22 November 2005 – Plato and Hume

· general introduction to the problem of universals (with particular reference to general terms in language)

· realism and nominalism about universals

· Plato’s theory of forms (using the form of Equality as an example)

· Aristotle’s “third man” argument

Plato:  Universals, not particulars, are real

N.B.  These are not arguments.  They are analogies.  Plato isn’t proving anything here, just illustrating his view.
· the first analogy:  

· eyes/sun/moon::soul/universals(Forms)/particulars
· just as the sun rules over the realm of the visible, so the Form of the Good rules over the realm of the intelligible
· this analogy holds both with regard to how knowledge is acquired, but also with regard to creation.  Just as the sun brings things into existence, and gives them growth and nourishment, so it is from the Form of the Good itself that particular things derive their Being.

the second analogy (the divided line):

divide a line into 1/3-2/3 proportions.  Then, divide each of the parts produced into the same proportions.  The visible is to the intelligible as the 1/3 is to the 2/3 proporition.  Justification for this proportion:  the longer the line, the greater the clarity; the shorter the line, the greater the obscurity.  The proportions also represent degrees of reality/truth.

See overhead.  (Linked elsewhere on the website.)  A few notes:  (1) the images in C are just the objects of B.  These particularly include geometric drawings, etc.  But these are objects nonetheless in that they are part of the physical world.  (2) the order of reasoning in C is always from assumptions to conclusions.  In  D, it is always from hypotheses to principles.  From these principles, any conclusions are derivable.  

What’s the difference between assumptions and hypotheses?  By “assumption” Plato means whatever you get from your senses, and thereby take to be real without further enquiry.  He takes this to be an assumption.  By “hypothesis”, he understands notions not taken from sensible objects, these notions used as “steps” that one can mount to principles (those things that are certain, clear and indubitable).

the third analogy (allegory of the cave):

not really directly concerned with universals/particulars, but rides piggyback on the conception of knowledge in the divided line analogy.

sketch on board

dialectic as the process whereby we gradually ascend to knowledge of the real… only possible through consideration of universals (The Forms)

the philosopher’s job:  (1) to leave the cave and contemplate the Good, (2) to return to the cave to show others the way.

Two other points:  (1) why philosophy considers things in such a strange way (because you must turn your very soul about), and (2) why academics are so absent-minded (Who care about car keys when you can contemplate the Form of the Good?).

Hume:  Particulars, not universals, are real

Hume focuses on the linguistic question.  Some argue that the existence of general terms necessitates the reality of abstract general ideas.  Hume agrees with Berkeley that the former does not necessitate the latter.  According to Berkeley, general terms evoke particular (not general) ideas in our minds.  However, we use these particular ideas to stand for other particular ideas.  It is in this sense alone that general terms are in fact “general.”  Hume agrees and calls this “one of the greatest and most valuable discoveries that has been made of late years in the republic of letters.”

Three candidates for how general terms denote:  (1) by excluding all individuating qualities, (2) by including all individuation qualities, (3) by letting one particular stand for another.  The problem with (1):  our minds don’t have the capacity to hold all of these qualities.  The problem with (2):  (according to Hume) we simply don’t have these kinds of stripped-down conception.  When I ask you to think of green, you’re thinking of some particular shade of green, and allowing it to stand for all shades of green, etc.  Triangle example.

Hume’s three arguments:

There is no way to separate, even conceptually, the idea of a line from some particular length.  (Does this beg the question?)

All there are are impressions and ideas.  The only difference between these is that the former are more lively.  So, our idea of a thing cannot lack some information contained in the impression; but all impressions are fully determinate; so our ideas must be fully determinate as well.

The idea of a triangle with no precise angles, size is absurd.  The only difference between an idea and an idea of an object is external to the idea itself.  So, this idea is just as absurd whether it has a particular triangle as its object or not.  

general ideas work via habit.  When I hear “cat”, I picture some particular cat, but I am in the habit of letting my mind move to other particular cats under the right circumstances.  

