Lecture Seven

Plato (III): Philosophy and Metaphor: The Sun and the Divided Line

507c-511e

The Simile of the Sun

1. Glaucon and Socrates have been talking about the nature of goodness. Socrates himself cannot furnish a simple definition of goodness: ‘I’m afraid it’s beyond me, and if I try I shall only make a fool of myself… So please let us give up asking for the present what the good is in itself’ (507e). Rather than define ‘goodness’ Socrates proposes to offer a simile (the Simile of the Sun) as a means of coming to grasp it. The use of a simile involves claiming that something is like something else, drawing a comparison between one thing and another. 
2. 507b. Plato draws a distinction between beautiful things and good things, on the one hand, and beauty and goodness on the other. Each instance of such things can be categorised: ‘We say there are many particular things that are beautiful, and many that are good, and so on…. And we go on to speak of beauty-in-itself, and goodness-in-itself, and so on for all the sets of particular things which we have regarded as many; and we proceed to posit by contrast a single form, which is unique, and call it ‘what it really is’’. Individual instances of things are visible, i.e. encountered via our senses. The forms of these things are intelligible, i.e. encountered only by way of thought.  
3. Socrates asks us to imagine a person who is using his sight to see something that is coloured: ‘he will see nothing and the colours will remain invisible unless a third element is present which is specifically… adapted for this purpose’ (507e). That third element is light. Light illuminates what is seen. The source of light is one of the ‘heavenly bodies’: the sun (508a). 

4. The sun is not the same as sight but is responsible for it: ‘the eye’s power of sight is a kind of infusion dispensed to it by the sun’ (508b). 

5. Goodness is LIKE the sun: ‘Then what gives the objects of knowledge their truth and the knower’s mind the power of knowing is the form of the good. It is the cause of knowledge and truth…. And just as it was right to think of light and sight as being like the sun… so here again it is right to think of knowledge and truth as being like the good, but wrong to think of them as being the good, whose position must be ranked still higher’ (508e). The form of the good is the source of knowledge and truth in the same way as the sun is the source of light that makes sight possible. Goodness is what makes knowledge and truth POSSIBLE, but it is not the same as either. 

6. 509b. Just as the sun is the source not only of the things we see but also of their generation, growth and nourishment, so the form of the good not only enables us to know about the forms but is also the source of ‘their being and reality; yet it is not itself that reality, but is beyond it and superior’. The form of the good is beyond being; it is the next level up from the forms in abstraction. It is the supreme principle of epistemology, as well as of metaphysics.
The Divided Line
1. Each of the sections represents one of four states of mind: intelligence (full understanding reached by philosophy or dialectic), reason (the procedure of mathematics, based on uncritical assumptions), belief (commonsense beliefs about physical and moral things), and illusion (corresponds to opinions of which the minds of most people are full). 

2. The line is divided first into the intelligible realm (which contains objects of knowledge) and the visible realm (which contains objects of opinion); second into physical things and shadows or images; and third into mathematics and forms. We end up with four sections:

- Section D contains objects such as shadows and images. This section is part of the visible realm. Corresponding mental state: illusion. 
- Section C contains physical things. Like section D, this section is part of the visible realm. Corresponding mental state: belief. 

- Section B contains the objects of mathematics. Section B is part of the intelligible realm. Corresponding mental state: reason (but reason which is based on uncritical assumptions).

- Section A contains the forms. Section A, like B, is part of the intelligible realm.

Corresponding mental state: intelligence.
- At the very top of the line we have the form of the good, throwing light on everything below it.

3. Mathematics belongs in the realm of knowledge, but is lower on the line than the forms:

- 510d: ‘they [mathematicians] make use of and argue about the visible figures, though they are not really thinking about them, but about the originals which they resemble… The actual figures they draw or model, which themselves cast their shadows and reflections in water – these they treat as images only, the real objects of their investigations being invisible except to the eye of reason’. 

- Maths is not condemned to the lower sections of the line because the truths it discovers do not concern objects of sensory experience, but reason. 

- However, mathematicians treat their objects as already known when in fact the issues in maths need further investigation: ‘students of geometry and calculation… begin by assuming there are odd and even numbers, geometrical shapes… these they regard as known, having put them forward as basic assumptions which it is quite unnecessary to explain… on the grounds that they are obvious to everyone’ (510c). 

4. How does Plato suppose that philosophers reason differently from mathematicians? We are given our answer at 511b:‘when I speak of the other sub-section of the intelligible part of the line… you will understand that I mean that which the very process of argument grasps by the power of dialectic; it treats assumptions not as principles, but as assumptions in the true sense, that is, as starting points and steps in the ascent to something which involves no assumption and is the first principle of everything; when it has grasped that principle it can again descend… The whole procedure involves nothing in the sensible world, but moves solely through forms to forms, and finishes with forms’.
Reading 
Essential reading: 
- The Republic, Bk.6, 507c-511e.

- Gwynneth Matthews, Plato’s Epistemology and Related Logical Problems, edited by Mary Warnock (London: Faber and Faber, 1972), pp. 34-36, ‘The Method of Hypothesis in the ‘Republic’’. 
Recommended reading: 
The reading here is the same as for lecture 5. Read the text that you did not choose to read for lecture 5. 

- C.C.W. Taylor (ed.), From the Beginning to Plato: Routledge History of Philosophy, Vol. 1 (London & New York: Routledge, 2003), Ch.10. 

- Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy, Vol.1: Greece and Rome (London: Burns Oates and Washbourne, 1946), Chs. XIX-XX.
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