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I. Introduction 
As a h istorical an d ph ilosophical ph enomenon 

Cambridge P latonism i s placed between the Renaissance 
and the Enlightenment. Although the seventeenth century 
is a peri od of  Earl y Mode rn Ph ilosophy, Cambridge 
(Neo)Platonists can  not b e called  n either e mpiricists n or 
rationalists. 

What di stinguished C ambridge Pl atonism from t he 
other s chools of  Modern  Phi losophy was t heir s pecific 
view o f t he ce ntral phi losophical probl ems a nd t he 
arguments t hey used f or th e as sertion of  th eir o wn 
position.  

For example, let u s ta ke the works o f one o f the main 
representatives of  C ambridge Pl atonism —  R alph 
Cudworth. In his key work «The True Intellectual System 
of the Universe» h e made a n atte mpt to  harmonically 
combine modern science and centuries-old experience o f 
Christian ph ilosophy, which t he aut hor i nterpreted 
through t he tr aditional co ncepts o f P latonism a nd 
Neoplatonism. 

The tr ue v alue o f t he p hilosophical h eritage o f Ralph 
Cudworth was appreciated on ly in  the twentieth century. 
Cudworth i s said  to  b e " the r eal f ounder o f B ritish 
Idealism," [1]  "the on ly ph ilosopher of  t he C ambridge 
group" [2] an d "the most tough-minded and lucid among 
the Cambridge Platonists." [3]. 

II. Key elements of Cudworth` 
argumentation 

In sh ort, th e p hilosopher s hares n either t he v iews o f 
modern philosophers that the truth must be sought only in 
the present or the future, nor their belief in the possibility 
of prog ress i n phi losophy. C udworth def ended t he 
continuity of the tradition. As a true Platonist he believed 
in t he ex istence of  philosophia perennis or etern al 
philosophy which h as al ways been  maintained i n i ts 
fundamental traits. 

To achieve its g oal, Cu dworth offers th e f ollowing 
model of argumentation: to do a critical analysis of all the 
ancient philosophy and choose not only the most suitable 
in t erms of  et ernal a nd t rue on e, bu t al so di scard 

unnecessary an d h armful, lea ding to its  deg radation and 
neglect. Using this strategy, Cudworth not only show the 
continuity of the philosophical tradition, but also criticizes 
two main e nemies o f r eligious th ought o f t he XVI I 
century —  ath eism a nd materialism. For in stance, when 
he writes a bout t he na ture o f kno wledge a nd t he way i n 
which the mind gains the ability of knowledge, he refers 
not to the direct analysis of the contents of consciousness, 
as did L ocke or Hum e, b ut allows himself to formulate 
certain m etaphysical prejudices, which main objective is 
to p rove th e r elation b etween th e d ivine an d th e human 
mind. 

Key elements of Cudworth’ argumentation: 
1. The reference to the authority of the Bible. 
2. T he au thority of an cient ph ilosophers, in part icular 

— Plato and Plotinus. 
Obviously, t he ph ilosopher rel ies on  his o wn l ogical 

presuppositions, but he is certain that those two elements 
are enough to build a foundation for everything else.  

There is  n o s urprise t hat he u ses the B ible as  a n 
authority. F or Cu dworth, t he Bi ble em bodies al l t he 
fullness o f Christian ph ilosophy. S o t here i s no n eed i n 
other so urces — t hat i s why he  c ompletely i gnores t he 
works o f  both t he Church f athers an d t he medieval 
thinkers. S econdly, au thority o f th e Bi ble is 
commensurate to authority of ancient philosophers. There 
is f ound i n Cu dworth’ works t his s pecific f eature of 
Renaissance philosophical thought when he refers to Plato 
who is as authoritative as the Scriptures themselves.  

III. Epistemological Conception  
of Ralph Cudworth 

We as sume, in  s uch a model th ere are certain  ex plicit 
flaws. P rimarely, a forced s electivity of  s ources. 
Especially of those that represent the opposite viewpoints. 
Cudworth selects only those fragments in the writings of 
Plato, Plotinus an d Ia mblichus t hat reinf orce h is o wn 
position, and carefully avoids places that could cause him 
trouble. 

The way in which Cudworth uses his arguments clearly 
indicates o n his vision o f t he na ture o f knowledge. T he 
latter, in h is opinion, is b asically impossible unless there 
is something eternal that would provide the preconditions 
for existence o f all  t hings. The philosopher believes that 
the world is eter nal, an d it p rovides th e i mmutability o f 
truth an d indicates a co ntinuity of kn owledge. T hese 
considerations lead h im to th e co nclusion o f th e 
continuity of philosophical tradition, pointing out that the 
possibility o f h uman k nowledge itse lf co uld b e ca used 
only by one antecedent — the existence of God [4]. 

It is tr ue t hat while r eading C udworth it b ecomes 
immediately evident that the intention of his philosophy is 
primarily t heological. I n f act, he b elieved th at 
"philosophy should h ave a  r eligious f oundation." [ 5] 
From s uch pas sages of C udworth as  " there i s a scale o f 
being, with God at th e h ead an d at th e f oot in animate 
matter [4] or "the divine will and omnipotence itself hath 
no i mperium upon t he di vine u nderstanding: for i f G od 
understood only by will, he would not understand at all" 
[4] we can easily predict what kind of epistemology is to 
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be ex pected f rom t he a uthor. P assmore seems to  h ave 
aptly re marked abou t traditi onal t heories of  knowledge 
saying that they do not arise out of a direct examination of 
the con tent of  co nsciousness bu t rath er appear as  a 
consequence of metaphysical presuppositions [6]. 

In Cudworth's ph ilosophy t here are t wo kinds of  such 
presuppositions. The first one says that there is  a natural 
distinction bet ween g ood and ev il. It  does  n ot depen d 
upon human or divine legislation but rather inherent in the 
realm of  being  its elf. Th e s econd pres upposition 
underlines that since there i s a fundamental gap between 
reality and appearance there must be a cru cial difference 
between man's co gnitive faculties. B ecause C udworth's 
epistemological argument i s chiefly used to introdu ce an 
ontology [7] s ome o f i ts specific features need to be  
reminded more precisely. 

Cudworth p ays a g reat d eal o f atten tion to  
differentiating the nature of r eason and that of sensation. 
The in tention o f es tablishing th is b asic d ifference is to  
demonstrate that sensation can not be knowledge and thus 
to prov e th e es sential on tological diff erence bet ween 
these two kinds of cognition. According to C udworth, in 
real k nowledge knower an d k nown must be iden tical, 
whereas in sensation the senser and the sensed are always 
quite di stinct. Consequently, h e a sserts t hat percept ion 
also must be sharply distinguished from knowledge, since 
knowledge is  o f propos itions, an d perception  is  
knowledge of is olated sensation. So C udworth concludes 
that bot h percept ion a nd kn owledge are two di stinct 
processes, an d t hus knowledge i s re garded on ly as  s elf-
knowledge.   

On th ese g rounds, C udworth s tresses t he con nection 
between h is t heory of  kn owledge an d t hat propos ed by  
Plato in his Theatetus. As we remember, in this dialogue 
Socrates is presented as supporting the argument that real 
knowledge starts with the analyses of judgements, not of 
sensations, an d th e former n ecessarily involve r elations. 
Since t he relations  are n ever perceiv ed b y s enses, 
knowledge and perception can not be identical. Cudworth 
takes this doctrine as his point of departure and at tempts 
to d evelop a d etailed th eory o f th e id eas an d forms o f 
their r elationships. I t i s tr ue that his li st o f co ncepts is  
more e xtensive t han t hat elaborated by Socrates . 
However, i t c an not b e sa id that Cudworth g ives us a ny 
careful dedu ction or ex act clas sification of  th e con cepts. 
He on ly suggests t hree clas ses in to which ideas  may be  
divided, na mely, i deas r egarding t he na ture o f t hinking 
beings, an d h ere Cu dworth i ncludes al l i deals of  t ruth, 
beauty, a nd g oodness; i deas con sidering t he ultimate 
reality of corporeal bein gs; an d, finally, ideas  o f 
relationships among corporeal beings. 

Characteristically, it is th is fact o f k inship b etween 
human a nd d ivine kno wledge t hat Cud worth c onstantly 
emphasises. Fo r h im p articipation in  th e d ivine 
knowledge means that, while there is a vast difference in 
degree between man's knowledge and that ofGod, man's 
knowledge i s l ike H is i n ki nd. B riefly, i n a  world o f a  
constant ch ange where s ensations can  n ot be a reli able 

source of knowledge there is still p ossible a clearness of 
the ideas  in  man's th inking. T hese a re tru e an d v alid 
source of  k nowledge becau se th ey are " contained in  
some one active and vital principle." [8] Arguing for all 
these p rinciples Cu dworth i s q uite cer tain th at h e h as 
found the fi rm gr ound standing on w hich he  can m ove 
the world.  

This "o ne activ e an d v ital p rinciple" Cu dworth o ften 
makes reference to  which he is certain lies at the bottom 
of all th e in telligible world is n othing el se b ut Go d. 
Cudworth depicts Him as "...the first original Knowledge 
or Mind, from whence all other knowledge and minds are 
derived, bei ng t hat o f a n abs olutely perf ect a nd 
omnipotent Being , co mprehending... th e ideas  of all  
possible things, that may be produced by it, together with 
their relations  to on e a nother, an d th eir n ecessary an d 
immutable truths ."  So h e i s conv inced t hat t he very 
nature of man's knowledge and understanding "proves the 
existence of God." [8]. 

Conclusion 
Thus, we can  ea sily dis tinguish t he following features 

of Ralp h C udworth’ ar gumentation: a)  eq uivalent 
authority o f t he Bi ble a nd t he a ncient phi losophers; b) 
appeal to the necessary existence of the divine and eternal 
as a p recondition of existence of entity and possibility to  
cognize i t; an d c)  se lective a ttitude to  t he so urces from 
which the thinker chooses those which better demonstrate 
the need in the existence of God and his role in this world 
and bring continuity to the philosophical tradition. 
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