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hapter 1 The Republic

Now [said Socrates' ], I'm going to describe a fictional situation that
illustrates the human situation, that’s with reference to our enlightenment
or lack of it. Imagine a group of people imprisoned in a deep cave. At
the far end of the cave, there’s an opening to the outside world. But the
people have been in the cave since they were children, and they have had
their legs and necks tied up so as to keep them in one place and to allow
them to look only in one direction, that is, straight ahead. At a distance
behind them and up a slope in the cave, there’s a fire burning, and
between the prisoners and the fire there’s a road. On the prisoners’ side
of the road, a wall has been constructed, something like the screen that
separates a puppeteer’ and his puppets’ from his audience. Imagine also
that there are people walking back and forth on the far side of this wall
and that they are carrying all kinds of statues of people and of animals
(the statues being made of stone, wood, and other materials). While they
carry these objects back and forth, some of the people talk, and others
remain silent.

This is a strange story [said Glaucon® ] — and strange prisoners.

But they’re a lot like us, when you think about it. Being bound
up as they are, they can’t see much of themselves or of one another.
For the most part, what they see are the shadows cast by the fire onto
the cave wall that they are forced to look at.

That’s how it would be if they had to spend their lives, unable to
move their heads.

- And what about the objects being carried back and forth behind
them? They’ll see only shadows of those things, won’t they?

Of course.

And if they could converse with one another, would they not
suppose that they were naming what was actually before them?

Absolutely.

And what if sounds from the people behind them were to echo off®
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of the wall they are watching? Wouldn’t the prisoners believe that the
sounds were coming from the shadows on the wall?

No doubt about it.

For these prisoners, then, reality would be nothing but the
shadows on the wall, and they wouldn’t be able to recognize any
other realities?

Focus Analysis: The first question we may ask is that “What is the
symbolic meaning of the prisoners in the cave?” Plato may answer that
the prisoners in the cave are ordinary people whose understanding
of the world is based on five senses among which visual sense and
auditory sense are the most important. Ordinary people believe what
they see and hear must be true, so to the prisoners the shadows of things
are true; but as a matter of fact, shadows are not real. For prisoners
who had lived in the deep cave with their legs and necks bound in one
place, it was hard to recognize that the shadows were not true. Are we
the prisoners when we are blinded by what we take for granted? Can
you give some examples to illustrate this point? How can we get rid of

our ignorance? What is the right way to truth?

That’s true. .

Then imagine what would happen if they were set free from their
imprisonment and liberated from their ignorance. What would that
be like? Let’s imagine that one of them has been set free and forced
to get up, and turn around, and walk about, and look forward the
firelight. I’'m sure he would find the experience painful and confusing,
He wouldn’t be able to recognize the objects whose shadows he
had previously been looking at, would he? And then suppose that
someone tells him that what he had been looking at all his life were
illusions and that now he can see more correctly because he is turned
in the right direction and is closer to reality. How do you think he’d

react to that? And how would he handle it if he were shown the
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passing objects and asked to identify them? Don’t you think he’d be
overwhelmed and that he’d believe that the shadows on the wall were
more real than things being shown to him now?

That’s for sure!

And if he had to look at the firelight itself, wouldn’t this hurt
his eyes? And wouldn’t he try to run back to the things he can see,
thinking that they are really more clearly than what is now being
shown to him?

He would.

Now, imagine that someone drags him up the rough and steep
path leading from the cave to the outside world and forces him out
into the daylight. Wouldn’t he be pained and distressed® by this
treatment? Wouldn’t the light of the sun blind him so that he wouldn’t
be able to see a single one of the things outside the cave that we now
call real?

No, he wouldn’t be able to.

Not, at any rate, until he had become used to his new situation.
Gradually, he would be able to discern’ shadows, and then reflections
in water, and eventually he would be able to see the actual things that
cast shadows and reflections. Later, at night, he would look up at the
heavenly bodies and at the heavens themselves; he’d examine the
stars and the moon, but he wouldn’t yet be ready to look at the sun
and its light during the daytime...but, finally, he would see the sun,
not merely images of it in water or elsewhere; he’d be able to look at
and study the sun itself, in its own proper place.

That’s the way things would go for him.

And at this point, the liberated prisoner would conclude that it
is the sun that is the source of the seasons and the yearly cycle. He
would come to think that it is the sun that rules over everything in the
perceptible world and that it is somehow the cause of everything that

he and his fellow prisoners used to see and believe.
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That would probably be his next step.
Focus Analysis: Plato leads us to think what would happen when one of
the prisoners was set free. The prisoner would be able to recognize the
shadows that he had seen were not real after being able to turn around.
He would be able to see the firelight. After being dragged up to the
outside, he would be able to see the stars and the moon, finally the sun
and the image of it in water. Plato presents two situations to us in the
allegory, and what can you see from them? Do you see any similarities

between you and the liberated prisoner? Is there any “turning around” in

your experience?

And then, when he thinks of his former situation in the cave and
what passed for wisdom there, don’t you think that he will be happy
with his new situation and feel pity for those still imprisoned?

Definitely.

Now, suppose that, in the cave, the prisoners had the custom of
giving honor, praise, and prizes to those who were best at seeing and
identifying the passing shadows and remembering which came first,
which later, and which at the same time, and who, on this basis, could
predict the future. Do you think that our liberated prisoner would
take any of this seriously, that he would want any such rewards or
would envy anyone who had prestige and power in the cave world?
Wouldn’t he rather be, in the words of Homer®, “a poor slave of a
poor master” — in fact, wouldn’t he be willing to put up with just
about anything rather than share the opinions and the lives of the
prisoners in the cave?

I think that he would rather suffer anything than to live like that.

Let’s also consider this. If our man were to go back down into the
cave and resume his former place, wouldn’t his sudden move out of
the sunlight and into the darkness of the cave make him almost blind?

Yes, indeed.
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It would, no doubt, take some time for his eyes to become
readjusted to the darkness. So what would happen if, before he was
accustomed to the darkness again, he had to complete in identifying
the shadows with the prisoners who had remained in the caves?
Wouldn’t he seem ridiculously’ incompetent? Wouldn’t the others
say that he had returned from his upward journey with his eyesight
ruined and that it isn’t good to even try such a trip? And if anyone
were to free them and take them out of the cave, wouldn’t they kill
him (if they could get their hands on him)?

They certainly would.

Now, my dear Glaucon, let’s apply this allegory to what we
were discussing earlier [with reference to the simile of the sun and
the image of the divided line]. The perceptible world is like the cave
world, and the firelight in the cave is like the power of the sun. The
upward journey out of the cave is like the mind’s rising from the
perceptible realm to the intelligible realm. I hope you can see what
I’'m getting at, since this is what you want to hear about. Whether
I’m right about this or not, only God knows, but this is how I see it.
In the intelligible realm, the Form of the Good is the last thing to be
seen [by the mind], and it is reached only with great difficulty. Once
one has seen it, however, one must also see that the Good is the
source of all that is true and beautiful in anything, and that it creates
the sun and its light, and that it is also the source of all truth and
knowledge in the intelligible realm. I also think that knowledge of
the Good is necessary for anyone to act rationally, whether in private
or with reference to public affairs.

Focus Analysis: The above paragraphs point out that the two situations
described are the perceptible world and the intelligible world. The
perceptible world is the cave world and the intelligible world is the
outside world. The upward journey from the perceptible realm to
the intelligible realm is the rising of the mind. Till now we begin
to understand the symbolic meaning of the allegory. According to

Plato, above the perceptible world is the world of the eternal - the
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intelligible world, where the unchanging Ideas or Forms exist forever.
To know these Ideas or Forms is to know truth. These Ideas or Forms
constitute reality (327F) and can be understood only by a trained mind -
the mind of philosopher. The objects that we perceive with our senses
are just reflections of Ideas or Forms, so they are shadows. We can
only find reality in the Ideas or Forms. What does the form of the
Good symbolize? Who is usually able to apprehend the Ideas or Forms
according to Plato? Why? How can you gain truth and knowledge
according to your experience?

I’'m following you as best as I can.

OK. Then do you see that it’s not surprising that those who have
made the upward journey don’t want to engage in human affair? What
they want is to stay forever in the upper region [in the presence of
the Good itself]. But that is to be expected, if our allegory is correct.
Right?

Right.

Well, what about this? If someone returns from the divine
realm to the human world and its evils, won’t he seem clumsy and
ridiculous while he’s still not seeing well because he has not yet
become adjusted to the darkness of the human world? He’ll look like
a fool if he’s forced to argue (in a law court or elsewhere) about the
shadows of justice in the human world or about the statues that cast
those shadows, especially if he’s required to use notions of justice
held by people who have no knowledge of justice in itself. Isn’t that
what’s likely to happen?

It wouldn’t be surprised.

Here’s another point. Common sense tells us that the eyes may
be confused in two different ways by a change from light to darkness
or from darkness to light. Now, the same thing happens to the mind.
When we see a person who is troubled and confused, we shouldn’t
laugh thoughtlessly. Instead, we should try to find out whether his
mind has come from a realm of intellectual light into the darkness
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of this world and, as a result, is temporarily blinded, or whether it
is coming from the darkness of ignorance into the light of truth and
knowledge and is thus dazzled by the increased brightness. We will
then consider the first person happy, and we’ll have compassion for
the second person. Even if we choose to make fun of the second
person [which we shouldn’t do], which would be less wrong than if
we were to make fun of a mind that has come from the upper light.

That makes a lot of sense [said Glaucon].

Well, if I’m right, then education is not capable of doing what
some people think it can do, that is, put knowledge into a mind that
doesn’t have it, which would be like putting sight into eyes that
are blind...what follows from what we’ve been saying is that the
ability to know is present in everyone’s mind. If an eye can turn from
darkness to light only if the entire body turns, then the mind also must
be turned completely away from the ever-changing perceptible realm
until it is able to bear the sight of true reality at its most brilliant, that
is, until it can behold the Form of the Good. Right?

Right.

That’s what education should be — the art of orientation [or re-
orientation]. Educators should work out the most effective methods of
turning minds around (and these methods should be made as simple
as possible). Education should not be an attempt to put sight into a
blind eye, so to speak. Instead, it should proceed on the understanding
that the mind already has the ability to learn, but that it isn’t facing in

the right direction or it isn’t looking where it ought to look.

Focus Analysis: Here Plato discusses the real meaning of education.
Education is not intended to put knowledge into a mind. Educators
should work out the method of turning minds around, since the mind
has the ability to learn. Socrates is an example of good educators. The
Socratic method employs a question-and-answer technique to lead

pupils to see things for themselves by using their own reason. Socrates

believes that all real knowledge is within each person, and only critical



