
1. TRUTH: a difficult concept, if, indeed, anyone can conceive of it at all.  In order to do justice 

to the “Search for Truth” I’ll have to recapitulate the entire history of Western thought.  But, 

since I have 25 minutes, I don’t see that there is a problem. 

 

2. Doubt that I could formulate a definition that would satisfy everyone here.  I’ll have to settle 

for trying to at least be very clear about what I mean when I use the word.  I speak here for 

science, and I believe that most scientists would consider “Truth” to be a COMPLETE 

UNDERSTANDING OF REALITY.  Of course, this doesn’t really solve my “definition” 

problem, since now I have TWO NEW words that cry for definition: “Understanding” and 

“Reality.”  By the end of my 25 minutes, I hope to define what science means by 

“understanding.”  And I may be able to explain why science is confident of the 

IMPOSSIBILITY of ever defining “Reality.” 

 

3. In Western tradition, those who seek to understand reality can trace origins back to the 

philosophers of the ancient Grecian culture.  “Philo” from a root word meaning “LOVE” and 

“Sophia” from a root meaning “KNOWLEDGE” imply that a “Philosopher” is a “Lover of 

Knowledge.”  Most of the faculty in the room today hold titles involving this word, and many of 

the students will. 

 

4. Among the ancient philosophers none is more important than Plato.  I would argue that 

Platonic thought has shaped Western culture more than any other thinker.  Alfred North 

Whitehead, 20
th

 Century British philosopher and mathematician, has written that the entire 

history of Western thought is best described as a series of footnotes to that of Plato. 

 

5. You will read a brief selection from Plato’s THE REPUBLIC, a selection known as the “Cave 

Allegory.”  This allegory and its symbols are well-known among the educated.  Sir James Jeans, 

a 20
th

 Century astrophysicist, in summing up the state of scientific understanding in 1931 wrote 

that “We are still imprisoned in our cave, with our backs to the light, and can only watch the 

shadows on the wall.”  He felt no need to explain further. 

 

6.  Plato has so heavily influenced our culture that we routinely think in categories that he 

established without even realizing it.  One example is the deeply ingrained notion in Christian 

theology that humans are made up of two parts: a material “body” and an immaterial “soul.”  

This idea is not particularly Jewish, and didn’t come from India or East Asia, but from the early 

Greek philosophers, and most especially Plato.  There are dozens more examples. 

 

7. The heart of Plato is the glorification of reason as a means of understanding reality.  Plato’s 

“reality,” of course, was not the material world.  In fact, Plato had contempt for knowledge that 

came from sensory perception: seeing, touching, hearing, tasting, smelling.  This data was 

unreliable and could tell you nothing important.  True knowledge came from pure reason, and 

mathematics was the purest and most exact reasoning.  Above the entry gate of Plato’s 

ACADEMY (the first institution of higher learning, from whence cometh our adjective 

“Academic”) in Athens was the inscription “Let None But Geometers Enter Here.” 

 

8. Plato’s influence on Christianity and on the shaping of the Medieval world was profound.  

Christianity can best be viewed as a marriage between Jewish monotheism and Greek 



philosophy, and especially Platonic thought.  You will read the biblical book of Mark, in which 

every major character is Jewish, but which was first written in Greek.  The marriage between 

biblical/early Jewish-Christian thought and Greek philosophy (mostly that of Aristotle, who was 

a student of Plato’s) was completed in the 13
th

 century by St. Thomas Aquinas.  This “Medieval 

Synthesis” of Christian and Greek thought is STILL (I am told) the basis of most Roman 

Catholic theology. 

 

9. This world-view represented a top-down approach to understanding reality: WHY questions 

were answered in terms of the PURPOSE and END RESULT of the phenomenon.  Objects and 

Beings had been created with a given “Nature” and their tendency was to follow this “nature” so 

that their Purpose could be fulfilled.  Ian Barbour writes that Medieval explanations sought 

answers “in terms of the true FORM or intelligible ESSENCE of an object and the PURPOSE it 

fulfilled.”  Solid objects fell because it was the nature of solids to seek their natural place, which 

was the Earth.  Fire, on the other hand, rose, since it was its nature to seek the heavens, where 

dwell the sun, stars, and other “fiery” bodies.  Why does rain fall?  To water plants so that they 

might grow.  Why does an acorn grow?  To become an oak. 

 

10. Galileo, about whom you will read, is credited with CHANGING THE QUESTION.  He 

asked NOT about ultimate purpose, and did not simply focus on the final state, but looked 

closely at the PROCESS.  Rather than “Why?” his questions tended to focus on “How?”  

Aristotle had taught, for example, that motion was the result of force: while a force acted, motion 

resulted, when the force was removed, the motion ceased.  This makes sense: push a chair, and it 

slides across the floor.  Stop pushing, and it comes to rest.  BUT: it doesn’t come to rest 

instantly.  It takes time, and the slicker the floor the longer it takes.  On ice, it might slide far.  

Galileo asked if, perhaps in the absence of any STOPPING force (i.e., friction) it might NEVER 

stop?  His conclusion was, indeed, that a force was needed to STOP motion once it was started. 

 

11. Galileo’s troubles with the Church came about because Greek writings about nature had been 

incorporated into Church doctrine.  Anyone challenging Aristotle was challenging Church 

teachings.   

 

12. Newton, born within one year of Galileo’s death, put the finishing touches on developing 

what still today is the “scientific method.”   Flying in the face of Platonic contempt for sensory 

perception, this methodology (which defines what is meant by “science”) is a systematic use of 

Reason and Observation.  This method has been incredibly powerful in increasing understanding 

of reality.  But only in a limited sense.   

 

13. Newton’s very success came from limiting his inquiry.  After his theory of gravity was 

shown to be successful in permitting understanding of planetary orbits, and also predicting lunar 

eclipses, the flight of cannonballs, and more, Newton was criticized for NOT offering an 

explanation for WHY two bodies attract one another with gravitational force.  (This was, after 

all, the Medieval model for “explanation.”)  Newton replied, famously, “Hypothesis non fingo” 

(Latin for “I frame no hypothesis.”) He went on to say that he limited his theories to that which 

could be TESTED by observation and experiment.  BINGO: Modern Science was born.   

 



14. TODAY: Newton’s methodology still defines what science is, and its success is well 

established.  Michael Hart rates Newton, representing the coming of science, as the most 

influential human of the past 1000 years (and, in fact, as more influential than Jesus of Nazareth 

or any political or military figure - for example Alexander the Great).  In justifying this, he 

writes: “It is fair to say that most people in the world were living the same way 500 years after 

Alexander’s death as their forbears had lived five centuries before his time.  Similarly, in most of 

their daily activities, the majority of human beings were living the same way in 1500 AD as . . 

.in 1500 BC.”  Since the advent of science, however, “the everyday life of most human beings 

has been completely revolutionized.  We dress differently, eat different foods, work at different 

jobs, and spend our time a great deal differently than in 1500 AD.  Scientific discoveries have 

not only revolutionized technology and economics; they have also completely changed politics, 

religious thinking, art, and philosophy.  Few aspects of human activity have remained unchanged 

by this scientific revolution.” 

 

15. Today science is seen by some as the ONLY valid road to understanding.  This view is called 

“logical positivism” and infects, among many fields, the field of education.  But remember 

Newton’s rejection of some questions.  Science “understands” a system when it possesses a 

theory that allows confident and accurate PREDICTION about how that system will evolve 

under specified conditions.  Our Hurricane Models are, for example, giving us confidence that 

our understanding of the atmosphere is improving constantly.  But science fails completely when 

it is applied to many questions.  For example: WHY does nature seem to follow rational laws?  

WHY are there laws of nature at all, and WHY these particular ones?  DOES our sensory 

perception give us reliable information about external reality (and, if so, why)?  WHY are there 

three space dimensions but only one time dimension (so far as we know; and if there are others, 

WHY?)  And the ultimate philosophical question (according to Gottfried Leibnitz): WHY IS 

THERE ANYTHING AT ALL?  

 

16. Science is an incredibly powerful procedure for acquiring understanding of reality, but can 

never be used to test whether science itself will always work or give complete understanding. 

 

That’s All. 
 


