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When I stepped outside Plato’s Cave


Dear grandchildren,


In this letter, my dearest grandchildren, I will explain how I stepped outside Plato’s cave here at the Schumacher College, to discover who and what I am. 


Plato (427-347 BC) was a Greek philosopher and the father of the Western Philosophy. One of his successors, Alfred North Whitebread wrote: “The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.” (Whitehead 1979: 39). Plato’s concept of the world and the universe has deeply impacted Western society throughout history. In Raphael’s famous fresco of the School of Athens, the two central figures are Plato on the left, and his student Aristotle on the right. If you look closely, you can see that they gesture in different directions, in line with the core of their philosophies: Plato points upwards to timeless Forms and Archetypes; Aristotle waves downwards to the ground, to the physicality of life and present realm. In my opinion, this is a beautiful representation of the two schools of Western Philosophical thinking.
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Plato illustrated the limitations to our perception of reality by means of an allegory, namely the allegory of a cave. In the fourth book of “The Republic”, he tells the story of some people who sit in a cave, facing a wall with a burning fire behind them. They are chained and, hence, cannot see what happens behind them. All they can see are the shadows, reflected on the wall, of forms and objects that are passing in front of the fire. They mistake these shadows for reality and even play a game of guessing which shadow will appear next. The one who guesses correctly is praised as “the master of nature”. Plato then offers a twist in the story: what if one of the prisoners were to be freed, then turned around and left the cave? The first thing he would see would be the fire. It would take a while for the ex-prisoner to be able to adapt his vision to the light and notice the real moving persons and objects reflected on the wall. This is already a huge step towards to the “truth” and probably as close to reality as most of us ever come, believing that the fire is the sole source of illumination. Only when he would climb out of the cave, could he see the world in the light of the sun. This vision is even more bright, hence taking even longer to adjust to, however, at last, he could see the universe as it really is. If he would return to the cave, his eyes would go blind again and the fellow prisoners would ridicule his account of the reality outside the cave. 

There is, of course, more to the allegory than just the story. “The allegory expresses the mental darkness in which we normally live, mistaking shadows for reality, ignorant of the real world presided over by the one divine Illuminator” (Harpur 2002: 33). Plato explains the symbolism himself: the cave represents the world, while the prisoners are the people and the shadows are everything that people see in the world. The chains represent human ignorance, which inhibits us from understanding the truth (Haymond 2009: 8). We seem to be trapped in a ‘cave’ of misunderstanding reality and we believe that a person can be a ‘master’, or expert, even if they only have partial knowledge of only the empirical world. This is what material science is all about. The escaped prisoner represents the Philosopher, who seeks knowledge and ventures outside the cave. The other prisoners’ reaction to the escapee’s return and discoveries demonstrates the fear of humans of knowing the truth and their distrust of Philosophers. According to Plat, the Sun represents the ultimate knowledge, the perfect Form or Idea, that represents the most accurate reality. Generations of philosophers after Plato, have built upon his Theory of Ideas or Forms. 

Plato’s depiction of our imprisonment in the cave, depicts how I felt before I came to the Schumacher College. I had a very strong feeling that I was seeing only a (small) part of the world and that there was another side to it that I had not seen but that I could sense somehow. The fact that my friends and family had the same vision of the world was not compelling enough to keep me in the cave, especially since they did not seem to see the (same) things that I did, or they would interpret them differently. I witnessed people living beyond their natural means, in a world becoming more and more artificial. The others saw a story of progress and prosperity. Amazing, is it not, that looking at the same reality, we can interpret it so differently? Richard Tarnas calls it the two paradigms of our times (Tarnas 2007: 12): progress and fall. You can look at our world through the lenses of human progress or through the one of fall and destructive exploitation of nature. I am afraid that I “fall” into the latter category. I think we know indeed more about our world with regard to microscopic details, however we have forgotten about the macro-vision, the bigger picture of meaning and purpose (Tucker 2016: 63). We know everything about the trees and the mycelia, but seem to have lost our ways in the forest. My friends regard the daily shadows as gracefully moving upwards, whereas I see them as falling downwards. I cannot argue with my friends, for I saw the world exactly as they do for many years. However, once you start seeing a different picture, you cannot go back to the previous perspective. So, the only thing you can do, is to get out of the cave to understand what is really going on. The Allegory of the Cave is a beautiful representation of my journey here at the Schumacher College, leaving the cave of the world I was previously living in. I had broken my chains and fled. It sounds easy when put like that, but this is not at all the case. It took me more than two years to be able to step out of my professional cave. The chains of money, status, power, visibility and recognition are hard to break. I felt very comfortable in my professional cave, with colleagues that shared my vision, professionally and in a broader (world) sense, and worked with me towards a more sustainable future. It is uneasy to have a feeling that something is wrong, when there is actually nothing that you can really point to. After a long, internal struggle within myself, I finally broke the chains and came to the College. My journey out of the cave had two stages: the first stage was the discovery of the fire and my true self, without the chains and shadows. The second one is the - ongoing - search for the Sun and my spiritual self.


My new clothes

Let me start with the discovery of my identity or true self. The first thing that I noticed when I stepped out, is that the emperor, or rather the empress, had no clothes. Do you know the story of the emperor who is tricked into wearing invisible clothes? Two tricksters make everybody believe that the emperor’s clothes are only visible to deserving and clever people. When the emperor parades in his new, non-existing clothes, nobody dares to confess that they do not see the clothes for fear of being considered stupid, until a child cries out that the emperor is naked. This is precisely how I felt when I stepped out of the cave: I had no clothes! The professional clothes (or image) had slipped off and all of a sudden, I found myself without identity. It is amazing to discover that you can lose your identity when you lose your job. I did not know how to present myself to people any longer. When you meet someone you have not met before, the first question you usually ask is : what is your name? immediately followed by: what do you do? Nobody ever asks “who are you”, not that I would have been able to give a better answer to that question anyway. It bothered me not to be able to describe myself beyond my roles as a boss, a mum, a wife, a friend, a teacher. I made myself a promise not to take on a new job before I would be able to define myself otherwise than through any of my roles. So, who am I? 


A good place to start is probably my name. My name is Sabine, which means "woman of the Sabine people". The Sabines were an ancient Italian tribe and, according to the legend, their women were so beautiful that the early Romans kidnapped them to marry them and populate their newly-founded city. My dad, who lived in Rome for his PHD research, had fallen in love with the Sancta Sabina Church before he fell in love with my mum, and so I was given the name “Sabine”. The day I was given this name, I received an identity that separated me from the rest of the world, or at least that is what I thought. As soon as I was out of the diapers, I started working on my identity to differentiate myself as much as possible from the others and build a true autonomous personality. Outside my cave, I now realise that I do not have an independent identity and that I do not exist just by myself. As Satish Kumar (2002), one of the teachers here at the Schumacher College, says: “you are, therefore I am”. The shadows of my individual personality I saw on the wall in the cave were optic illusions. Behind the fire, everything is interrelated and connected, there are no autonomous individuals (Gilbert and all. 2012). The fact that I could not define myself other than through my relationships with others is not a sign of a lack of personality, as I initially thought. It ought not to be surprising that this is the only way I can describe myself, because it is the only way I exist: I do not stand on my own, I am always in relationship. This is the first discovery I made whilst walking outside the cave. 

The second one is that I am, myself as such, not a single organism but a colonial entity, composed of small micro-organisms (Skilling 2017: 13): we have never been individuals and we are all in constant interaction with organisms living in and outside ourselves, in symbiosis. We think we can see individual beings with clear boundaries in time and space, however, here again, this is an optical illusion, a shadow in the cave (Guilbert et all. 2012: 326). In simple words, we are never alone. 

What does that mean for my identity? It means that I don’t really have one, that my whole identity is relational and symbiotic and that it is thus is fine to define myself as a mum, a friend, a tree hugger, a teacher, because it expresses the different relationships that define me. This also applies to my professional life, which is no different than any other relationship (and which I ought not to be prouder of than any other symbiosis) and does, therefore, not dominate my identity. Identity is not about what I achieve but about how I experience my relationships with the outside and inside world. It really is a fine and peaceful feeling to know that one is never alone.


My new eyes
[bookmark: _GoBack]
“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes”. (Marcel Proust)

I am very grateful for having discovered my “new clothes”, especially since they connect me to the rest of the universe. On my journey outside the cave, I tried to go further and look for the Sun and my own spiritual self. Where do I fit in the universe and what is this thing that is bigger than myself and is carrying me along?

I have been raised a Christian and have transmitted, to the best of my ability, this tradition to my children. But my heart was not in it. It was more of a conventional thing to do rather than a lived tradition. That is probably because my parents died when I was young, and I have not been able to benefit fully from their traditions. I have the very distinct souvenirs of the prayers before dinner, the masses every weekend, the blessings. But somewhere along the journey, I lost the spirit of these rituals and they lost their meaning to me, even though there always remained a thread somewhere. Before I came to the Schumacher College, I was torn between the desire to remain loyal to my Catholic heritage and the feeling that it was not right for me. Then again, heritage is a soil on which we are not kept prisoners by our roots but on which we choose to be enrooted. Hence, I decided to explore other spiritual traditions in the hope to find one that would fit me. I went to Birma for a ten-day Vipasana meditation, that introduced me to the Buddhist way of life; I stayed in several Ashrams in India to discover Hinduism and I was introduced to Shamanism by a friend. I learned a lot about myself from each of these experiences, but none of them felt like “home”. I had the uneasy feeling that I was shopping for a religion/spirituality, picking some from one tradition and others from another. In a certain way, it was colonialism all over again (Appfel Marglin 2011). The first time I rediscovered the strength of my tradition was when we had the Wild Church experience in Dartington. A Wild Church is a Christian community that strives to encounter God in Nature. Instead of sitting in a mass, we went walking in deep silence, opening to the spirit of nature before returning in the church to share food and tea in a picnic on the ground. That was a most profound experience. I no longer felt the urge to run away but was rather lured in again. It was Richard Dawkins who really pulled me over. He would probably have a seizure if he knew! His book “The God Delusion” (2016), is one long and extensive plea against the existence of a God. Some of his arguments are convincing, but the tone of his writing is such that I created this yearning for me to go back to church. “There is something infantile in the presumption that somebody else has a responsibility to give your life meaning and point” (Dawkins 2016: 486). If that is the case, I do not mind to be infantile, because I truly believe that there is something out there that is bigger than myself. I have no problem calling this God, because this is the influence of my Catholic roots and I want to build on my exiting roots rather than to plant new ones or, worse, live without any roots. I will continue to deepen the connection between my Catholic roots and my experience of the numinous. Patrick Curry, one of my favourite scholars, calls this “gnosis”.  Gnosis is more than a combination of knowledge and imagination; “it privileges the personal, numinous experience over doctrine but is engaged and rooted in faith traditions” (Curry, P. 2007: 468). This part of my journey has just begun and I will most probably have to look further and higher if I ever want to see a glimpse of the Sun.

I will end this letter with a message to you, my dearest grandchildren, in the shape of a cartoon of the contemporary version of Plato’s cave. Your generation will probably replace the television with a computer or mobile (or even a yet to be invented) screen, but a digital cave is still a cave. If you feel imprisoned in any cave, do not forget that there is always a way out. And as the saying goes: forewarned is forearmed!
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