What is the Recollection Argument, and does it succeed?
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In Plato’s Phaedo, the Recollection Argument is discussed in sections 72e to 78b
. It is an argument that can be discussed on its own, but it is best understood when linked to the other arguments of the text, as together they form a theory of immortality of the soul. This paper will first explain the Recollection Argument, then place it in the broader context of the text, and Plato’s arguments, in particular the Theory of the Forms, and finally reflect upon the success of the argument.


The Recollection Argument is the belief that learning is form of remembering, and, therefore, everything learnt is in fact something already known, but temporarily forgotten. Several parts of this definition require explanation, including the specific way in which Plato uses the term ‘knowledge’, however, it is useful to first articulate how Plato makes his case. He uses the example of two similar logs
. He points out that in comparing these two logs, we become aware of their equality. Plato argues that nothing in what we encounter through our senses; sight, sound, taste and so on, can ever be completely equal. Using these two premises, he therefore concludes that we must have some knowledge of the concept of equality prior to us having experienced it through our senses. As we have been experiencing the world through our senses since birth, Plato concludes that we must have had knowledge of equality, or as he refers to it, ‘the form of the equal’, before birth. This same type of argument holds, according to Plato, for all Forms, such as goodness, for something that is good, or ‘redness’ for something that is red, and so on. Just as with equality, we can never experience the Forms purely in this life, merely be reminded of them by their likenesses. Hackforth clarifies this point: “the content of our sense-perceptions resembles the Forms, but only does so deficiently and our recognition of this defectiveness implies a pre-natal knowledge of the Forms”
. An important post-script to this point is that, thus far, Plato has not explicitly linked the Recollection Argument with immortality; that is, nothing in the supposition of pre-natal Form knowledge precludes the possibility that human souls may come into being at some given point before birth, rather than existing eternally. An objection that can be raised here is that ‘forgetting’ our knowledge of the Forms at birth seems arbitrary. However, even though Plato does not explain why this should be the case, the flaw in his argument is not a fatal one.


The theory of recollection only Forms an assertion in favour of immortality when it is combined with the previous Argument of Opposites
. As Egan summarizes, Plato “puts forth the claim that everything that comes to be, comes to be from its opposite”
. That is to say that it is not possible for something, including human souls, to come from nothing. As death is the opposite of life, Plato concludes that humans do exist before birth, but in a different form. An implication of this is that human souls can never ‘not exist’, but merely exist in different Forms, sometimes in the state of death, and sometimes in the state of life. The soul, therefore, is immortal, and recollection of likenesses of the Forms reminds humans of the previous phase of their life.


An objection here can be raised regarding the link between knowledge of the Forms, and the individuality of the soul. That is, even if the argument of pre-natal Form knowledge is accepted, it is possible to object to the conclusion of immortality, as they knowledge of the Forms may a universal one. What is meant by this is that if every pre-natal soul has the same knowledge of the Forms, there is no difference between them and they cannot be considered separate entities. Cornford considers this point as he describes the knowledge of the Forms as “an impersonal memory: its contents are the same in all human beings”
.

One of the features of the dramatic dialogue, in which Socrates and his interlocutors reflect upon philosophical issues, is the revelation of the assumptions that common beliefs rest on. These beliefs are often proven to be false, or at least unsubstantiated. Yet, the Recollection Argument itself rests upon certain premises that need to be examined. One such premise relates to Plato’s usage of the term ‘knowledge’. When Plato argues that humans already possess knowledge of everything, he does not mean that we know about future events, like the result of sports matches and so on. Nor does he mean things which we consider empirical facts, such as the knowledge that it rained today. Instead, he is using the term ‘knowledge’ to refer to a more specific conception; that is knowledge of the Forms. This relates the differentiated conception of thought; the divided line explained in The Republic, that is, a hierarchy of knowledge Forms, with the lowest, lies and deception, rising through internally consistent theories like geometry and mathematics to the ultimate level of knowledge; the Forms.


It can therefore be said that for the Recollection Argument to work, the Theory of the Forms, or at least some similar concept, must be accepted. This is as Hackforth states: “the doctrine of Forms is with that of the soul’s existence before its incarnation: in other words, they stand and fall together”. Attempts to prove the Theory of the Forms may succeed or fail, but what the significance here is that Platonised Socrates does not explicitly prove or justify the Theory of the Forms.

Another objection can be made at this stage, considering the different types of knowledge that Plato distinguishes between. Clearly, Plato believes it is possible to learn about things that are not the Forms, but it is less clear why this is the case. If the Forms require a preceding example for us to perceive them, then it seems logical that empirical facts should also require this. As they do not, in Plato’s ideas, then it needs to be further proved that the Forms cannot in fact be learnt.


An issue can also be raised regarding the type of judgment that Recollection of the Forms leads us to make. If our understanding of the sense-perception world is underpinned by the Forms, it seems to follow that our judgments are imbued with the truth of the Forms. It therefore seems possible to argue that it is impossible for human beings to make incorrect judgments, an apparently absurd conclusion. Plato might respond to this suggestion by indicating that misjudgments are, in fact, a product of our imperfect understanding of the Forms.

It is perhaps accepted that his interlocutors will assume the Theory of the Forms without question, but it seems doubtful that a modern philosopher can do so without prior examination. It is this observation that has prompted some writes to describe the Phaedo “a religious doctrine supported by poets…but the argument for it is completely rationalised”
. This point suggests the paradigm in which Plato’s ideas should be encountered and evaluated, but before this is attempted, it is important to consider the purpose with which Plato wrote this dialogue. Socrates is dying, and wishes to articulate to his friends his views regarding death. When he expresses his lack of fear, his friends are surprised, and ask him why he not afraid. It is this which prompts Socrates to express his theory of immortality. An understanding of the intellectual context of the period is also worthwhile, as it reminds the modern reader that in Ancient Greece, a belief in a life after death was almost universally accepted. Plato’s task, therefore, is merely to link a life after death to a life before birth, and ultimately, immortality.


A meaningful critique of Plato’s ideas needs to be aware of this context, and also understand that his argument rests on a number of premises that were, in his era, inalienable, but are now more readily questioned. Plato’s ideas do not appear to be justified when considered within a modern paradigm of thought. Karl Popper’s ‘falsification theory’, for example, demands that any suggestion that is put forward must be done so in terms that allow it to be falsified. If the idea requires certain assumptions that are impossible to prove, like the Theory of the Forms, then we cannot consider it as being valid.

Such is the case with the Recollection Argument. As it requires the belief in unproved ideas, it cannot be said that the argument is a total success. Furthermore, while the argument is largely coherent, even within itself certain problems arise, as discussed above.
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