is that ‘just’ or ‘right’ means nothing but what is in the interest of the stronger
party.”

Ethics are not fixed. Is Putin’s war against Ukraine right because he is the stronger?

“The blame is his who chooses, God is blameless’
Here Plato’s belief in free-will shows.

............. to become like God, as far as this is possible ......... is to become holy, just and

Books, and what to do with them. What do you read? And why?
Some personal musings:-

After a lifetime’s association with books I have come to believe that they can have some use ......
To fill bookcases to impress others with your learning.
To steady a table by inserting one under a short leg.
To store in boxes as nourishment for silverfish.
To throw at the cat / husband / wife [choose as appropriate] as circumstances warrant.
To use as an umbrella when caught out on rainy days.
And, as a last desperate resort, a book can even be read — for better or worse.

The first books I encountered at primary school taught me such reassuring things as......
Evil trolls lived under bridges ready to jump out and eat you as you crossed.
Giants were able to ‘smell the blood of an Englishman’.
If you ate too much you would get fat and be stung to death by a swarm of bees.
Horrible Hobyars would chase you if you ventured out at night.
Lazy layabouts, by having a genie or fairy, could avoid working for a living.

In this way I learned lessons intended to equip me for later life as an adult.

I do have a store of books in boxes and it is high time to bring those with a connection to
philosophy into the light of day. I will bring some to this session for discussion.



Keith Ashfold — Convener.

In today’s world the building of a personal library is not so common as perhaps it once was. Of
course, in times past there was no TV, social media, streaming services, audio books, etc., all
strongly promoted, so for many people physical books, the ones you can hold in your hand, are
considered ‘old hat’.

My father had a small bookcase, in a corner, above a writing desk and, as a child, I would look over

the shelves for anything suitable for my age. Two of them are now in my own collection — “Timothy
in Bushland” by Australian author Mary Grant Bruce, and .............

—and we only have so many hours in the day Tv



Plato is considered the most important person in the development of western philosophical
traditions. He founded the first institute of higher learning [the Academy of Athens]. He was a pupil
of Socrates and the mentor of Aristotle. His influence down to the present day is enormous,
demonstrating how philosophy can be subjected to scientific rigour in the areas of ethics, politics,
knowledge and theology, and with great impact also on science and mathematics. His theory of
‘forms’ considers the physical world to be inferior to another invisible world that provides the
perfect essence of what constitutes everyday objects, and is the causality for all we see and do.

His work ‘The Republic’ includes the ‘Allegory of the Cave’ in which a group of chained prisoners
see only moving shadows projected onto the cave’s wall and believe these shadows to be the only
reality. As well as showing the effect of education and the lack of it on our natures, the allegory
reinforces the proposition that our beliefs about the world we live in are not accurate representations
of the real world.

Rene Descartes [ 1596-1650]

Descartes was a French philosopher scientist and mathematician, known most commonly for his
statement ‘I think, therefore I am’ which was the only conclusion he came to in his otherwise
unsuccessful search for proofs that the things he thought the world contained [such understandings
being obtained through his unreliable senses] actually existed.

He is often regarded as the father of modern philosophy, enquiring into the question of what we
know and how we know it. He invented analytic geometry which combined the two previously
separate fields of geometry and algebra.

Among the many influential books he wrote are:
Treatise of Man — 1633
Geometry — 1637
Meditations on 1st Philosophy — 1641
Passions of the Soul — 1649
The World — 1664
Rules for the Direction of the Mind — 1701.

The ‘Meditations’continue to be a standard text at most university philosophy departments.
For discussion:

Plato’s ‘Allegory of the Cave’. More information will be available in session.

Ethics and Morals. Some aspects:-
What are ethics and morals, and how do we come by our standards of ethical behaviour and sense
of right and wrong? Do these standards exist in their own right? The Bible seems to suggest that,
not only is this so, but that rights and wrongs are as blacks and whites, with no in-betweens —
Adam & Eve were banished from the Garden of Eden for eating the forbidden fruit of a tree that

provided them with the knowledge of what is Good and what is Evil, a knowledge presumably God
wanted to keep to himself. We may ask was the initial concealment of good and evil ethical? Also



we may ask if His punishment of Adam & Eve was ethical given that present-day courts would
hardly hand out such a severe life sentence for a seemingly minor transgression.

Ethics is a system of moral principles which determine how people make decisions and lead
their lives. There are three main systems.

Deontological moral systems are characterised by independent standards and rules which are
followed as a matter of duty rather than personal choice. In war, soldiers who otherwise might act
differently, kill enemies because they have orders to do so and it is their duty to obey. Barristers
defending in court a person whom they may know to be guilty endeavour their hardest to obtain a
‘not-guilty’ verdict because of the duty they have assumed on behalf of the defendant.

Teleological moral systems entail decisions based on the known or likely consequences of that
decision. When faced with alternative choices you must evaluate the likely downstream effects of
each and choose that which you believe will give the most benefit or the least injury. A pilot whose
faulty aircraft can no longer stay aloft over a town may try, if these are the alternatives he faces, to
crash into private houses rather than into a nearby school, shopping complex or hospital — the
potential death toll thus being minimised. In a political election the choice of which party to vote
for is a teleological decision.

Virtue-based moral systems consider rules which people should follow to develop ‘good’ traits
such as kindness and generosity, and to learn how to break bad habits of character.

Ethics are not set in concrete. They are dependent upon beliefs and motives. Wars, which arguably
rate very low on any ethical scale, may be declared and waged for varied reasons, including
economic necessity, for religious or political domination, to redress real or imagined injury, to
redress lost ‘historical’ land ownership, or to obtain increased influence in world affairs.
Notwithstanding, war’s opposing forces will all claim to be acting ethically in the circumstances.

Ethical stances on a personal scale are also rubbery and for reasons perhaps not dissimilar to the
above. Tax evasion, cheating at exams, stealing, callous treatment of others, and scams are, among
other activities, ones which the perpetrators may know to be wrong but their ethical standards (or
lack of) is no deterrent. But what about abortions and the sanctity of life — who has the right, and by
what standards, to determine the rightness or wrongness of either stance? Also, is it right for parents
to, in effect, force acceptance of their own religious beliefs onto their children? Again, is it ethical
to find amusement in the discomfort of others — the prevalence of this is behind the popularity of
many TV ‘reality’ shows and of the slapstick humour in films.

‘Ethics and Reality TV — Should we really watch?’ Google this for an interesting coverage.
Also check-out ‘www.smartluck.com’ which, too, is worthy of discussion.

Commercial advertising not infrequently borders on the unethical, making exaggerated or
misleading claims in favour of a product and ignoring known deficiencies. Authorities may impose
some restrictions on claims that can be made without disclaimer clauses, but loopholes are often
found.


http://www.smartluck.com/

Looking forward to your attendance next Tuesday, April 26.

Convener — Keith Ashfold.



