PLATO: THE REPUBLIC – 

The Images of the Sun, Line and Cave 

Context:

The Republic is perhaps the greatest book ever written. Its influence on the Western tradition cannot be overstated. As well as being Plato’s philosophical masterpiece, it is also one of his most poetically inspired works.

These lecture notes explore the centre of that book: the images of the Sun, Divided Line and Cave (506d-21b). They present Plato’s text and some commentary on that text. The following links provide some context for Plato’s writing (note: the following links are NOT mandatory reading; they are offered for your information only):

· Fifth Century Greece (a brief description of the historical, social and cultural context of Plato’s writing)

· Who is Plato (a brief biography of the author of the Republic)

· Who is Socrates (a brief overview of the life and thought of Plato’s teacher and the main character of the Republic)

· Overview of the Republic
· CliffsNotes for the Republic
· Text and Guide to the Republic
Three-fold Reading:

Much like reading a play by Shakespeare, reading a Platonic dialogue means reading in three directions at once; we must pay attention to: 

· what is said, the argument or speeches of the characters;

· what is done, the dramatic action of the dialogue; and

· what is presented by means of poetic or mythic images and parallels.

The following chart summarizes some of the major elements of the Republic in terms of this three-fold interpretation; it is based on the insights of Martin Heidegger, John Sallis and Leo Strauss in their respective interpretations of the Republic. 

	Bk.
	Logos (argument) – some highlights
	Ergon (action)
	Mythos (image)

	1
	Three main interlocutors parry with Socrates in the first book: Cephalus, Polemarchus, and Thrasymachus.

Cephalus (Polemarchus’ wealthy father):
· Cephalus says his wealth allows him to be just: which he defines as paying back debts, telling the truth etc.
· Socrates’ dialectical method put into play: a definition of justice is countered by another example that makes the first definition seem wanting – Socrates gives the example of returning borrowed weapons to a lunatic.

Polemarchus (meaning “War-lord”):
· Inherits his father’s argument and qualifies it: justice is giving what is proper to people (good to friends, harm to enemies)

· Socrates points out that justice is not necessarily the skill (techne) that makes one good at giving a Good to others – i.e., perhaps skill of medicine is better in giving the “good” of medicine. Also, Socrates points out that justice should not be willingly harming anyone.
Thrasymachus (well known Sophist):
· Justice is the advantage of the stronger: from place to place different political regimes rule: tyranny, aristocracy, democracy, for example. Whomever is in power (the strongest ) makes the laws and invariably they make the laws to their own financial and political advantage. Thus just rulers rule to the benefit of the strongest, namely themselves.
· Socrates poses a number of counter-examples, based on the notion that the goal of a craft (techne) is the good of its subject – so craft of ruling has good of governed as its goal

	Socrates is recounting what happened yesterday, when he went down to the Piraeus. The whole dialogue consists of this first person narrative recounting – as opposed to Laches and other dialogues which  are dramatic dialogues (no narrator).
Piraeus (port/market of Athens) is fitting for analyzing what is justice and what is a just city.
He and Glaucon were stopped and forced to go to Polemarchus’ house for dinner and to see night’s festivities – there is a community of sorts that is formed at this house; and Socrates comes to rule it in a certain way. But he is forced to. 

Thrasymachus enters the dialogue “like a wild dog”, but is somehow tamed
	Repetition of a mythical descent to the underworld – realm of darkness, shadows.

The dialogue consists of Socrates’ attempt to ascend from this realm of shadows to that of light – note the parallel to the allegories of the sun and cave here.



	2-4
	Glaucon and Adeimantus restate the position of Thrasymachus:

· Is justice good in itself ? (as opposed to its benefits)

· Ring of Gyges as counter-example – if given power of invisibility, one would pursue all manner of wrong – i.e., if outside all social constraints, we would be naturally self-serving

Socrates is to define Justice and show that it is good in itself as well as for its consequences

Socrates starts moving to justice “writ large” – on the level of the city; then they’ll be able to see justice writ small – on the level of the individual. Assumed continuity here beween city and individual. So they will create a just “city in speech” and determine which element makes it just.

1) City of sows: Socrates first imagines a city that is simple – 4-5 people, each practicing an essential trade

2) Feverish city: luxuries are added, Socrates calls this a feverish city; all trying to get money. Army is added – because they’ll need to be an expansionist state. “Guardians” will be the class of warriors. They will have the character of a watch-dog hate enemies and love those they know (Philosophic)

Education of the Guardians: only certain poetry, music that totally forms and disciplines their character.

Best of the Guardians will rule. So have 3 orders in the society:

· Rulers

· Auxilliaries

· Money-makers/labourers

Noble lie: citizens will think this ordering of society is based on their nature – each born with one of three different metals.

No private property for the Guardians

If this is a just city, where does justice reside in it ?

· Wisdom will be with rulers

· Courage with Auxilliaries

· Moderation is in each class respecting rule of wisdom and keeping its place

· Justice is each doing his job, within his limits.

Justice in the individual:

· Wisdom in the rational part of the soul

· Courage in the spirited (thumotic) part of the soul

· Moderation in the desiring part of the soul (as well as thumotic) respecting rule of reason

· Justice is each element of individual in its proper limits


	Glaucon interrupts the discussion on the first city: they must have some luxury and leisure, this is a “city of sows.”
	construction of cities in logos

	5-7
	Socrates must expand on equality of women, on family life (production of children by lot).

He then deals with the third and most difficult wave: he has shown that this city is possible in theory; now must show how it could be possibe in actualization. He says it could be realized with a philosopher-ruler. 

Socrates shows that philosopher-rulers are desirable and then that they are possible – basically saying it’s only ridiculous now because those with a philosophic nature are raised in poor soil.

The philosopher would study not only the idea of justice, but also idea of Good in general.  But what is the “Good” ?

· Sun analogy

· Divided Line

· Cave allegory

Education of philosopher.
	A mini revolt: nearly all present are in consensus that Socrates is trying to get away with something, so they interrupt him and make him expand on way of things with women and children in the city.

Idea of philosopher ruler is seen as the most ridiculous concept proposed – more so than the state manipulation of family planning etc.

Turning of Glaucon from lures of Tyranny to perspective of the philosopher
	Ascent to realm of light (Sun/Good)

	8-9
	Discussion of descent through unjust regimes – and corresponding individuals:

· Timocracy

· Oligarchy

· Democracy

· Tyranny
	
	Destruction of cities in logos

	10
	A retake on the critique of poetry – this time not for its moral effects, but because it is 2 removes from truth: a copy of a copy

Myth of Er: story of rewards for being just in the afterlife. Souls are reborn, but while in the underworld, drink from a river in the field of lethe (forgetting). Philosophers in the afterlife are ones who drink only in moderation from this river.

They are more likely to re-collect (anamnesis) or un-forget (a-letheia) the truths learned in the afterlife.


	
	Retelling of the myth enacted at beginning – circularity here


The Centre of the Republic:

The images of the Sun, Divided Line and Cave arise within the context of the argumentation of The Republic as a whole. We must have a general grasp of that argumentation before we attempt to understand these images. 

· The Republic begins with Socrates describing a conversation he’d had the day before, when he “went down to the Piraeus”

· The opening image of the dialogue presents us with Socrates recollecting a “descent” of sorts

· The descent parallels the descents into the underworld that we see in the poetry of Homer and Hesiod

· Plato presents the philosopher as a new human type to be imitated, rather than the classical heroes, such as Achilles and Odysseus (cf. 540c-d)

· The centre of the dialogue presents an image of a cave, wherein a philosopher ascends from an underground chamber that is compared to the underworld (516d)

· The end of the dialogue presents the Myth of Er, a recollection of a descent into the underworld

· The dialogue as a whole, then, consists of a circle of descending and ascending

· Socrates is compelled to discuss the nature of justice (dikaiosune). What distinguishes justice from injustice in human action? A number of people bring up rather common sense notions of what justice might be; Socrates then calls each of these definitions into question. 

· Socrates is asked to explain his own definition of justice and to prove that justice is Good in-itself apart from any external rewards.

· Socrates says that we must deal with a question as difficult to solve as this by looking at it "writ large," on the level of the state (polis), and then apply our conclusions to the individual "writ small." 

· Socrates imaginatively constructs a just state (a “city in speech”) wherein he can then determine which is the element which makes it just. He determines that it is the proper unfolding of each aspect of society; justice, in other words, is every element of a society operating according to its proper limits. For Socrates there would be three general orders within the society: 

  

1)  rulers (an executive branch), 
2)  auxiliaries (police, bureaucrats etc.), and 
3)  labourers

· Justice would exist in this society inasmuch as the rulers, who are born to rule (for whom, then, it is proper to rule), rule; similarly, it is just that the labourers, who are skilled and knowledgeable concerning their particular trades, conduct their labour. If one inverses this order, this hierarchy, then injustice, tyranny, or anarchy holds sway. 

· Justice writ small, on the level of the individual, is the functioning of each element of the individual according to its proper nature. It is, for instance, within the just limits of the rational element of the soul to conduct the decision-making and reasoning of the person. 

· This interpretation of the proper order of things as a hierarchical system wherein each element has its proper place and role existed well into the Renaissance and in all aspects of their thinking: psychology, politics, physics, cosmology, and theology. 

· Socrates, having defined justice by constructing a just state, is then asked to explain why he feels philosophers must be the rulers of this just state. It is a surprise to Socrates's interlocuters in that philosophers, then as now, were considered to be useless. 

· Socrates says that it is only according to our perception that philosophers are useless; they have a usefullness which our limited insight into things cannot understand (cf. the eg. of the state as ship, 488a-489a). 

· Socrates then goes on to describe the nature of the philosopher’s insight as well as the nature of the philosopher’s position in relation to society.

· He does so by means of three comparisons or metaphorical images: the Sun, Divided Line and Cave.

· He begins with a description of the ultimate object of knowledge for the philosopher, the form of the Good – which he compares to the Sun

· He then further specifies the different levels of knowledge and being by means of the image of the Line.

· Then, he describes our human relation to these levels of being or reality by means of the image of the cave.

The Sun (506d – 509c):

Text is from the Benjamin Jowett translation, Late Regius Professor of Greek in the University of Oxford 
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	Still, I must implore you, Socrates, said Glaucon, not to turn away just as you are reaching the goal; if you will only give such an explanation of the good as you have already given of justice and temperance and the other virtues, we shall be satisfied.

Yes, my friend, and I shall be at least equally satisfied, but I cannot help fearing that I shall fail, and that my indiscreet zeal will bring ridicule upon me. No, sweet sirs, let us not at present ask what is the actual nature of the good, for to reach what is now in my thoughts would be an effort too great for me. But of the child of the good who is likest him, I would fain speak, if I could be sure that you wished to hear— otherwise, not.

By all means, he said, tell us about the child, and you shall remain in our debt for the account of the parent.

I do indeed wish, I replied, that I could pay, and you receive, the account of the parent, and not, as now, of the offspring only; take, however, this latter by way of interest, and at the same time have a care that I do not render a false account, although I have no intention of deceiving you.

Yes, we will take all the care that we can: proceed.

Yes, I said, but I must first come to an understanding with you, and remind you of what I have mentioned in the course of this discussion, and at many other times.

What?

The old story, that there is many a beautiful and many a good, and so of other things which we describe and define; to all of them the term "many" is implied.

True, he said.

And there is an absolute beauty and an absolute good, and of other things to which the term "many" is applied there is an absolute; for they may be brought under a single idea, which is called the essence of each.

Very true.

The many, as we say, are seen but not known, and the ideas are known but not seen.

Exactly.

And what is the organ with which we see the visible things?

The sight, he said.

And with the hearing, I said, we hear, and with the other senses perceive the other objects of sense?

True.

But have you remarked that sight is by far the most costly and complex piece of workmanship which the artificer of the senses ever contrived?

No, I never have, he said.

Then reflect: has the ear or voice need of any third or additional nature in order that the one may be able to hear and the other to be heard?

Nothing of the sort.

No, indeed, I replied; and the same is true of most, if not all, the other senses—you would not say that any of them requires such an addition?

Certainly not.

But you see that without the addition of some other nature there is no seeing or being seen?

How do you mean?

Sight being, as I conceive, in the eyes, and he who has eyes wanting to see; color being also present in them, still unless there be a third nature specially adapted to the purpose, the owner of the eyes will see nothing and the colors will be invisible.

Of what nature are you speaking?

Of that which you term light, I replied.

True, he said.

Noble, then, is the bond which links together sight and visibility, and great beyond other bonds by no small difference of nature; for light is their bond, and light is no ignoble thing?

Nay, he said, the reverse of ignoble.

And which, I said, of the gods in heaven would you say was the lord of this element? Whose is that light which makes the eye to see perfectly and the visible to appear?

You mean the sun, as you and all mankind say.

May not the relation of sight to this deity be described as follows?

How?

Neither sight nor the eye in which sight resides is the sun?

No.

Yet of all the organs of sense the eye is the most like the sun?

By far the most like.

And the power which the eye possesses is a sort of effluence which is dispensed from the sun?

Exactly.

Then the sun is not sight, but the author of sight who is recognized by sight?

True, he said.

And this is he whom I call the child of the good, whom the good begat in his own likeness, to be in the visible world, in relation to sight and the things of sight, what the good is in the intellectual world in relation to mind and the things of mind:

Will you be a little more explicit? he said.

Why, you know, I said, that the eyes, when a person directs them toward objects on which the light of day is no longer shining, but the moon and stars only, see dimly, and are nearly blind; they seem to have no clearness of vision in them?

Very true.

But when they are directed toward objects on which the sun shines, they see clearly and there is sight in them?

Certainly.

And the soul is like the eye: when resting upon that on which truth and being shine, the soul perceives and understands, and is radiant with intelligence; but when turned toward the twilight of becoming and perishing, then she has opinion only, and goes blinking about, and is first of one opinion and then of another, and seems to have no intelligence?

Just so.

Now, that which imparts truth to the known and the power of knowing to the knower is what I would have you term the idea of good, and this you will deem to be the cause of science, and of truth in so far as the latter becomes the subject of knowledge; beautiful too, as are both truth and knowledge, you will be right in esteeming this other nature as more beautiful than either; and, as in the previous instance, light and sight may be truly said to be like the sun, and yet not to be the sun, so in this other sphere, science and truth may be deemed to be like the good, but not the good; the good has a place of honor yet higher.

What a wonder of beauty that must be, he said, which is the author of science and truth, and yet surpasses them in beauty; for you surely cannot mean to say that pleasure is the good?

God forbid, I replied; but may I ask you to consider the image in another point of view?

In what point of view?

You would say, would you not? that the sun is not only the author of visibility in all visible things, but of generation and nourishment and growth, though he himself is not generation?

Certainly.

In like manner the good may be said to be not only the author of knowledge to all things known, but of their being and essence, and yet the good is not essence, but far exceeds essence in dignity and power.

Glaucon said, with a ludicrous earnestness: By the light of heaven, how amazing!

Yes, I said, and the exaggeration may be set down to you; for you made me utter my fancies.

And pray continue to utter them; at any rate let us hear if there is anything more to be said about the similitude of the sun.




Commentary:

· Socrates’ point of departure is that there is a world of becoming and a world of being:

· The world of becoming is of things which “are” and “are not” – in the process of “becoming an adult”, we can say that one both is and is not an adult or child

· The world of being is of that which is without change

· Our experience of particular things is of the world of becoming: if we see a particular beautiful person, we see that which is and is not beautiful at once, since there are aspects which are not completely beautiful in any particular experience

· Only “Beauty” itself, or the “Form” (idea, eidos) of Beauty is completely and unchanging in its beauty. 

· So Socrates distinguishes between the “Forms” of things, their essences, and their “Particular” manifestations

· Socrates says that the Form of the Good is the ultimate object of knowledge. 

· But he is not be able to give a description of the Good. 

· He can only give a substitute of sorts, a comparison to the Sun.

· The sun is to the visible world what the Good is to the intelligible world.

· The sun grants visibility to the visible, allows us to see

· The Good grants intelligibility to the intelligible, allows us to know

The following chart summarizes the comparison that Socrates makes: 

	The Sun: an offspring of the good
	The Good

	Cause of sight
	Cause of knowing

	Dispenses a flood of power
	“Illumines” the soul (psyche); gives the knower the power to know; gives truth to the things known (hence the “cause” of understanding)

	Whatever is fully illumined is clearly seen
	All that is fully “illumined” is clearly known; when darkness is mixed with light, we have only opinions, which may happen to be right, like a blind man walking down a road that happens to be the right one 

	Sight is most sunlike
	Knowing and truth are like the good

	The sun is beyond the visible things it illumines
	Beyond being; provides the being and essence of what is known; more beautiful than knowledge or truth

	Promotes the generation, growth, and nurture of visible things
	Promotes the acquisition of knowledge


 

The Good is the ultimate object of knowledge because knowing the Good, of individual things and in general, is the mark of true wisdom.

Aristotle, Plato’s pupil, defined philosophy as the quest for wisdom and for him “‘wisdom’ is concerned with the first causes and principles” (Metaphysics 981b). There are four types of cause or principle to be examined by the philosopher: material, formal, efficient and final. 

· The chair, for instance, has as its cause the wood that is its material. 

· Another of the chair’s causes or principles is the form or substance of “chairness” – a device for sitting, we might say. 

· The chair maker, as its source of motion, is another cause of the chair. 

· Lastly, the chair’s reason for being, its final cause, is a principle for it: why does one need a chair? 

In its highest sense, philosophy is that form of making accounts which attempts to articulate this final cause: the “why” of each thing, the “good” of each thing. The supreme way of knowing, the highest philosophy, “is the one which knows that for the sake of which each thing must be done, and this is the good in each case, and, in general, the highest good in the whole of nature” (Metaphysics 982b). 

According to Aristotle, the first philosophers “regarded the material kinds of principles as the principles of all things” (983b). The first philosopher to examine causes beyond merely the physical ones was Socrates. He supposed that nothing could be understood finally unless we know what its reason is, in a deliberative or intentional sense (see Phaedo 96a – 101e). For Socrates, things, by their nature, aim at some good. Thoughtful reflection, then, is the attempt to understand beings in terms of their supreme good, that is, in terms of how things “ought” to be. It is in this sense that our lives must be “examined”: the examined life is the one wherein the question is posed concerning the “that for the sake of which” we do or think certain things. One’s learning, for instance, is “for the sake of” what? One’s daily routines and habits are for the sake of what? Do these routines contribute to one’s ultimate ends? The examined life is the life wherein one poses the question “what is the good life?” Raising these questions leads to the question “what is the Good?”.

Some in Plato’s time had said that the Good is pleasure, some had said knowledge. Plato does not agree with either. For him, the Good is what allows us to know certain things. The Good is separate and prior to knowledge. 

It is difficult for us to truly understand this approach to philosophy. We live in the shadow of the modern philosophical revolution. That revolution took as its point of departure a certain narrowing of the Socratic horizon described above. Modern thought has its foundation in three breaks from the classical definition of philosophy: 

· the positioning of the human subject as the pivotal locus of truth, as first developed in the metaphysics of Descartes (Meditations); 

· the refusal to account for the “final cause” of beings, as first asserted in the natural philosophy of Bacon (New Organon, section 65); and, related to the second 

· the refusal to account for the goal of society, or how things “ought” to be, as first articulated in the political philosophy of Machiavelli (The Prince, section 15).

In the modern world, we refuse to define, as a community, what is the good life or what is the final end of our endeavours. Rather, we ensure that each person has the means (money, security) to pursue his or her own ends. The upshot of this way of thinking has meant that the means themselves have become the “ends” of our endeavours – we focus on accumulating money or power, but do not know “that for the sake of which” we accumulate these things.

The Divided Line (509c – 511e):
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	Yes, I said, there is a great deal more.

Then omit nothing, however slight.

I will do my best, I said; but I should think that a great deal will have to be omitted. 

I hope not, he said.

You have to Imagine, then, that there are two ruling powers, and that one of them is set over the intellectual world, the other over the visible. I do not say heaven, lest you should fancy that I am playing upon the name (ovpavos, opatos). May I suppose that you have this distinction of the visible and intelligible fixed in your mind?

I have.

Now take a line which has been cut into two unequal parts, and divide each of them again in the same proportion, and suppose the two main divisions to answer, one to the visible and the other to the intelligible, and then compare the subdivisions in respect of their clearness and want of clearness, and you will find that the first section in the sphere of the visible consists of images. And by images I mean, in the first place, shadows, and in the second place, reflections in water and in solid, smooth and polished bodies and the like: Do you understand?

Yes, I understand.

Imagine, now, the other section, of which this is only the resemblance, to include the animals which we see, and everything that grows or is made.

Very good.

Would you not admit that both the sections of this division have different degrees of truth, and that the copy is to the original as the sphere of opinion is to the sphere of knowledge?

Most undoubtedly.

Next proceed to consider the manner in which the sphere of the intellectual is to be divided.

In what manner?

Thus: There are two subdivisions, in the lower of which the soul uses the figures given by the former division as images; the inquiry can only be hypothetical, and instead of going upward to a principle descends to the other end; in the higher of the two, the soul passes out of hypotheses, and goes up to a principle which is above hypotheses, making no use of images as in the former case, but proceeding only in and through the ideas themselves.

I do not quite understand your meaning, he said.

Then I will try again; you will understand me better when I have made some preliminary remarks. You are aware that students of geometry, arithmetic, and the kindred sciences assume the odd, and the even, and the figures, and three kinds of angles, and the like, in their several branches of science; these are their hypotheses, which they and everybody are supposed to know, and therefore they do not deign to give any account of them either to themselves or others; but they begin with them, and go on until they arrive at last, and in a consistent manner, at their conclusion?

Yes, he said, I know.

And do you not know also that although they make use of the visible forms and reason about them, they are thinking not of these, but of the ideals which they resemble; not of the figures which they draw, but of the absolute square and the absolute diameter, and so on—the forms which they draw or make, and which have shadows and reflections in water of their own, are converted by them into images, but they are really seeking to behold the things themselves, which can only be seen with the eye of the mind?

That is true.

And of this kind I spoke as the intelligible, although in the search after it the soul is compelled to use hypotheses; not ascending to a first principle, because she is unable to rise above the region of hypothesis, but employing the objects of which the shadows below are resemblances in their turn as images, they having in relation to the shadows and reflections of them a greater distinctness, and therefore a higher value.

I understand, he said, that you are speaking of the province of geometry and the sister arts.

And when I speak of the other division of the intelligible, you will understand me to speak of that other sort of knowledge which reason herself attains by the power of dialectic, using the hypotheses not as first principles, but only as hypotheses— that is to say, as steps and points of departure into a world which is above hypotheses, in order that she may soar beyond them to the first principle of the whole; and clinging to this and then to that which depends on this, by successive steps she descends again without the aid of any sensible object, from ideas, through ideas, and in ideas she ends.

I understand you, he replied; not perfectly, for you seem to me to be describing a task which is really tremendous; but, at any rate, I understand you to say that knowledge and being, which the science of dialectic contemplates, are clearer than the notions of the arts, as they are termed, which proceed from hypotheses only: these are also contemplated by the understanding, and not by the senses: yet, because they start from hypotheses and do not ascend to a principle, those who contemplate them appear to you not to exercise the higher reason upon them, although when a first principle is added to them they are cognizable by the higher reason. And the habit which is concerned with geometry and the cognate sciences I suppose that you would term understanding, and not reason, as being intermediate between opinion and reason.

You have quite conceived my meaning, I said; and now, corresponding to these four divisions, let there be four faculties in the soul—reason answering to the highest, understanding to the second, faith (or conviction) to the third, and perception of shadows to the last—and let there be a scale of them, and let us suppose that the several faculties have clearness in the same degree that their objects have truth.

I understand, he replied, and give my assent, and accept your arrangement.




The Cave (514a – 521b):
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	AND now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened: Behold! human beings living in an underground den, which has a mouth open toward the light and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they cannot 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 between 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 marionette-players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets.

I see.

And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statues 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, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave?

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

And of the objects 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 another, would they not suppose that they were naming 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 from the passing shadow?

No question, he replied.

To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images.

That is certain.

And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused 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 toward the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive someone saying to him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to being and his eye is turned toward more real existence, he has a clearer vision—what will be his reply? And you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to 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 formerly saw are truer than the objects which are now shown to him?

Far truer.

And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain in his eyes which will make him turn away to take refuge in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will conceive to be in reality 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 dazzled, 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 first he will see the shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and the spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day?

Certainly.

Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections 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 of all things which he and his fellows have been accustomed to behold?

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

And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den and his fellow-prisoners, do you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity him?

Certainly, he would.

And if they were in the habit of conferring honors among themselves on those who were quickest to observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went before, and which followed after, and which were together; and who were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the future, do you think that he would care for such honors and glories, or envy the possessors 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 suffer anything than entertain these false notions and live in this miserable manner.

Imagine once more, I said, such a 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 prisoners who had never moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had become 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 not even to think of ascending; and if anyone tried to loose another and lead him up to the light, let them only catch the offender, and they would put him to death.

No question, he said.

This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous argument; the prison-house is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upward to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at your desire, I have expressed—whether rightly or wrongly, God knows. But, whether true or false, my opinion is that in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who would act rationally either in public or private life must have his eye fixed.

I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand you.

Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those who attain to this beatific vision are unwilling to descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the upper world where they desire to dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural, if our allegory may be trusted.

Yes, very natural.

And is there anything surprising in one who passes from divine contemplations to the evil state of man, misbehaving himself in a ridiculous manner; if, while his eyes are blinking and before he has become accustomed to the surrounding darkness, he is compelled to fight in courts of law, or in other places, about the images or the shadows of images of justice, and is endeavoring to meet the conceptions of those who have never yet seen absolute justice?

Anything but surprising, he replied. 

Anyone who has common-sense will remember that the bewilderments of the eyes are of two kinds, and arise from two causes, either from coming out of the light or from 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 sees anyone whose vision is perplexed and weak, will not be too ready to laugh; he will first ask whether that soul of man has come out of the brighter life, and is unable to see because unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from darkness to the day is dazzled by excess of light. And he will count the one happy in his condition and state of being, and he will pity the other; or, if he have a mind to laugh at the soul which comes from 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 professors of education 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 to 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 of being, and of the brightest and best of being, or, in other words, of the good.

Very true.

And must there not be some art which will effect conversion in the easiest and quickest manner; not implanting the faculty of sight, for that exists already, but has been turned in the wrong direction, and is looking away from the truth?

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

And whereas the other so-called virtues of the soul seem to be akin to bodily qualities, for even when they are not originally innate they can be implanted later by habit and exercise, the virtue of wisdom more than anything else contains a divine element which always remains, and by this conversion is rendered useful and profitable; or, on the other hand, hurtful and useless. Did you never observe 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 of evil, and he is mischievous in proportion to his cleverness?

Very true, he said.

But what if there had been a circumcision of such natures in the days of their youth; and they had been severed from those sensual 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 below—if, I say, they had been released from these impediments and turned in the opposite direction, the very same faculty in them would have seen the truth as keenly as they see what their eyes are turned to 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 uninformed of the truth, nor yet those who never make an end of their education, will be able ministers of the State; not the former, because they have no single aim of duty which is the rule of all their actions, private as well as public; nor the latter, because they will not act at all except upon compulsion, fancying that they are already dwelling apart in the islands of the blessed.

Very true, he replied.

Then, I 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 already 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 must 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 them a worse life, when they might have a better?

You have again forgotten, my friend, I said, the intention of the legislator, who did not aim at making any one class in the State happy above the rest; the happiness was to be in the whole State, and he held the citizens together by persuasion and necessity, 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, I had forgotten.

Observe, Glaucon, that there will be no injustice 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 sweet 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 administered 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 quietly 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 turn at the toils of State, when they are allowed to spend the greater part of their time with one another in the heavenly light?

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 office as a stern necessity, and not after the fashion of our present rulers of State.

Yes, my friend, I said; and there lies the point. You must contrive for your future rulers another and a better life than that of a ruler, and then you may have a well-ordered State; for only in the State which offers this, will they rule who are truly rich, not in silver and gold, but in virtue and wisdom, which are the true blessings of life. Whereas, if they go to the administration of public affairs, poor and hungering after their own private advantage, thinking that hence they are to snatch the chief good, order there can never be; for they will be fighting 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.

And those who govern ought not to be lovers of the task? For, if they are, there will be rival lovers, and they will fight.

No question. 

Who, then, are those whom we shall compel to be guardians? Surely they will be the men who are wisest about affairs of State, and by whom the State is best administered, and who at the same time have other honors and another and a better life than that of politics?

They are the men, and I will choose them, he replied.


Commentary on the Line and the Cave:

With the first two images Socrates had demonstrated that philosophers are “capable” of ruling since they possess a higher form of knowing. Next, with the Cave image, he must demonstrate that the philosopher is willing to rule. It is questionable whether or not he succeeds in this; his reasoning is somewhat circular at this point:

· The philosopher would only be willing to rule in the “city in speech” described in the dialogue; 

· But, the only way this type of city could arise is through a philosopher becoming a ruler 

The Cave presents visibly the Greek experience of truth (aletheia) – see here, for an illustration of the Cave. That is, the Greek word for truth, if translated literally, means “unconcealedness”. The prefix “a-” operates as a privative, equivalent to our prefix “un-”. The second component of the word, letheia, comes from lethe: concealment or forgetting. Truth is the suspension or cancellation of concealment or forgetting. Truth, in this primordial Greek experience, is never there ‘in itself’, awaiting the neutral recording of the observer. It is gained by struggle; it is wrested from concealment in a conflict of sorts. Truth is tied to un-truth.

The allegory deals with the process of paideia that the philosopher undergoes in relation to this “truth” as unconcealment. Paideia is usually translated as “education”. We increasingly think of “education” as accreditation, but paideia is moral education, a cultivation of one’s character with an eye to one’s proper ends. 

The allegory describes this process in relation to our two-fold nature, as “enlightened and unenlightened” (514a). It describes this two-fold process in terms of the movement of a freed prisoner, first as a turning to exit a cave, and then, secondly, as a turning back to re-enter the cave. The cave figures forth our existence and our society as we know it; that which is beyond the cave is that which exceeds the limits of the known and of what is accepted. In the course of Plato’s allegory, the philosopher brings the two realms into dialogue, while himself existing completely in neither. 

Socrates, similarly, is one who does not normally leave the city. In all of Plato’s dialogues, with the notable exception of the Phaedrus, Socrates is never depicted outside of Athens – we should note, though, that the dialogue depicted in the Republic takes place at the very limits of Athens, in the Piraeus. Thus, Socrates is presented as one who dwells in the city exclusively in one sense; however, in another sense, he is one who transcends the limits of the city in constantly calling into question its standards. Socrates, like the philosopher in the cave allegory, both remains in and transcends the city. 

 This philosophic, two-fold movement begins with an open questioning. The philosophic question, as an open question, allows what is questioned to show itself. This is opposed to an inquiring or probing questioning – that is, the scientific or interrogative questioning which frames and positions the entity or person under investigation. Philosophy calls into question the familiar definitions of things and holds out the possibility of the foreign and the strange. Occupying a central location in the Republic is a description of the unfolding of this philosophic thinking and questioning in terms of a movement along a divided line (509e-511e): from opinion (doxa) to knowledge (episteme), from illusion (eikasia) and belief (pistis) to reasoning (dianoia) and dialectic, from images and physical things to forms (eide). It is after introducing this conception of philosophic thinking as the movement along a divided line that Socrates describes the “allegory of the cave.” Rather than a transition in the discussion to the level of pure “dialectic” – a transition that would abandon rhetoric and the realm of images –Socrates provides yet another image, the image of the cave. What this peculiar lack of a transition connotes is that philosophic activity occurs in the space of the dialogue, in the speech or word (logos). Philosophy is questioning, true; but this questioning can only take place through the dialogic confrontation of accounts.

This philosophic questioning and dialogue does not lead to a perfect and unwavering apprehension of the truth. The philosopher is also, and in the first instance, a prisoner in a cave. He, along with the other prisoners, is bound there and has been so all his life. The prisoners see only the shadows of stick figures cast on the cave wall by firelight (514a-c). The prisoners think that these shadows are the whole truth (515c); this unquestioning nature of the prisoners, says Socrates, makes them like us (515a). It is only then that Socrates raises the question as to what would happen if one of the prisoners were cured (iasin) (515c). Socrates does not ask us to imagine the philosopher as someone who has never been a prisoner. Nor does Socrates ask us to imagine a mass enlightenment of society, or in the terms of the allegory, a kind of “jail break” on the part of all the prisoners. Rather, it is the few, or the one, who can be freed from these chains, and these moments of philosophical enlightenment in our lives are rare and fleeting. 

To be cured, the prisoner must be dragged and forced out of the cave and into the bright light of the sun. This is a painful process, likely to be resisted. It is difficult for us, according to the allegory, to turn away from the ancestral myths, slogans, and accepted truisms that we encounter all our lives. In this way, philosophy is not a solitary affair. We need to be helped and prodded on by the discourses of others. The model of the solitary figure that retreats to the mountain top to experience his enlightened bliss is the image of the mystic, not the philosopher. This is the significance of the fact that Socrates says that the philosopher does not deserve that name unless, in the final analysis, he also returns to the cave in order to facilitate or provoke the process of enlightenment for others.

Plato is not saying that our enlightenment will occur if we are forced or “dragged” into a Philosophy class. Rather, the stimulus that frees the prisoner will come in the form of an encounter with other discourses or speeches that are persuasive or provoking. It is worth noting that as Socrates describes this process of philosophical “turning”, Glaucon has a turning of his own. At first he had seen affairs only from the perspective of those in the cave; he had asserted that the very idea of a philosopher ruler would invoke a violent response from the average citizens (473e-74a). Then, in the course of the discussion of the allegory, he comes to demand that the philosophers be allowed to remain outside the cave and not be forced to return and help rule (519d); he has come to see the matter, somewhat, from the perspective of the philosopher. We could say that the dialogue with Socrates provoked Glaucon’s turning (on Socrates’ persuasion of Glaucon, see also, Xenophon, Memoirs of Socrates 3.6.1). The “turning” or education (paideia) that Plato has in mind can be effected, in the first instance, by means of a conversation with thoughtful men. This turning can also be provoked by a dialogue with the great thinkers of the past. 

At this point, let us summarize the insights that we have been able to glean from the allegory of the cave in terms of what it tells us about the two-fold movement of philosophy (as a turning away and then a turning back):

· First, philosophy begins in the realm of opinion, but is the attempt to transcend and break free of accepted opinions by means of questioning. 
· Second, the philosophic questioning of opinions happens in the dialogue – where differing accounts are set in conflict and their differences become co-defining, setting forth the nature of each opinion. This philosophic dialogue can occur in conversations with thoughtful men or by means of a conversation of sorts with the thinkers of the past. 
· Third, thoughtful dialogue provokes one to move beyond the opinions they currently hold; it provokes a “turning” away from the opinions that were previously before one’s eyes and toward what has been revealed in the process of the dialogue. This process of questioning and breaking free is figured forth in the movement of the freed prisoner out of the cave. 
· Fourth, although questioning leads to a breaking free of opinion, humanity, by its nature, is the animal with an opinion or an account. We need a certain story or account of the world. Thus, the breaking free is followed, immediately and by necessity, by a return to another set of opinions. This return to the realm of opinion is figured forth in the allegory of the cave (this is also the meaning of the “going under” (untergehen) in Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 
· Finally, this process of breaking free and returning is painful and disorienting, as Socrates indicates in the allegory. But it is not futile. Although one does not transcend the cave of opinion once and for all to achieve knowledge of the whole, moments of philosophic reflection bring, at least, the essential questions themselves into clarity.
The following chart summarizes the relations between the three images and  their corresponding modes of truth (aletheia):

	Sun / Line 
Ontological Level
	
	The Divided Line 
Epistemological Level
	The Cave
	Mode of Truth

	(The Good:  Grants Intelligibility)
	
	(The Good:  
Grants Intelligence)
	(The Sun) 
(516b)
	A-letheia 
(Un-concealment)

	Forms (511a)
	A
	Intelligence (noesis)(511a-b) 
Dialectic (pure reason)
	Things themselves  
(516a-b)
	Out of cave = 
Out of concealment

	
	B
	Mathematical reasoning, 
based on assumptions 
(511a-d)
	Reflections of things  
(516a)
	an-amnesis = 
un-forgetting

	(Sun: Grants Visibility)
	
	(Sun: Grants Sight)
	(The Fire) (514b)
	Lethe (forgetting / 
concealment)

	Particular 
Things
	C
	Belief (pistis) 
eg. empirical sciences
	Stick figures 
(514c; 517d)
	In cave = 
un-truth, concealment

	Images 
of Things
	D
	Illusion (eikasia) 
eg. second-hand impressions
	Shadows of figures 
(515a-b)
	forgetting
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