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Republic

The final image, the Allegory of the Cave, isthe longest and most famous
of the three. It is introduced rather abruptly, but is meant to fit in with the
preceding two images (517b—c, 532a—d). Further details of the fit are a
matter of dispute, although the broad outlines are clear enough. Like all the
great images of the world’s greatest literature, Plato’s Cave manages
simultaneously to appear transparent and yet unexpectedly rich and surprising.
Those readers who believe that philosophy is a dry academic pursuit will be
surprised at its presentation here as a pursuit which frees us from a terrible
slavery; but for Plato and his peers philosophy is a way of life, not just a
course of study.

‘Next,”’ I said, ‘here’s a situation which you can use as an analogy for the
human condition—for our education or lack of it. Imagine people living in a
cavernous cell down under the ground; at the far end of the cave, a long way off,
there’s an entrance open to the outside world. They’ve been there since
childhood, with their legs and necks tied up in a way which keeps them in one
place and allows them to look only straight ahead, but not to turn their heads.
There’s firelight burning a long way further up the cave behind them, and up the
slope between the fire and the prisoners there’s a road, beside which you should
imagine -a low wall has been built—like the partition which conjurors place
between themselves and their audience and above which they show their
tricks, ’ @

‘All right,’ he said.

‘Imagine also that there are people on the other side of this wall who are

carrying all sorts of artefacts. These artefacts, human statuettes, and animal

@ BATFSHEFE M BLE (Socrates) 5 # Z . (Glaucon) Z A #f7 ., X—BREFHAKNE BENEE
EROEA, IR, ARUBONERS EESARATEANS. SO, FHRLRZBHATA.
BARERMEFARAACHNA? EERNBEHEEERACKE? JINAYRTHAH —EREMAN
HHRAHE? XLABHELESRR BEFEEE. (p.240)
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models carved in stone and wood and all kinds of materials stick out over the
wall; and as you’d expect, some of the people talk as they carry these objects
along, while others are silent. ’

‘This is a strange picture you’re painting”’, he said, ¢ with strange
prisoners. ’

‘They’re no different from us,’®1 said. ‘I mean, in the first place, do you
think they’d see anything of themselves and one another except the shadows cast
by the fire on to the cave wall directly opposite them?’

‘Of course not,” he said. ‘They’re forced to spend their lives without
moving their heads. ’

‘And what about the objects which were being carried along? Won’t they
only see their shadows as well?’

‘Naturally. ’

‘Now, suppose they were able to talk to one another: don’t you think
they’d assume that their words applied to what they saw passing by in front of
them?’

‘They couldn’t think otherwise. ’

¢ And what if sound echoed off the prison wall opposite them? When any of
the passers-by spoke, don’t you think they’d be bound to assume that the sound
came from a passing shadow?’

‘I’m absolutely certain of it,” he said.

‘All in all, then,’ I said, ‘the shadows of artefacts would constitute the
only reality people in this situation would recognize. ’

‘That’s absolutely inevitable,’ he agreed.

*What do you think would happen, then,’ 1 asked, ‘if they were set free
from their bonds and cured of their inanity? What would it be like if they found
that happening to them? Imagine that one of them has been set free and is
suddenly made to stand up, to turn his head and walk, and to look towards the
firelight. It hurts him to do all this and he’s too dazzled to be capable of making
out the objects whose shadows he’d formerly been looking at. And suppose

someone tells him that what he’s been seeing all this time has no substance, and

D EFBIUEEXR.CELACERANETABATRESERFL“RAHEARE, FUXER
HHARGRAIARR". (p. 241D



that he’s now closer to reality and is seeing more accurately, because of the
greater reality of the things in front of his eyes—what do you imagine his reaction
would be? And what do you think he’d say if he were shown any of the passing
objects and had to respond to being asked what it was? Don’t you think he’d be
bewildered and would think that there was more reality in what he’d been seeing
before than in what he was being shown now?’ »

‘Far more,’ he said.,

‘And if he were forced to look at the actual firelight, don’t you think it
would hurt his eyes? Don’t you think he’d turn away and run back to the things
he could make out, and would take the truth of the matter to be that these things
are clearer than what he was being shown?’

‘Yes,’ he agreed.

And imagine him being dragged forcibly away from there up the rough, steep
slope,’l went on, ‘without being released until he’s been pulled out into the
sunlight. Wouldn’t this treatment cause him pain and distress? And once he’s
reached the sunlight, he wouldn’t be able to see a single one of the things which
are currently taken to be real, would he, because his eyes would be overwhelmed
by the sun’s beams?’

‘No, he wouldn’t, "he answered, ‘not straight away. ’

“He wouldn’t be able to see things up on the surface of the earth, I suppose,
until he’d got used to his situation. At first, it would be shadows that he could
most easily make out, then he’d move on to the reflections of people and so on in
water, and later he’d be able to see the actual things themselves. Next, he’d
feast his eyes on the heavenly bodies and the heavens themselves, which would be
easier at night. he’d look at the light of the stars and the moon, rather than at
the sun and sunlight during the daytime. ’

‘Of course. ’

‘And at last, I imagine, he’d be able to discern and feast his eyes on the
sun—not the displaced image of the sun in water or elsewhere, but the sun on its
own, in its proper place. ’

‘Yes, he’d inevitably come to that,’ he said.

‘ After that, he’d start to think about the sun and he’d deduce that it is the
source of the seasons and the yearly cycle, that the whole of the visible realm is

its domain, and that in a sense everything which he and his peers used to see is its
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responsibility. ’

‘Yes, that would obviously be the next point he’d come to,’ he agreed.

‘Now, if he recalled the cell where he’d originally lived and what passed for
knowledge there and his former fellow prisoners, don’t you think he’d feel happy
about his own altered circumstances, and sorry for them?’

‘Definitely. ’

‘Suppose that the prisoners used to assign prestige and credit to one
another, in the sense that they rewarded speed at recognizing the shadows as they
passed, and the ability to remember which ones normally come earlier and later
and at the same time as which other ones, and expertise at using this as a basis
for guessing which ones would arrive next. Do you think our former prisoner
would covet these honours and would envy the people who had status and power
there, or would he much prefer, as Homer describes it, “being a slave labouring
for someone else—someone without property”,® and would put up with anything
at all, in fact, rather than share their beliefs and their life?’

‘Yes, I think he’d go through anything rather than live that way,’ he said.

‘Here’s something else 1’d like your opinion about, ’I said. ‘If he went back
underground and sat down again in the same spot, wouldn’t the sudden transition
from the sunlight mean that his eyes would be overwhelmed by darkness?’

‘Certainly,’ he replied.

‘Now, the process of adjustment would be quite long this time, and suppose
that before his eyes had settled down and while he wasn’t seeing well, he had
once again to compete against those same old prisoners at identifying those
shadows. Wouldn’t he make a fool of himself? Wouldn’t they say that he’d come
back from his upward journey with his eyes ruined, and that it wasn’t even worth
trying to go up there? And wouldn’t they—if they could—grab hold of anyone
who tried to set them free and take them up there and kill him?’

‘They certainly would,’ he said.

‘Well, my dear Glaucon,’ I said, you should apply this allegory, as a
whole, to what we were talking about before. The region which is accessible to
sight should be equated with the prison cell, and the firelight there with the light
of the sun. And if you think of the upward journey and the sight of things up on

O FXAMEHACRER) BAENERR . BFGENER AT ALYNREEUDE. (p.243)
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iy BRRBBER

the surface of the earth as the mind’s ascent to the intelligible realm, you won’t
be wrong—at least, I don’t think you’d be wrong, and it’s my impression that
you want to hear. Only God knows if it’s actually true, however. Anyway, it’s
my opinion that the last thing to be seen—and it isn’t easy to see either—in the
realm of knowledge is goodness; and the sight of the character of goodness leads
one to deduce that it is responsible for everything that is right and fine, whatever
the circumstances, and that in the visible realm it is the progenitor of light and of
the source of light, and in the intelligible realm it is the source and provider of
truth and knowledge. And I also think that the sight of it is a prerequisite for
intelligent conduct either of one’s own private affairs or of public business. ’

‘T couldn’t agree more,’ he said.

¢All right, then,’ I said. ‘I wonder if you also agree with me in not finding
it strange that people who’ ve travelled there don’t want to engage in human
business: there’s nowhere else their minds would ever rather be than in the upper
region—which is hardly surprising, if our allegory has got this aspect right as
well. ’

‘No, it’s not surprising,’ he agreed.

‘Well, what about this?’ I asked. ‘Imagine someone returning to the human
world and all its misery after contemplating the divine realm. Do you think it’s
surprising if he seems awkward and ridiculous while he’s still not seeing well,
before he’s had time to adjust to the darkness of his situation, and he’s forced
into a contest (in a lawcourt or wherever) about the shadows of morality or the
statuettes which cast the shadows, and into a competition whose terms are the
conceptions of morality held by people who have never seen morality itself?’

‘No, that’s not surprising in the slightest,’ he said.

‘In fact anyone with any sense,’ I said, ‘would remember that the eyes can
become confused in two different ways, as a result of two different sets of
circumstances: it can happen in the transition from light to darkness, and also in
the transition from darkness to light. If he took the same facts into consideration
when he also noticed someone’s mind in such a state of confusion that it was
incapable of making anything out, his reaction wouldn’t be unthinking ridicule.
Instead, he’d try to find out whether this person’s mind was returning from a
mode of existence which involves greater lucidity and had been blinded by the

unfamiliar darkness, or whether it was moving from relative ignorance to relative

e 8



lucidity and had been overwhelmed and dazzled by the increased brightness. Once
he’d distinguished between the two conditions and modes of existence, he’d
congratulate anyone he found in the second state, and feel sorry for anyone in the
first state. If he did choose to laugh at someone in the second state, his
amusement would be less absurd than when laughter is directed at someone
returning from the light above. ’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you’re making a lot of sense. ’

Since the Cave was expressly introduced as being relevant to education, its
immediate educational implications are now drawn out. We all have the capacity
for knowledge (in the Platonu sense, not just information), and education
should develop that potential. But since it requires knowledge of goodness to
manage a community well , then those who gain such knowledge have to ‘return
to the cave’: paradoxically, those who least want power are the ones who should
have it.

‘Now, if this is true,’ 1 said, ‘we must bear in mind that education is not
capable of doing what some people promise. They claim to introduce knowledge
into a mind which doesn’t have it, as if they were introducing sight into eyes
which are blind. >@

‘Yes, they do,’ he said.

¢ An implication of what we’re saying at the moment, however,’ I pointed
out, ‘is that the capacity for knowledge® is present in everyone’s mind. If you
can imagine an eye that can turn from darkness to brightness only if the body as a
whole turns, then our organ of understanding is like that. Its orientation has to
be accompanied by turning the mind as a whole away from the world of
becoming®, until it becomes capable of bearing the sight of real being and reality
at its most bright, which we’re saying is goodness. Yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s what education should be,” 1 said, °the art of orientation.
Educators should devise the simplest and most effective methods of turning minds

around. It shouldn’t be the art of implanting sight in the organ, but should

O HWEBANARCZEANRAPT, ZIRAR—ITEZHTR. (p. 245
@ knowledge ZERIP E E/E T RS opinion XS, IFHRENEARNDN, EHEHETLNERT
MR . (p. 245)

® the world of becoming #4 9 R LK RIE M R » real being KR FRMBEMNRE. (p. 245)
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4, EHRBGRER

proceed on the understanding that the organ already has the capacity, but is
improperly aligned and isn’t facing the right way.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ he said.

‘So although the mental states which are described as good generally seem to
resemble good physical states, in the sense that habituation and training do in fact
implant them where they didn’t use to be, yet understanding (as it turns out) is
undoubtedly a property of something which is more divine: it never loses its
power, and it is useful and beneficial, or useless and harmful, depending on its
orientation. For example, surely you’ve noticed how the petty minds of those
who are acknowledged to be bad, but clever, are sharp-eyed and perceptive
enough to gain insights into matters they direct their attention towards. It’s not
as if they weren’t sharp-sighted, but their minds are forced to serve evil, and
consequently the keener their vision is, the greater the evil they accomplish. ’

‘Yes, I’ve noticed this,” he said.

‘However,’ 1 went on, ‘if this aspect of that kind of person is hammered at
from an early age, until the inevitable consequences of incarnation have been
knocked off it—the leaden weights, so to speak, which are grafted on to it as a
result of eating and similar pleasures and indulgences and which turn the sight of
the mind downwards—if it sheds these weights and is reoriented towards the
truth, then (and we’re talking about the same organ and the same people) it
would see the truth just as clearly as it sees the objects it faces at the moment. ’

‘Yes, that makes sense,” he said.

‘Well, doesn’t this make sense as well?” 1 asked. ‘Or rather, isn’t it an
inevitable consequence of what we’ve been saying that uneducated people, who
have no experience of truth, would make incompetent administrators of a
community, and that the same goes for people who are allowed to spend their
whole lives educating themselves? The first group would be no good because
their lives lack direction: they’ve got no single point of reference to guide them in
all their affairs, whether private or public. The second group would be no good
because their hearts wouldn’t be in the business: they think they’ve been
transported to the Isles of the Blessed even while they’re still alive. ’®

‘True,’ he said.

O PRANF-EHAHCKHBEER S, RSHGHES, FAFHHXMHAK. (pp. 246—247)
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