Autonomy, Integrity and Knowledge in Plato


Synopsis

Knowing may not be the good, but apparently it makes us good. Quite possibly knowledge is virtue, or else displaces any need to talk of virtue in the usual way. These outrageous Platonic claims seem indefensible. This course will seek the best possible defence, and in the course of that deepen our understanding of who we are and the importance of reality and integrity in ethical formation.
Unlike Aristotle (at least Aristotelian ethics of the late-20th C. Anglophone ‘virtue ethicists’), Plato is not a naturalist, and does not advocate aiming at – or even think in terms of – the human good; Aristotle’s distinction between theoretical and practical knowledge is unknown to Plato, who would blanche at the quasi-perceptual character of the latter. Aiming at such a thing could not hope to promise to improve our character. 
Indian Buddhist philosophers and moralists agreed that knowing reality is transformative, and would have shared Plato’s skepticism that orienting our attention towards the merely human would get us very far along that road. But the Buddhists have a radically different epistemology – they do not admit the regulative principle of the intelligibility of reality, nor therefore can they call the effects of aiming to know integrating in the same way. The contrast should illuminate for us what is at stake in rejecting Plato’s intelligibility principle. For knowledge-seeking to be ethically central, is it sufficient to insist on aiming at truth as something outside of us and independent of our desires?
Meetings
This course will meet twice a day, for five consecutive days:
Mon-Fri 27.11-1.12 10-12; 14-16 (Eng2-0026 Engelska parken)

It will consist in a mix of lecture and seminar discussion, weighted more towards the latter. 
The first four sittings will cover topics I and II, below. A fifth sitting will be devoted to carrying on the themes raised thus far. The next three sittings will address topics III and IV, below. In the penultimate sitting, Buddhist materials will be introduced. The final sitting will be devoted to developing and consolidating the lines of inquiry opened in the week; there will be no new material introduced. 

Readings
Primary readings are predominantly from Plato (details below). Participants should secure their own copies of these. English translations of Plato’s dialogues published by Hackett are generally reliable; Christopher Rowe’s translation of the Republic (Penguin) is also a good choice. 

Secondary readings (details below) are either from journals accessible electronically, or they will be made available in electronic or printed form, by 18 October.

Readings pertaining to Buddhist ethics will also be made available nearer the time.

Registration
Please do register your interest in the course by dropping an email to Pauliina Remes.

Registration is not compulsory, and latecomers are welcome. But for the sake of course organisation, it is helpful to know who is likely to show up. 

Questions?
Please contact Amber Carpenter (amber.carpenter@yale-nus.edu.sg) with any questions related to the content of the course. 

Pauliina Remes (pauliina.remes@filosofi.uu.se) may be contacted regarding organisational matters.
Description of Topics, With Readings
I. We begin by considering the thing for which such high claims are made: What is knowledge, according to Plato? An account focusing on the Republic and Philebus – not to the exclusion of the Meno-Theaetetus, and Timaeus – illuminates the authority knowing has and why. On this view, it is not being auto-nomos  that we aim at, but being auto-logos – we do not give ourselves customs, but rather we are capable of giving and receiving complete accounts. We become auto-logos by appreciating the robust standards of complete knowledge as having ultimate authority in our cognitive lives, and therefore in our estimation of the importance, salience, meaning and desirability of whatever perception of the world presents to us. Approximately instantiating the high standards set by complete explanation defines the domain of cognition, distinguishing it from sensation. Accountability is the source of the authority knowing has over belief or perception, and what distinguishes it from force. 

     ** Plato, Republic 473d-535a


** Meno 96d-100b
     ** Theaetetus 201b-210b
* Vogt, Katja. “Belief and Investigation in the Republic”, Ch. 2 of Vogt, Belief and Truth, Oxford: OUP 2012

* Nehamas, Alexander. “Epistēmē and Logos in Plato’s Later Thought”, in Nehamas, Virtues of Authenticity, Princeton: Princeton University Press 1999
* Fine, Gail. “Inquiry in the Meno” in R. Kraut, ed. Cambridge Companion to Plato, CUP 1992; reprinted in Fine, Plato on Knowledge and Forms, OUP 2002
– Velleman, David, “On the Aim of Belief” in Velleman, The Possibility of Practical Reason, Oxford: OUP 2000, 244-81

– Gosling, J. C. B. “Doxa and dunamis in Plato’s Republic”, Phronesis 13 (1968): 119-30

II. Aiming at knowledge, as this ideal is described in the Republic  and Philebus, commits us to certain principles – that reality can be distinguished from appearance, that truth is better than fiction or falsehood, that accuracy matters, that explanations cannot be idiosyncratic, that the more comprehensive explanation is the stabler and better one, the good is prior to the desirable. Indeed, a true ability to give an account, or to give account of oneself and one’s convictions, can only be distinguished from expediency by its ultimate commitment to real goodness. Any active seeking of knowledge will be a practice in respecting these principles. Even humble sort sorts of knowledge-seeking have this character, and so a salutary effect; while also making us amenable to extending this practice. In this way, we turn from what knowing is to what it does to us, and to how seeking to know forms character. 

     ** Philebus 55c-59d

     ** Republic 535a-540d

* Pasnau, ‘Epistemology Idealised’, Mind 122 (2013): 987-1020
* Woolf, Raphael. “Plato and the Norms of Thought,” Mind 122, no. 485 (2013): 171–216
* Santas, G., 1980, ‘Two Theories of Good in Plato's Republic,’ Archiv für die Geschichte der Philosophie, 57: 223–45

– Carpenter, ‘Ranking Knowledge in the Philebus’

– Hyman, J. (2010), ‘The Road To Larissa,’, Ratio, 23: 393–414. 
– Jones, W. (1997), ‘Why Do We Value Knowledge?’, American Phil Qrtrly, 34: 423–40
III. If we take the intelligibility of reality as a regulative ideal, then every attempt to understand better according to the ideal of knowledge described is necessarily integrating: Aiming at knowledge is  aiming to clarify, make more coherent and accurate and stable the beliefs that we have, and thus to make ourselves – our priorities and preferences, and the choices and actions that follow from these – likewise stably and comprehensively integrated. That is to say, aiming at accountability is a practice in integrating ourselves; aiming at comprehensive accountability integrates us comprehensively. More important than merely integrating our belief set, aiming at knowledge gives shape and focus to our attention. It yields a perspective on the world, a way in which the world has meaning for us, which points always outside of and beyond ourselves as we happen to be.
A different account of knowledge – one for instance that distinguishes, as Aristotle does, between theoretical and practical knowledge – could not be expected to have the like effect on us; and similarly, restricting the relevant bit of reality to a pre-defined conception of the human (as at least neo-Aristotelian naturalists do) would not promise the fundamental reorienting that Plato’s knowledge-seeking does.

Perspectives are morally assessable according to their accuracy, truth, fairness – that is, according to how they permit (or prevent) the good to come to light in everyday experience. The moral assessability of pleasures and pains – of our interests and our loves and professions and choices – is merely one manifestations of this. We locate the ethical relevance of Plato’s epistemology not primarily in action, then, but in the epistemic terms that qualify perfect knowing. 

     ** Meno 80a-81e
  ** Timaeus 37a-39e, 86b-90e

     ** Republic 441c-443e
* Carone, Gabriela, ‘The Ethical Function of Astronomy in Plato's Timaeus’ in T. Calvo & L. Brisson (eds.), Interpreting the Timaeus-Critias 1997  
* Burnyeat, Myles, “Plato on Why Mathematics is Good for the Soul” in T. Smiley, ed. Mathematics and Neccessity, Oxford University Press, published for the British Academy 2000
– McPherran, M. “Socrates and the Duty to Philosophize” Southern Journal of Philosophy 24 (1986): 283-309

– Sosa, Ernest. ‘For the Love of Truth’, in Virtue Epistemology: Essays on Epistemic Virtue and Responsibility, eds. A. Fairweather and L. Zagzebski, Oxford: OUP 2000

– Kvanvig, J. “Knowledge as Irreducibly Valuable”, Ch. 6 of The Value of Knowledge and the Pursuit of Understanding, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2003

IV. Integrating Sensation and Knowing. If happiness (eudaimonia) is the human good, and eudaimonism the an ethos centred on eudaimonia, then Plato is no eudaimonist. The human good plays virtually no role in an ethic governed by knowing the good, as Plato describes it. The only relevance our humanity has thus far is that it (as any embodied, percipient nature) has modes of experience which mislead, are not truth-aiming and even defy accountability. There is something for us to work against in aiming at knowledge. At the same time, however, aiming at knowledge as Plato describes it offers the best hope of integrating the whole of our natures and faculties, unifying ourselves through aiming to unify our understandings of reality, such that our preferences and desires accord, our relations with others are honest and reliable, our words accord with each other and with our actions.
     ** Philebus 31-41, 60-62

* Woolf, Raphael. “Truth as a Value in Plato’s Republic”, Phronesis 54 (2009): 9-39

* Kawall, Jason. “Other-regarding Epistemic Virtues”, Ratio XV 3 (2002): 257-275

* Baumgarten, Elias. “Curiosity as a Moral Virtue”, International Journal of Applied Philosophy 15/2 (2001): 169-84

* Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, chapter 14, ‘The Nature of Virtue’


– Nehamas. “Plato on the Imperfection of the Sensible World”

