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Education: The Nature of Learning
	First grade. Art period. Four long tables seat fifteen wriggling six-year-olds, yourself included. Do you remember being scolded for holding the paintbrush incorrectly or not following steps diligently to produce precisely what the teacher was asking for? Learning is conditioned. Even when we're placed in seemingly creative environments, encouraged to think and grow, we are still being controlled and given resources to believe in a specific way. Plato and Rousseau both grapple with what learning means and what is at the root of education in their works, The Allegory of the Cave and Emile. Plato and Rousseau argue that the ideal knowledge results in an enlightened man. However, they conclude that, ironically, education must be tightly controlled to teach individualism effectively.
	When comparing Plato's allegory to the 18th-century philosopher, Rousseau, we can see a clear correlation between the two philosophers' ideas. Both grapple with what learning means and what is at the root of education. Both wrestle with complicated views on education while offering different (but related) perspectives on learning nature. In their separate works, Plato and Rousseau argue that the ideal education results in an enlightened man. However, they also conclude that, ironically, education must be tightly controlled to teach people to become individuals effectively.
	Rousseau's famous work, Emile, sounds almost like a response to Plato's Allegory of the Cave. In this book, Rousseau talks about taking a young boy named Emile out to the country and describes each decision in raising this boy to become an educated man. The work's point is to express an ideal society in which people are introduced to become individuals instead of working citizens who are conditioned to follow higher power people's rules. He describes education in a way in which we learn based on our natural inclinations and stresses that there are three factors in education; "education comes to us from nature, from men, or things." (Rousseau 6) Since we can control both men and things, Rousseau argues that to reach an excellent education, we must follow nature, the one factor that we have no control over, and align the other two elements so that heart is essentially the leader. He says, "Since all three modes of education must work together, the two that we can control must follow the lead of that which is beyond our control." (Rousseau 6) He also emphasizes the commonly overlooked notion that we are born with every natural inclination that we need to become educated. If we cultivate these innate drives, we can learn and grow to our fullest potential. 
	This is similar to what Plato argues in the Republic when he explains that everyone can become educated. When Plato claims that "the power of learning inheres in everyone" (Plato 179), he implies that we are all born with the ability to educate ourselves, but it requires action and agency. Plato writes a scene in which prisoners are chained up by their necks and ankles, and can only look in one direction. They see shadows on a wall in front of them and interpret this as reality. Since they cannot expose themselves to any other stimuli, they accept the shadows as their entire reality, without being aware of what is going on behind them.
	Although Plato's allegory of the cave depicts an image of confined prisoners with very limited scopes on reality, this is not what Plato is arguing as a whole. He shows this image to give a metaphor for the uneducated man versus the educated man, who would venture out of the cave and "endure contemplating the brightest of what is." (Plato 179) The allegory shouldn't be mistaken for Plato's ideas about education in general. His metaphor for the uneducated man only serves to illustrate their potential in their unenlightened states. Plato does not argue that people are empty vessels filled with knowledge from an outside source. He is not saying that we are all passively agreeing to every bit of information thrown in our direction, with no ability to question information or break free from confinement. He is only giving us this image to understand better what it takes to become educated and enlightened. Only when we have the darkness of a cave to aid as a comparison can we fully appreciate the stark contrast of being uneducated versus academic. The allegory primarily serves to give us perspective.
	As we can see, both Plato and Rousseau speculate that the educated man follows his natural tendencies and doesn't conform to society's harsh rules. At least, that's what it appears to be. Some further analysis offers a different explanation.
	Rousseau talks about how we are born "sensitive." However, over time, we develop judgments and prejudices about the world we live in and "are affected in various ways by our environment." (Rousseau 7). Because of these prejudices, our natural tendencies are "warped." (Rousseau 7) Emile argues that to avoid a warped education, "Everything should therefore be brought into harmony with these natural tendencies." (Rousseau 7) This correlates with Rousseau's claim that harmony is impossible when you try to "train [man] for others" (Rousseau 7) as opposed to for himself. He considers the reasons we learn in the first place and explains that humans are often raised in social institutions in which the goal is to conform. This is not real education, since it is against the person's curiosity and natural tendencies. Instead, it is built upon a foundation of dependency and total conformity. "Harmony becomes impossible" (Rousseau 7) in a situation where a person begins to learn for others and not himself. Rousseau addresses the problematic reality that, "Forced to combat either nature or society, you must make your choice between the man and the citizen, you cannot train both." (Rousseau ) 
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	The contradiction that Rousseau describes in which you cannot train someone to become both a man and a citizen, and you basically can only have one of these outcomes, expresses itself in Plato's allegory. The prisoners in the cave illustrate the "citizen" that Rousseau mentions. In contrast, the escaped prisoner who can see the actual sunlight is the "man." The ones in the cave passively accept information, just like the citizen of society who doesn't think for himself and instead lives based on others' wishes, thoughts, and desires. However, the ones outside of the cave represent the man that Rousseau is trying to raise Emile to be, meaning someone who thinks independently and lives creatively. 
	Both philosophers articulate the fascinating concept of learning based on what our primary goals are. We are not created to become passive drones, like the prisoners in the cave. We are designed to utilize our brains and our beings in the most natural ways to become educated truly. There is no way of becoming enlightened if we don't first allow ourselves to think outside the box. Plato's description of a literal cave gives us the ability to view a metaphorical pack that we need to think outside of. It's impossible to become enlightened if we don't first decide to do such. 
	My point in this essay is to explain Plato's allegory and further analyze the steps he would ideally take in carrying out this utopian world of enlightenment. Plato and Rousseau both imagine some utopia, and both believe that they know what it takes to get there and for other people to get there. However, to accomplish the goal of basically doing what you want with where you are and living in the moment, you must first confine yourself to certain restrictions that only allow yourself to think in that way. I can't quite tell if it's freezing or it's limiting in itself. On the one hand, there would be no false information. However, on the other, specific training is still required, so is that enabling someone to think for themselves entirely?
	Plato's allegory of the cave depicts prisoners to represent uneducated society. It uses their escape and experience of the outside world as the personal shift to being educated. Rousseau uses Emile's story to describe how an ideal society would train its citizens to think. Both philosophers disagree with conventional ways. One could argue that they are conjuring up their own ideas for better preparing a society to learn and live to be educated intellectuals. However, both philosophers infringe specific guidelines in their musings that would need to be adhered to in their ideal worlds. Their road to enlightenment is not as creative and liberating as one might think since they argue that education must be controlled to teach society members best.
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