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The use of analogy is a tricky business. All analogies have their weaknesses, ways in which they fail to maintain congruence with the concepts they seek to illustrate. Most every analogy at some point or another breaks down, eventually proving itself limited in reference to its ability to fully express the subject matter. For instance, one may say that God is to a human being as a human being is to an ant. At first, this seems to make sense. Man big, ant small. Of course, there are several problems with this picture. By comparing God to a human, the analogy would seem to state that God is quantifiable, that He has dimension and mass which is held within limits but whose limits are simply a great deal more expansive than our own. Conversely, by comparing a human to an ant, it would also seem to be implied that humankind is a creature with which God cannot communicate, whose basic necessities of life (air, food, water, etc.) are shared by God and whose fate is ultimately of little consequence to Him. Of course, neither of these conclusions is either intended or true. The analogy is simply insufficient to fully represent the subject matter. Plato seems to be keenly aware of this fact in his legendary Cave Analogy. At every turn, the philosopher includes details that forestall objections and expand the limits of the parable, avoiding obvious pitfalls inherent in a less densely constructed story. As a result, what might otherwise have been a simple distinction between darkness and light as a picture of the difference between ignorance and learning becomes a vast and detailed landscape whose nooks and crannies each contain new insight into a concept at the heart of Platonic thought: escaping illusion to find ultimate reality.

At the outset, Plato states that he is in this parable describing “the human situation,” implying that he does not intend this story to be that of a certain group of people or a certain aspect of life, but indeed the heart of the matter for all of human existence. The representatives Plato chooses for humanity are in a sad state, deep inside an underground cave, chained by their arms, legs and necks so that they cannot view the cave that surrounds them, but may only stare at its back wall. They have been this way since childhood, he explains, so they are perfectly at ease with their bondage, unaware of the cruel nature of their restraint and oblivious to both the cave itself and the long tunnel leading up to the outside world, a world of which these men could never dream. This on its own might be enough to illustrate a state of intellectual darkness, a set of limitations that prevent humans from seeing things as they really are, but this is not Plato’s full aim. Therefore, he expands the narrative. Behind these captive souls is a great fire, in front of which pass figures, statues in the shape of humans and animals. This is important. Real living things do not pass in front of the fire, only representations of them. These representations cast long, dark shadows on the wall before the prisoners, dancing before their eyes day and night (though in the cave, there is no such thing as either of these). These shadows are then perceived by those watching to be reality, indeed the whole of all that is real. This is not, however, merely a visual illusion. The captives speak to these shadows and as they do, their voices reverberate in the cave in such a way that they are tricked into believing that the shadows themselves are speaking in reply. Thus Plato states that all of reality, the things we see and hear and all we perceive to be real is an illusion. This represents what he called the “World of Becoming.” To Plato, ultimate reality, the really real, was a realm beyond our own, immaterial and eternal, but more real than anything we experience in the tangible world. Here below, there are two kinds of deception that take place in Plato’s view. First, the cave itself -  the wall between the material and the immaterial that prevents us from seeing ultimate reality and the chains of physical existence that confine us to the material world and its parameters. Plato referred to the body as the prison house of the soul, the confinement in which our true, pre-existent selves are trapped. Second, the shadows – the realm of human interaction and our perceptions of the world around us, including our art and culture and all activities and pursuits based in the material world and operating on its rules. To Plato, the material world was but an impression of the ultimate world and therefore man’s expressions of the world around him were copies of copies, vain celebrations of a reality that itself was not truly real in the first place. So it could be extrapolated that the objects before the fire represent the makeup of physical reality, the shadows are a picture of humanity’s perception of what that reality truly is and the echoing voices might represent humankind’s attempts at interacting with that world, communicating about it and creating expressions of our perceptions of it. The objects before the fire represent what most would call “real” or physical objects, but by casting them as statues, Plato begins to make a distinction between what is seen and its “Form,” its ultimately real counterpart. In this way, nothing in the material world is truly perfect or truly real. This is the first and most densely constructed of Plato’s levels of reality.

The second level comes as a crisis. Plato asks us to suppose that one of these prisoners is freed from his bonds. Although, most of us would be glad to be released from chains, Plato’s newly liberated captive, unaware of anything other than confinement experiences only pain as the truth of the shadows is explained and his eyes squint at his first glimpse of the bright light of the fire. The pain causes him to want to turn back to the familiarity of the shadows as surely even his joints complain at the shock of their first extension. He struggles against the experience, his reality still defined by the shadows on the wall. Here Plato brings the man to the discovery that the things of the material world are merely impressions, an attempt to capture the truth of the ultimate Good. It is important to note that the man does not come to this knowledge willingly, but must be forced to face it, for even as we are confined to material reality without our knowledge, we must be shown the truth of that reality against our will. For Plato, no one can come to knowledge on his own, but must be shown. He realizes that human nature clings to the familiar and fights tenaciously not to be removed. Because of the deceived state of humankind’s existence, change can only be wrought through crisis. It is from this process that the material world gains the title, “The World of Becoming.”
The third level of Plato’s reality exists outside the physical world and beyond the images of reality that pass for the real. This is the realm of the Forms. It is the world outside the cave. This entails yet another forceful transition for the freed man in the cave, causing greater pain and greater protest. To the informed observer, the man is being set free, but in the man’s perception, he may just as well have been ripped from his mother’s womb. Indeed, the process in Plato’s description resembles birth as the man is pulled from his seat before the wall and dragged upward through the passageway toward the screaming light of day. His suffering increases as does his anger and when he is finally out of the cave, his eyesight is overcome by the blazing sunlight. Slowly, he gains visibility. At first it looks somewhat familiar as once again he can make out only shadows on the ground. His vision soon expands, however, to make out reflections on the water and finally the objects around him. Again, these are distinctly different from the representational objects in the cave. These objects are the Forms upon which the statues below (real objects in the material world) are based. Plato never says the man clearly sees these Forms, but that he perhaps might see them. At night, he finds it easier to adjust, but soon he becomes used to the world above, wholly removed from that of the cave. This is the beginning of the level of reality Plato referred to as “The World of Being,” the unseen realm where ultimate reality exists. This stage represents the ability to conceive of the ultimate Good, the ultimate Beauty and the Forms of the eternal. Here, the man is essentially on the same plane as the cave, still on planet Earth, still breathing oxygen, but he is in an entirely different place. The understanding of the eternal Good brings existence to a level almost entirely unconcerned with the things most see as reality and the stuff of life. It is the first step, in Plato’s view, toward breaking the cycle of birth, death and rebirth and escaping at death into the ultimate reality, back to the soul’s origin of existence. It is here that the man perceives, but does not achieve, the ultimate stage of reality.

As he looks about and surveys the world around him, the man finally becomes aware that the source and sustainer of all that surrounds him and, by extension, even the cave and the shadows, is the sun. Here the sun is ultimate reality, a place unattainable to the man, but something he can perceive and study, whose effects he can finally see, whose impact he begins to understand. To reach that sun, the man would conceivably have to leave Earth. By analogy, he must die. If he escapes the shadows of human understanding, realizes the imprisonment of the physical world and sets his mind toward the understanding of Forms eternal, then he will be able to achieve the ultimately real. Before he does, however, the man is brought back down into the cave. It is important that he does not go back down of his own volition, for Plato’s freed prisoner would never again wish to go back there, just as an enlightened person would not wish to return to ignorance. But humans are surrounded by ignorance, constantly reminded of the bondage they are escaping and of those who have no notion that they are confined at all. Placed inexorably in this situation, what must the one who has come to knowledge do but tell the people in the cave what he has seen? Clearly, in the world of the cave he would be considered a lunatic, a traitor, even a heretic. The other prisoners would be as unwilling as he was to accept the truth. They would perceive the freed man, Plato says, as having left the cave and returned unable to see clearly. In fact, if the prisoners were tapped on the shoulder one day by anyone offering to lead them out of their captivity, they would surely accost him and kill him. This is likely a reference to Plato’s teacher Socrates, who was made to drink hemlock for his teachings. 

Each level of awareness in Plato’s cave comes about through a process of disillusionment and pain. Each step is spent struggling against knowledge, but being pulled by the teacher to greater and greater understanding. The teacher himself must surely have gone through a similar process and drags the unwilling student through the grueling labor of education until the student sees that his teacher has indeed shown him the way to true reality. This is what Plato calls, “the ascent into the domain of true knowledge.” The goal is to live in the light of true knowledge so that at life’s end, one may abide in the realm of the truly real, the ultimate Good. The analogy of Plato’s cave is a mirror image. Inside the cave, the man is aware of shadows, then representational objects, then the great fire. Above, he sees first the shadows and reflections, then actual objects, then the sun. This thoroughly articulated parable is an image of how Plato viewed this world. He believed that everything in existence was an impression of the truly real in the eternal realm, an unchanging, intangible, invisible reality beyond the limits of the material world. It is not a vague notion but, like the sun in the story of the cave, it is the true and ultimate source of everything that is, an integral part of the universe itself in which the Forms of the truly real exist. In Plato’s view, humanity’s time is wasted trying to understand and interpret this material world and in order to gain true knowledge, life must be directed instead at achieving true reality.
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