Lecture Eight

Plato (IV): Philosophy and Metaphor: The Allegory of the Cave

The Republic, 514a – 517c.

1. Plato’s allegory envisages a situation which he believes is somewhat analogous to the human condition: ‘I want you to go on to picture the enlightenment or ignorance of our human condition somewhat as follows’ (514a). 

2. ‘Imagine an underground chamber… In this chamber are men who have been prisoners there since they were children, their legs and necks being so fastened that they can only look straight ahead. Some way off, behind and higher up, a fire is burning, and between the fire and the prisoners… runs a road in front of which a curtain-wall has been built… Imagine further that there are men carrying all sorts of gear along behind the curtain-wall, projecting above it … figures of men and animals’ (514a). The prisoners take the evidence that is given to them by way of their senses to be true: because they do not know any better the prisoners believe that what they see in front of them is reality. It does not occur to them to doubt that what they see is real. 

3. Imagine that a prisoner escapes. He will for the first time be able to see the firelight but would at first be blinded by this light: ‘all these actions would be painful and he would be too dazzled to see properly the objects of which he used to see the shadows. What do you think he would say if he was told that what he used to see was so much empty nonsense and that he was now nearer reality and seeing more correctly, because he was turned towards objects that were more real, and if on top of that he were compelled to say what each of the passing objects was when it was pointed out to him? Don’t you think he would be at a loss, and think that what he used to see was far truer than the objects now being pointed out to him?’ (515d). Plato is telling us that humans have a tendency to think of what is familiar as having the greatest reality. When we are used to a situation we tend to assume that we understand it. Against this, Plato is claiming that familiarity is no guarantee of the truth. Truth needs to be recognised in a different way. 

4. Suppose now that the prisoner is dragged out into the open sunlight. How is he likely to react? He will be blinded by the light of the sun and will find himself in a situation alien to his understanding: ‘The process would be a painful one, to which he would much object, and when he emerged into the light his eyes would be so dazzled by the glare of it that he wouldn’t be able to see a single one of the things he was now told were real… Because, of course, he would need to grow accustomed to the light before he could see things in the upper world outside the cave. First he would find it easiest to look at shadows, next at the reflections of men and other objects… and later on at the objects themselves. After that he would find it easier to observe the heavenly bodies and the sky itself at night, and to look at the light of the moon and stars… The thing he would be able to do last would be to look directly at the sun itself’ (516a). We are given a list (in order) of the things that the prisoner would slowly be able to see: shadows, reflections, objects, astronomical bodies at night, and finally the source of all illumination – the sun itself. 

5. From observing the sun the prisoner would be able to work out that it is the cause of the seasons and of life in general. He would come to understand that it ‘controls everything in the visible world, and is in a sense responsible for everything that he and his fellow-prisoners used to see’ (516b-c). If the prisoner reflects on the lives of his fellow prisoners he would not want to return to the world of the cave. 

6. Next, imagine that the prisoners in the cave have developed a system of evaluating merit based upon an individual’s ability to recognise, categorise and predict the behaviour of the shadows. The freed prisoner will feel that the highest status a person can attain in such a society is worthless. Even a slave living in the everyday world outside would be free to a degree that those in the world of the cave could not begin to imagine. The most miserable life outside the cave would be preferable to the most luxurious life inside the cave. 

7. Imagine the prisoner returns to the cave: ‘wouldn’t his eyes be blinded by the darkness, because he had come in suddenly out of the sunlight?... And if he has to discriminate between the shadows, in competition with the other prisoners, while he was still blinded and before his eyes got used to the darkness – a process that would take some time – wouldn’t he be likely to make a fool of himself? And they would say that his visit to the upper world has ruined his sight, and that the ascent was not worth even attempting. And if anyone tried to release them and lead them up, they would kill him if they could lay hands on him’ (516e). The returned prisoner will appear a fool in the eyes of others. Moreover, a person who seeks to communicate the kind of knowledge that casts doubt upon the everyday certainties of life runs the risk of being very unpopular (and of course Socrates himself was executed in 399BC). 
8. At 517b Socrates provides an analysis of the allegory of the cave: ‘The realm revealed by sight corresponds to the prison, and the light of the fire in the prison to the power of the sun. And you won’t go wrong if you connect the ascent into the upper world and the sight of the objects there with the upward progress of the mind into the intelligible region… the final thing to be perceived in the intelligible region, and perceived only with difficulty, is the form of the good; once seen, it is inferred to be responsible for whatever is right and valuable in anything, producing in the visible region light and the source of light, and being in the intelligible region itself controlling source of truth and intelligence. And anyone who is going to act rationally either in public or private life must have sight of it.’ What is most difficult to comprehend is seen last: the source of goodness. 

9. Socrates has given us an account of reality that ends up claiming that there are two modes of existence (518a). One is of lesser worth that the other and is linked to the metaphor of darkness. The highest mode of existence is linked to the metaphor of light. The allegory of the cave depends upon this metaphorical opposition (light / dark) in order to give an account of the nature of knowledge and its source (i.e. goodness). The allegory offers a narrative account of the progression from a state of ignorance to one of knowledge (an epistemological ascent), and it does so by way of imagery that envisages this progression as being one which involves a movement from darkness to light (to ‘enlightenment’). 

10. The imagery that equates knowledge with light is a powerful and pervasive element within Western philosophy. The notion implicit in the term ‘enlightenment’ is that knowledge is about casting light upon darkness. To advocate ‘enlightenment’ is to express a faith in the power of reason to comprehend the world. 

Reading 

Essential reading: The Republic, Bk.7, 514a-517c.

Recommended reading: 
Choose one of the following texts:

Vlastos, ‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’, in R. Bambrough (ed.), New Essays on Plato and Aristotle (London: Routledge, 1965). 
Ralph McInery, From the Beginnings of Philosophy to Plotinus: A History of Western Philosophy, Vol.1 (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1963), pp.153-60. (I will supply.)
For further reading, consult some of the books listed in the course booklet. 
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