| PLATO
The Allegory of the Cave

PLaTO (428 —347 B.C.) was born into an aristocratic, proba-
bly Athenian family and educated according to the best precepts
available. He eventually became a student of Socrates and later in-
volved himself closely with Socrates’ work and teaching. Plato was
not only Socrates’ finest student but also the student who immor-
talized Socrates in his works. Most of Plato’s works are philosophi-
cal essays in which Socrates speaks as a character in a dialogue
with one or more students or listeners.

Both Socrates and Plato lived in turbulent times. In 404 B.C.
Athens was defeated by Sparta and its government taken over by
tyrants. Political life in Athens became dangerous. Plato felt, how-
ever, that he could effect positive change in Athenian politics until,
in 399 B.C., Socrates was tried unjustly for corrupting the youth of
Athens and sentenced to death, After that, Plato withdrew from
public life and devoted himself to writing and to the Academy he
founded in an olive grove in Athens. The Academy endured for al-
most a thousand years, which tells us how greatly Plato’s thought
was valued.

Although it is not easy to condense Plato’s views, he may be
said to have held the world of sense perception to be inferior to the
world of ideal entities that exist only in a pure spiritual realm.
These ideals, or forms, Plato argued, are perceived directly by
everyone before birth and then dimly remembered here on earth.
But the memory, dim as it is, enables people to understand what
the senses perceive, despite the fact that the senses are unreliable
and their perceptions imperfect. ,

This view of reality has long been important to philosophers
because it gives a philosophical basis to antimaterialistic thought.

From The Republic. Translated and glossed by Benjamin Jowett,
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It values the spirit first and frees people from the tyranny ol sen-
sory perception and sensory reward. In the case of love, Plato held
that Eros leads individuals to revere the body and its pleasures; but
the thrust of his teaching is that the body is a metaphor for spiri-
tual delights. Plato maintains that the body is only a starting point,
which eventually can lead to both spiritual fulfillment and the ap-
preciation of true beauty. .

On the one hand, “The Allegory of the Cave” is a discussion of
politics: The Republic, from which it is taken, is a treatise on justice
and the ideal government. On the other hand, it has long stood as
an example of the notion that if we rely on our perceptions to know
the truth about the world, then we will know very little about it. In
order to live ethically, it is essential to know what is true and,
therefore, what is important to us beyond the world of sensory per-
ception. : "

Plato’s allegory has been persuasive for centuries and remains
at the center of thought that attempts to counter the pleasures of
the sensual life. Most religions aim for spiritual enlightenment and
praise the qualities of the soul, which lies beyond perception.
Thus, it comes as no surprise that Christianity and other religions
have developed systems of thought that bear a close resemblance to
his. Later refinements of his thought, usually called Neo-Platonism,
have been influential even into modern times.

PLATO'S RHETORIC

Two important rhetorical techniques are at work in the follow-
ing selection. The first and more obvious — at least on one level —
is the device of the allegory, a story in which the characters and sit-
uations actually represent people and situations in another context.
It is a difficult technique to sustain, although Aesop’s fables were
certainly successful in using animals to represent people and their
foibles. The advantage of the technique is that a complex and some-
times unpopular argument can be fought and won before the audi-
ence realizes that an argument is under way. The disadvantage ol
the technique is that the terms of the allegory may only approxi-
mate the situation it represents; thus, the argument may fail to be

. convincing.

The second rhetorical technique Plato uses is the dialogue. In
fact, this device is a hallmark of Plato’s work, since most of his
writings are called dialogues. The Symposium, Apology, Phaedo,
Crito, Meno, and most of his famous works are written in dialogue

PLATO: The Allegory of the Cave . 277

[orm. Usually Socrates is speaking to a student or a friend about
highly abstract issues, asking questions that require simple an-
swers, Slowly, the questioning proceeds Lo clucidate the answers o
complex issues.

This question-and-answer technique basically constitutes the -
Socratic method. Socrates analyzes the answer to each nsnm:cz.
cxamines its implications, and then asserts the truth. The ..:n:gcn_.
works partly because Plato believes that people do not learn things
but remember them. That is, people originate from heaven, where
they knew the truth; they already possess knowledge and must re-
cover it by mcans of the dialogue. Socrates' method is ideally
suited to that purpose. :

Beyond these techniques, however, we must look at Plato’s
style. 1t is true that he is working with diflicult ideas, but his style
is so clear, simple, and direct that few people would have trouble
understanding what he is saying at any given moment. Considering
the influence this work has had on world thought and the reputa-
tion Plato had earned by the time he came to write The Republic, its -
style is remarkably plain and accessible. Plato’s respect for rhetoric
and its proper uses is part of the reason he can express himsell

with such impressive clarity..

The Allegory of the Cave

SOCRATES, GLAU- And now, | said, let me show in a [igure how

CON, The den, far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened: —
the prisoners:  Rehold! human beings living in an underground
Mﬂmﬁwﬂﬂw.mnm den, which has a mouth open towards the light

' and reaching all along the den; here they have been

[rom their childhood, and have their legs and
necks chained so that they cannol move, and can
only see before them, being prevented by the
chains from turning round their heads. Above and
behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and be-
tween the fire and the prisoners there is a raised
way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built
along the way, like the screen which marionetie
players have in [ront of them, over which they
show the puppets. .
1 see.
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the low wall,
and the moving
figures of which
the shadows
are seen on the
opposite wall of
the den.

The prisoners
would mistake
the shadows
for realities.

And when
released, they
would still
persist in
maintaining
the superior
truth of the
shadows.

And do you see, | said, men passing along the
wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statucs and
figures of animals made of wood and stone and
various materials, which appear over the wall?
Some of them are talking, others silent.

You have shown me a strange image, and they
are strange prisoners.

Like ourselves, 1 replied; and they see only
their own shadows, or the shadows ol one another,
which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the
cave?

True, he said; how could they see anything but
the shadows il they were never allowed Lo move
their heads?

And ol the cbjects which are being carried in

‘like manner they would only see the shadows?

Yes, he said.

And if they were able to converse with one an-
other, would they not suppose that they were nam-
ing what was actually before them?

Very true.

And suppose further that the prison had an
echo which came from the other side, would they
not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by
spoke that the voice which they heard came [rom
the passing shadow?

No question, he replied.

To them, [ said, the truth would be literally
nothing but the shadows ol the images.

That is certain.

And now look again, and see whal will natu-
rally follow if the prisoners are released and dis-
abused of their error. At first, when any of them is
liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up and
turn his neck round and walk and look towards
the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will
distress him, and he will be unable (o see the reali-
ties of which in his former state he had seen the
shadows; and then conceive some one saying lo
him, that what he saw belore was an illusion, but
that now, when he is approaching nearer to being
and his eye is turned towards more real existence,
he has a clearer vision — what will be his reply?
And you may further imagine that his instructor is
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When dragged
upwards, they
would be
dazzled by
excess of light.

At length
they will see
the sun and
understand
his nature.

pointing Lo the objects as they pass and requiring
him to name them, — will he not be perplexed?
Will he not fancy that the shadows which he for-
merly saw are truer than the objects which are now
shown to him?

Far truer,

And il he is compelled o look straight at the
light, will he not have a pain in his eyes which will
make him turn away Lo take reluge in the objects of
vision which he can see, and which he will con-
ceive to be in realily clearer than the things which
are now being shown to him?

True, he said.

And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly
dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, and held
fast until he is forced into the presence of the sun
himself, is he not likely to be pained and irritated?
When he approaches the light his eyes will be daz-
zled, and he will not be able to see anything at all
of what are now called realities.

Not all in a moment, he said.

He will require to grow accustomed to the
sight of the upper world. And [irst he will see the
shadows best, next the reflections ol men and other
objects in the water, and then the objects them-
selves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon
and the stars and the spangled heaven; and he will
see Lthe sky and the stars by night betler than the
sun or the light ol the sun by day?

Certainly.

Lasl of all he will be able to see the sun, and
not mere rellections of him in the water, but he
will see him in his own proper place, and not in
another; and he will contemplate him as he is.

Certainly.

He will then proceed to argue that this is he
who gives the season and the years, and is the
guardian of all that is in the visible world, and in a
certain way the cause ol all things which he and his
[ellows have been accustomed to behold?

Clearly, he said, he would [irst see the sun and
then reason about him.

And when he remembered his old habitation,
and the wisdom of the den and his fellow prison-
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They would then
pity their old
companions of
the den.

But when they
returned to the
den, they would
see much worse
than those who
had never left
it.

The prison is
the world of
sight, the light
of the fire is

" the sun.

ers, do you not suppose that he would felicitate
himself on the change, and pity them?

Certainly, he would.

And if they were in the habit of conlerring
honors among themselves on those who were
quickest to observe the passing shadows and to re-
mark which of them went belore, and which [ol-
lowed after, and which were together; and who
were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to
the [uture, do you think that he would care for

such honors and glories, or envy the posscssors of
them? Would he not say with Homer,

Better to be the poor servant of a poor master, .

and to endure anything, rather than think as they
do and live after their manner?

Yes, he said, I think that he would rather sufler
anything than entertain these false notions and live
in this miserable manner.

Imagine once more, 1 said, such an one coming
suddenly out of the sun to be replaced in his old
situation; would he not be certain to have his eyes
full of darkness?

To be sure, he said.

And if there were a contest, and he had to
compete in measuring the shadows with the pris-
oners who had never moved out of the den, while
his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had be-
come steady (and the time which would be needed
to acquire this new habit of sight might be very
considerable), would he not be ridiculous? Men
would say of him that up he went and down he
came without his eyes; and that it was better nat
even to think of ascending; and if any one tried to
loose another and lead him up to the light, let them
only catch the offender, and they would put him 10
death.

No question, he said.

This entire allegory, | said, you may now ap-
pend, dear Glaucon, to the previous argument; the
prison house is the world of sight, the light ol the
fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me
if you interpret the journey upwards to be the as-

:nt of the soul into the intellectual world accord-
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Nething

extraordinary in
the philosopher
being unable to
see in the dark.

The eyes may
be blinded in
two ways, by
excess or by
defect of light.

"ing to my poor beliel, which, at your desire, [ have
“expressed — whether  rightly  or

wrongly God
knows. Bul, whether true or lalse, my opinion is
that in the world ol knowledge the idea of good ap-
pears last of all, and is seen only with an effort;
and, when seen, is also inferred Lo be the universal
author of all things beautilul and right, parent of
light and of the lord of light in this visible world,
and the immediate source ol reason and truth in
the intellectual; and that this is the power upon
which he who would act rationally cither in public
or private life must have his eye lixed.

1 agree, he said, as far as [ am able 10 under-
sland you.

Moreover, 1 said, you must not wonder that
those who altain o this beatific vision are unwill-
ing Lo descend to human allairs; [or their souls are
ever hastening into the upper world where they de-
sire 1o dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural,
il our allegory may be trusted.

Yes, very natural.

And is there anything surprising in one who
passes [rom divine contemplations to the evil slate
of man, misbehaving himsell in a ridiculous man-
ner; if, while his eyes are blinking and belore he
has become accustomed to the surrounding dark-
ness, he is compelled to fight in courts of law, or in
other places, about the images or the shadows ol
images of justice, and is endeavoring to meet the
conceplions of those who have never yet seen ab-
solute juslice?

Anything but surprising, he replied.

Anyone who has common sense will remem-
ber that the bewilderments of the eyes are of two
kinds, and arise from two causes, either [rom com-
ing out of the light or [rom going into the light,
which is true of the mind's eye, quite as much as of
the bodily eye; and he who remembers this when
he sces anyone whose vision is perplexed and
weak, will not be 100 ready to laugh; he will first
ask whether that soul of man has come out ol the
brighter lile, and is unable to see because unaccus-
tomed to the dark, or having turned [rom darkness
to the day is dazzled by excess of light. And he will
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The conversion
of the soul is
the turning
round the eye
from darkness
to light.

The virtue of
wisdom has a
divine power
which may be
turned either
towards good
or towards evil,

count the one happy in his condition and state of
being, and he will pity the other; or, il he have a
mind to laugh at the soul which comes [rom below
into the light, there will be more reason in this
than in the laugh which greets him who returns
from above out of the light into the den.

That, he said, is a very just distinction,

But then, if I am right, certain prolessors of ed-
ucation must be wrong when they say that they can
put a knowledge into the soul which was not there
before, like sight into blind eyes.

They undoubtedly say this, he replied.

Whereas, our argument shows that the power
and capacity of learning exists in the soul already;
and that just as the eye was unable Lo turn from
darkness to light without the whole body, so too
the instrument of knowledge can only by the
movement of the whole soul be turned from the
world of becoming into that of being, and learn by
degrees to endure the sight ol being, and of the
brightest and best of being, or in other words, ol
the good.

Very true,

And must there not be some art which will el-
fect conversion in the easiest and quickest manner;
not implanting the faculty of sight, for that exists
already, but has been turned in the wrong direc-
tion, and is looking away [rom the truth?

Yes, he said, such an art may be presumed.,

And whereas the other so-called virtues ol the
soul seem Lo be akin to bodily qualities, for even
when they are not originally innate they can be im-
planted later by habit and exercise, the virtue of
wisdom more than anything else conlains a divine
element which always remains, and by this conver-
sion is rendered uselul and profitable; or, on the
other hand, hurtful and useless. Did you never ob-
serve the narrow intelligence flashing from the
keen eye of a clever rogue — how eager he is, how
clearly his paltry soul sees the way to his end; he is
the reverse of blind, but his keen eyesight is forced
into the service ol evil, and he is mischievous in
propertion to his cleverness?

Very true, he said.
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Neither the
uneducated
nor the over-
educated will be

‘good servante

of the State.

Men should as-
cend to the
upper world,

but they should
also return to
the lower.

But what if there had been a circumcision of 51

such natures in the days of their youth; and they
had been severed fromn thosc scnsual pleasures,
such as eating and drinking, which, like leaden
weights, were attached to them at their birth, and
which drag them down and turn the vision of their
souls upon the things that are helow —il, 1 say,
they had been released {rom these impediments
and Lurned in the opposite direction, Lhe very same
faculty in them would have seen the truth as
keenly as they see what their eyes are turned (o
now.

Very likely.

Yes, I said; and there is another thing which is
likely, or rather a necessary inference from what
has preceded, that neither the uneducated and un-
informed of the truth, nor yet those who never
make an end of their education, will be able minis-
ters of State; not the former, because they have no
single aim ol duty which is the rule of all their ac-
tions, privale as well as public; nor the latter, be-
cause they will not act at all except upon compul-
sion, fancying that they are already dwelling apart
in the islands of the blessed.

Very true, he replied.

Then, 1 said, the business of us who are the
founders of the State will be to compel the best
minds to attain that knowledge which we have al-
ready shown to be the greatest of all — they must
continue to ascend until they arrive at the good;
but when they have ascended and seen enough we
must not allow them to do as they do now,

What do you mean?

I mean that they remain in the upper world:
but this must not be allowed; they musl be made to
descend again among the prisoners in the den, and
partake of their labors and honors, whether they
are worth having or not.

But is not this unjust? he said; ought we to give
themn a worse lile, when they might have a better?

You have again f[orgotten, my [riend, 1 said, the
intention of the legislator, who did not aim at mak-
ing any one class in the State happy above the rest;
the happiness was to be in the whole Stale, and he
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The duties of
philosophers.

Their
obligations to
their country
will induce
them to take
part in her
government.,

held the citizens together by persuasion and neces-
sity, making them benefactors of the State, and
therefore benefactors of one another; to this end he
created them, not to please themselves, but to be
his instruments in binding up the State.

True, he said, | had forgotten.

Observe, Glaucon, that there will be ne injus-
tice in compelling our philosophers to have a care
and providence of others; we shall explain to them
that in other States, men of their class are not
obliged to share in the toils of politics: and this is

reasonable, for they grow up at their own sweel
will, ‘and the government would rather not have
them. Being self-taught, they cannot be expected to
show any gratitude for a culture which they have
never received. But we have brought you into the
world to be rulers of the hive, kings of yourselves
and of the other citizens, and have educated you
far better and more perfectly than they have been
educated, and you are better able to share in the
double duty. Wherefore each of you, when his turn
comes, must go down to the general underground
abode, and get the habit of seeing in the dark.
When you have acquired the habit, you will see ten
thousand times better than the inhabitants of the
den, and you will know what the several images
are, and what they represent, because you have
seen the beautiful and just and good in their truth.
And thus our State, which is also yours, will be a
reality, and not a dream only, and will be adminis-
tered in a spirit unlike that of other States, in
which men fight with one another about shadows
only and are distracted in the struggle for power,
which in their eyes is a great good. Whereas the
truth is that the State in which the rulers are most
reluctant to govern is always the best and most qui-
etly governed, and the State in which they are most
eager, the worst.

Quite true, he replied.

And will our pupils,’ when they hear this,
refuse to take their tumn at the toils of State, when
they are allowed to spend the greater part of their
time with one another in the heavenly light?
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They will be will-
ing but not anx-
ious to rule.

The statesman
must be pro-
vided with a
better life than
that of a ruler;
and then he will

Impossible, he answered; for they are just
men, and the commands which we impose upon
them are just; there can be no doubt that every one
of them will take olfice as a stern necessity, and not
alter the fashion of our present rulers of State.

Yes, my [riend, 1 said; and there lies the point.
You must contrive for your future rulers another
and a betler life than that of a ruler, and then you
may have a well-ordered State; [or only in the State
which offers this, will they rule who are truly rich,

not covet
office.

L

not in silver and gold, but in virtue and wisdom,
which are the true blessings of life. Whereas il they
go'to the administration of public allairs, poor and
hungering after their own private advantage, think-
ing that hence they are to snatch the chiel good,
order there can never be; [or they will be [ighting
about office, and the civil and domestic broils
which thus arise will be the ruin of the rulers
themselves and of the whole State.

Most true, he replied.

And the only life which looks down upon the
life of political ambition is that of true philosophy.
Do you know of any other?

Indeed, I do not, he said.

QUESTIONS FOR CREITICAL READING

What is the relationship between Socrates and Glaucon? Are they
equal in intelicctual authority? Are they concerned with the same is-
sues?

How does the allegory of the prisoners in the cave watching shadows
on a wall relate to us today? What shadows do we see, and how do
they distort our sense of what is real?

Are we prisoners in the same sense that Plalo’s characters are?

If Plato is right that the material world is an illusion, how would too
great a reliance on materialism affect ethical decisions?

What ethical issues, il any, are raised by Plato’s allegory?

In paragraph 49, Plato states that the virtue of wisdom “contains a di-
vine element.” What is “a divine element”? What does this stalement
seem to mean? Do you agree with Plato?

What distinctions does Plato make between the public and the privale?
Would you make the same distinclions (see paras, 53 - 55)?

64

65

66
67

68

D,



