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LATO (428-347 B.C.E.) was born into an aristo-
—.U cratic, probably Athenian, family and educated

e | . __
R ERgi Ox/ Corbis according to the best precepts available. He eventually

became a student of Socrates and later involved himself closely with monwmm. Eo%_ .w:M
teaching. Plato was not only Socrates’ finest student but m_m.o the one éro _3398 ize
Socrates in his works. Most of Plato’s works are philosophical m.&mﬁ iIn which Socrates
speaks as a character in a dialogue with one or more students or listeners. i

Both Socrates and Plato lived in turbulent times. In 404 B.C.E. .>Em3m was defeatec
by Sparta, and its government was taken over by tyrants. _uo_;._nm_ life _.: >§wqm Umnm:”ﬂ
dangerous. Plato felt, however, that he could effect positive change in Athenian politics — un |
Socrates was tried unjustly for corrupting the youth of Athens and sentenced .ﬁw death In
399 B.C.E. 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 almost 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 rm<w held &m
world of sense perception to be inferior to the world of ideal entities that mx_.mﬁ only in
a pure spiritual realm. These ideals, or forms, Plato argued, are perceived directly ._u<
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 phil-

.omon:mnm_.. basis to antimaterialistic thought. It values the spirit first and frees people from
the tyranny of sensory 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 spiritual delights. Plato maintains that the body is only a

starting point, which eventually can lead to both spiritual fulfillment and the appreciation
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PLATO: The Allegory of the Cave 581

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 beyond the world of sensory
perception.

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 Plato’s. 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 following selection. The first and
more obvious — at least on one level — is the device of the allegory, a story in which the
characters and situations 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 sometimes unpopular argument can be fought and won before the audi-
ence realizes that an argument is under way. The disadvantage of the technique is that the

terms of the allegory may only approximate 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; indeed, most of his writings are called dialogues. The Symposium,
Apology, Phaedo, Crito, Meno, and most of his famous works are written in dialogue form.
Usually in these works Socrates is speaking to a student or a friend about highly abstract
Issues, asking questions that require simple answers. Slowly, the questioning proceeds to
elucidate the answers to complex issues.

This question-and-answer technique basically constitutes the Socratic method. Socrates
analyzes the answer to each question, examines itsimplications, and then asserts the truth. The
method 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 recover it by means of the dialogue. Socrates’ method is Ideally suited
to that purpose. | |

Beyond these techniques, however, we must look at _u_mﬂ.m style. It is true that he is
working with difficult ideas, but his style is so clear, simple, and direct that *mf people would
have trouble understanding what he is saying. Considering the influence this work has :m.a
on world thought, and the reputation Plato had earned by the QBW he 2.@8 The zmvcgm.
its style is remarkably plain and accessible. Plato’s respect for rhetoric and its proper uses is

part of the reason he can express himself with such impressive clarity.
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nd 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
.m _.,....“,.w_ \ smﬂ“m :Qm.% 7

2 14 _aoimamgm:mamsawmmorgmm:&o:mﬁrmQm:wrmwmgm%
% - have been from their childhood, and have their legs and
e B 0?7 necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see
% <=». ¢\ before them, being prevented by the chains from turning
S z%p round their heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing

e - . " at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners there
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in front of them, over which they show the puppets.
Hmmm

L SR Bmam of éooa and m_uosm and various materials, which appear
" reseenonthe  over the wall? Some of them are talking, others silent.
e 9 5 PR You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange
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The prisoners
would mistake
the shadows
for realities.

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

When dragged
Upwards, they
would be dazzled

by excess of light.

‘heard came from the passing shadow? el
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And suppose further that the prison had an echo wh
came from the other side, would they not be sure to @E
when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice whict

No question, he replied. .
To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothir ut
the shadows of the Images. 4 |
That is certain. o < &
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 sud- i
denly to stand up and turn his neck round and walk and look
towards the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will dis- ._ s
tress him, and he will be unable - to see the realities of SEO: E .
his former state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive
someone saying to him, that what he saw before was an illu-
sion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to being
and his eye is turned towards more real existence, he wmm,, 3._ |
clearer vision—what will be his reply? And you may fu
imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as the; i
pass and requiring him to name them,—will he not be t pe M,., H
plexed? Will he not fancy that the shadows which he forr m&w ?
saw are truer than the objects which are now shown to him e =
Far truer. :
And if he is compelled to look maém:ﬁ at the lig ﬂ, W
he not have a pain in his eyes which will make him turn aw
to take refuge in the objects of vision which he can s
which he will conceive to be in reality clearer .?5

which are now being shown to him?
True, he said. w |
And suppose once more, that :m
up a steep and rugged ascent, mba el
into the presence of Em m_S ,.»,._ w. _ L, isbeme
pained and 1t &%% DRI .H_....,b.,w,.., ;W,.,? G
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At length they
will see the sun
and understand
his nature.

They would then
pity their old
companions

of the den.

He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper
world. And first he will see the shadows best, next the wm.nmo-
tions 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 rea-
son about him.

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

Certainly, he would.

And if they were in the habit of conferring honors among
themselves on those who were quickest to observe the pass-
ing 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.

21

22
23

24
25

26

27

238
29

30

31

32

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.

20&::&
éxtraordinary in
the philosopher
being unable to
See in the dark.

PLATO: The Allegory of the Cave

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 upwards 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, 1s 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.

[ 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 nat-

ural, if our allegory may be trusted.

Yes, very natural.

And is there anything surprising in one Sw.o cmmm.mm @wg
divine contemplations to the evil m@m o.m man, zzmcmwms.bm him-
self in a ridiculous manner; if, while his eyes are .v:bE:m and
before he has become accustomed to the mﬁ._.o:b&:m darkness,

s compelled to fight In courts of law, or In wgmw Em.om@ about
rm _m. i or the shadows of images of justice, and is endeav-
Sw Mﬂwm%mmmﬁ the conceptions of those who have never yet seen
orin

absolute justice?
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9@ ww_m_,amu Em and is E_mc_m to see because unaccustomed to
AN he dark; or having turned from darkness to the day is dazzled by
o : mmxnmmm_% light. And he will count the one happy in his condition
,M “and state of being, and he will pity the other; or, if he have a mind
¥ . tolaugh 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.
- Theconversion ~  But then, if I am right, certain professors of education
g% i85, ‘must be wrong when they say that they can put a knowledge
e w Mr 58 the soul which was not there before, like sight into blind
L s S e:m% :bao:cﬁm dly say this, he replied.

-~ Whereas, our argument shows that the power and capac-
ity of learning exists in the soul already; and that just as the
AR ._.. bt pm%ﬂmr was unable to turn from darkness to light without the
~ whole body, so too the instrument of knowledge can only by
.ﬂ.ﬁ..%@,go,\mgm:ﬁ of the whole soul be turned from the world of
- becoming into that of being, and learn by degrees to endure
1 .,,,_...h.m.%mmmm:ﬁ owcmmzm, and of the brightest and best of being, or in

o <m~..< ﬁ.:m
~ Andmust there not be some art which will effect conver-
b ..ww.d, g i 905 1 the easiest and quickest manner; not implanting the

b =l y
R e 1 .,:M\\\..ﬁvy .

- EQ oH. sight, for that exists already, but has been turned

ve !S ESEmmbom mmmgm
_oﬁww nom:..l:oi eager he is, how
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Neither the
uneducated

nor the over-
educated will be
good servants
of the State.

Men should
ascend to the
Upper world,
but they should
also return to
the lower

clearly his paltry soul sees the way to his end; he is the re
of blind, but his keen eyesight is forced into the service Qm
and he is mischievous in proportion to his cleverness? «
Very true, he said. e S0
But what if there had been a circumcision of such natt
In the days of their youth; and they had been severed @.05
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. 59
Yes, I said; and there is another thing which is likely, or 53
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 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 QSmEbw o
apart in the islands of the blessed. G
Very true, he replied. s
Then, I said, the business of us who are the founders s5 =
of the State will be to compel the best minds to attain that |
knowledge which we have already shown to be the greatest e
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 t
not be allowed; they must be made to descend mmms
the prisoners in the den, and partake of their labors Ei .

ors, whether they are worth having or not. o L
But is not this unjust? he said; @:mE we 8 @ﬂ@ 1

of the _m%m_.mﬁow who &Q not a
the State happy above the Smw
the whole msﬁm, Q :m me %@,. citi

sion E.a necessl
fwﬁ f.w @@@@& u
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The duties of
philosophers.

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

They will be
willing but not
anxious to rule.

them. not to please themselves, but to be his instruments In

binding up the State.
True, he said, I had forgotten. 60

Observe, Glaucon, that there will be no injustice In com- ¢

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. Where-

fore 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 dis-
tracted 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 63

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 64
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 65
contrive for your future rulers another and a better life than
that of a ruler, and then you may have a well-ordered State;

62
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e statesman :
Mw:mﬁ o MM“ %ﬁ% w: the State which offers this, will they rule who are
vided with a v 2C, ot in silver and: goldybut in virtnea wisdom,
petter life than Wwhich are the trye blessings of life. Whereas if they go to the
ﬁ:uwwm Msﬁ administration of public affairs poor and hungering after

en he wi ; :
T o i e
Sfce | 800d, order there can never be: for they

Most true, he replied.

And the only life which looks down upon the life of politi-
cal ambition is that of trye philosophy. Do you know of any
other?

Indeed, I do not, he said.

%2 QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL READING

1. What is the relationship between Socrates and Glaucon? Are they equal in
intellectual authority? Are they concerned with the same issues?

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

of what is real?

3. Are we prisoners in the same sense that Plato’s characters are?

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

5. What ethical issues, if any, are raised by Plato’s allegory?

6. In paragraph 49, Plato states that the virtue of wisdom “contains a divine
element” What is “a divine element”? What does this statement seem to mean?

Do you agree with Plato? ,
7. What distinctions does Plato make between the public and the private? Would

you make the same distinctions (see paras. 53-55)?

% SUGGESTIONS FOR CRITICAL WRITING
e cave for Its strengths and weaknesses. Consider what

le living in a world of the senses and for what might

1. Analyze the allegory of th
«tent are people like (or unlike) the figures in

the allegory implies for peop

lie behind that world. T0 érwwm world we know like the cave?
€IS
the cave? To what exten

~d of the dialogue about the rulers of ﬁ:m.mﬁmnm.
e than simply rulers. They must be _u:__omo..

possess wisdom. Explain how possessing
tific concepts is equivalent to a rulers

2. Socrates is concerned at the m::o
explaining that they must be e
phers, by which he mean> they n

. - . -ant scle
a full understanding of importa
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ician in a modern democracy be aware
2 What has science got to do
sons politicians and makes it

| possessing wisdom. Why should a politicial
I of the most important developments in SCIENCE: 7
i with politics? What kind of “cave’ sometimes Impri
difficult for them to know the truth about science?

1 3. As far as Plato is concerned, his tale of captives in a cave relates to thelrlbemg |
b unable to know the truth about the ideal world. But the allegory may also apply

to our own inability, because of an ignorance of science, to know the truth

about our world. Plato is talking about our perceptions, our ability to distin-
guish the true from the false. What does his allegory tell us about how we can
understand the true nature of the world around us today? How does science
help us see the truth about our existence? What is the equivalent in modern

terms of the cave in which Plato’s prisoners live?

4. Today, there is a great deal of information about the decisions that ruling politi-
cians make regarding energy exploration, advanced weaponry, human genetics,
and agricultural development. These decisions require a great deal of scientific
understanding. Pick one of these topics and research the current literature on
it and find out what kind of positions our current politicians are taking. What
laws have been written (or ignored) that have required sound scientific under-
standing? Which politicians have held which positions? Are the politicians you

read about well versed in the science that is necessary for their making a sound
and lasting judgment?

5. Socrates states unequivocally that Athens should compel the best and the
most intelligent young men to be rulers of the state. Review his reasons for
saying so, consider what his concept of the state is, and then take a stand on
the issue. Is it right to compel the best and most intelligent young people to

become rulers? If so, would it be equally proper to compel those well suited for
the professions of law, medicine, teaching,

tive callings? Would an ideal society result if all
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