Critically assess Plato’s Allegory of the Cave

[bookmark: _Int_N5kIxRiU][bookmark: _Int_UmhESTSc]Plato’s allegory of the cave appears in book seven of his book ‘The Republic.’ The allegory is written out as a conversation between Plato’s mentor, Socrates, and Glaucon. The allegory of the cave is a thought experiment concerning truth and our road of discovery to it, following the example of a group of people trapped in a cave with only shadows reflecting their supposed reality. Eventually, one man escapes the cave to discover the scale of the real world and returns in order to free the others, only to be disbelieved and mocked by the majority, remaining blissfully ignorant to the truth. Since the initial thought experiment by Plato, many interpretations of it have been cited, including those attributing themselves to the allegory in a more literal sense, concerning Plato’s political ideology and example of a perfect society, the main topic of ‘The Republic,’ and those concerned with the epistemological viewpoint that prioritises the allegory’s relation to the pursuit of truth and knowledge in a more general sense. While both interpretations hold up, I believe the everlasting relevance of the allegory of the cave comes from its constant reinterpretations as we as a society develop and learn.

[bookmark: _Int_BiEidJmO]Philosopher Martin Heidegger attributes the allegory of the cave to the slow obtainment of knowledge and understanding and is a key factor in the epistemological interpretation of the allegory rather than the political one. In the original allegory, when the man escapes the cave for the first time, his eyes take a while to slowly adjust to the light, representing the hard road to knowledge and the stages of transformation one goes through in the pursuit of truth. Heidegger states that “authentic knowledge of beings in their being is symbolized through sensory seeing, the seeing of the eyes,” attributing the sun, as a source of light, to being “the enabling condition of this connection” to what is true and what is real.[footnoteRef:3979] It is easy to understand Heidegger’s perspective here, as it is true the sun does bestow upon us the ability to see things as they are and our eyes do indeed adjust to new lighting as do the men in Plato’s example. We know, however, that the eyes can be deceiving, as in the allegory of the cave what is seen through the senses turns out to be a falsity, making it difficult to fully agree with the point of authentic knowledge being what we perceive with our eyes alone. This sensory knowledge ought to be combined with the use of our better judgement and cognitive functions in order to assess what is true and what is false. In the allegory of the cave, it is this scepticism about what we see with our senses alone being reality that leads people to the truth of the matter.  [3979:  Martin Heidegger, 1947, The Essence of Truth: On Plato’s Cave Allegory and Theaetetus, London, Bloomsbury, Page 94] 


Richard Lewis Nettleship elaborates on this uncertainty of the truth, stating that “the prisoners in the allegory those who are honoured and rewarded most are those who are quickest at learning to remember the order in which the shadows pass,” proving that if “our knowledge is not first-hand, not derived from actual contact with things, we ought to regard our beliefs as uncertain.”[footnoteRef:13658] This view encapsulates the truth as a physical entity, something that we can only be certain of if we can contact it physically. Heidegger, on the other hand, views truth in this scenario as a way of being rather than as an object or any physical manifestation.  While both can be true, Nettleship is correct to point out the flaws that come along with using only our eyes to navigate the truth as, without that initial scepticism, the people in the cave would never have thought to question whether their reality was a lie and learn the order in which the shadows passed in the first place.  [13658:  Richard Lewis Nettleship, 1951, Lectures on the Republic of Plato, London, Macmillan and Co Limited, page 246] 


[bookmark: _Int_7Pq87WDU]While Heidegger sees this slow adjustment to the light of the new world as a direct metaphor for the gaining of truth and wisdom through the slow accumulation of knowledge, another perspective on the allegory of the cave sees it as a metaphor for Plato’s ideal political state and the slow implementation of the perfect political scenario. While both interpretations do overlap in many ways, such as how Plato sees the perfect political state as one run by philosopher kings and therefore knowledge and wisdom remain necessary areas in which to implement this idea, philosopher Hannah Arendt likens the allegory directly to the implementation of these politics rather than the ideological background required. Arendt interprets the allegory in a more literal sense than Heidegger, likening it to what the rest of the Republic primarily concerns rather than the more broad and general area of knowledge and its discovery as a whole.

[bookmark: _Int_McINNoKl]Miguel Abensour comments on Arendt’s interpretation of the allegory of the cave, stating that “the analysis of the cave allegory cannot ignore the political context” of the Republic.[footnoteRef:1784] It is true that Plato’s intention for the Republic was to create the template for his ideal society and the allegory of the cave does feed into this idea of becoming a philosopher king ruler after many trials and errors on the path to knowledge. Abensour goes on to agree with Arendt that “the government of the city ends up under the authority of philosophers, of those who, thanks to their exit from the cave, were able to have access to a reality of a superior order.”[footnoteRef:30214] This directly links Plato’s idea of having philosopher kings rule to the concept of escaping the cave, combining the idea of elevating yourself above the rest of society with the concept of freeing yourself from the falsities of what was once believed to be true. It is easy to understand why one might attribute the allegory to the other philosophical concepts discussed in the Republic as, after all, the concept of the book is primarily to establish this ideal political landscape. However, such as is the case with most philosophical ideas and thought experiments, they can be interpreted in a multitude of ways and Arendt may be thinking on too small a scale attributing the allegory to Plato’s politics only. After all, politics and philosophy go hand in hand.  [1784:  Miguel Abensour, 2007, Against the Sovereignty of Philosophy over Politics: Arendt’s Reading of Plato’s Cave Allegory, John Hopkins University Press, Page 6]  [30214:  Miguel Abensour, 2007, Against the Sovereignty of Philosophy over Politics: Arendt’s Reading of Plato’s Cave Allegory, John Hopkins University Press, Page 6] 


[bookmark: _Int_Txx0fhKE][bookmark: _Int_hHaCikLA]Corinne Enaudeau dismisses “the relationship between politics and truth” as “paradoxical,” going on to state that “the sphere of human action is simultaneously to true knowledge and most prone to the desire for truth as truth qualifies a particular kind of discourse.”[footnoteRef:9541] Enaudeau essentially denies that such an allegory can concern both  politics and the manner of truth in the same examination, as they can’t exist side by side. This rejects Plato’s view that rulers rule for the good of the people insofar as that the search for truth cannot abide side by side with the corruption that comes with amassing personal political gain.  While it may be true that political factors are often less about the search for truth and more concerning the search for personal power and gain, I believe the two can be looked at separately when stemming from the allegory. In Plato’s ideology, these political figures would be philosopher kings who seek no personal gain or power and rule purely in favour of doing what’s right and just for their people.  [9541:  Corinne Enaudeau, 2007, Hannah Arendt: Politics Opinion Truth, John Hopkins University Press, Page 2] 


In the Republic, Socrates tells Glaucon that “you will not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world.”[footnoteRef:6924]  Here, Plato clearly aligns the allegory with the pursuit of knowledge. After all, this makes sense as, as Heidegger states, the pursuit of knowledge is often less discovery in one full and complete blow but a slow realisation to the truth, as our eyes adapt to the light of the sun. Plato goes on to state that “in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all,” aligning with the concept that one can only act in a truly good manner once all the knowledge is available to them.[footnoteRef:25755] Perhaps this is what Plato was referring to with his idea of the philosopher kings, that they will rule for the good of the people due to the fact they have acquired all the knowledge and therefore only then know how to do so. In this instance, contrary to the opinion of Enaudeau, the political and knowledgeable interpretations of Plato’s thought experiment can exist hand in hand, as the only way to be a true leader and lead for the people and not one’s self interests is if one has acquired all the knowledge on how to do so and has no misconceptions of what is good and what is bad.  [6924:  Plato, 2003, The Republic, London, Penguin Publishing, Page 282]  [25755:  Plato, 2003, The Republic, London, Penguin Publishing, Page 282] 


When looking at Plato’s other thought experiment, the analogy of the divided line, we see further Plato’s idea seperating the physical from the invisible world. The physical world is what we can see and feel but the invisible world is the world of knowledge and understanding. This links back to Heidegger’s idea that truth is a way of being rather than a physical object that we can see, hear and feel. Contradictory to Arendt’s point about the true simplicity of the allegory linking only to Plato’s political beliefs, we see here that Plato does in fact agree with Heidegger in the sense that knowledge and truth are separate entities entirely to the physical and implementable world of politics. 

We can also see such things evidenced in Plato’s allegory of the sun, found in book six of the Republic, in which Plato compares the form of the good to the sun. He goes on to state that, similarly to how the sun illuminates the physical realm, the form of the good illuminates the intelligible realm. Parallels can instantly be drawn between this and the allegory of the cave in the sense that the sun is what shows the man from the cave the true form of reality, while his eyes slowly adjust to it and henceforth the truth. Plato draws a connection here, illustrating that in the intelligible realm we must slowly adapt to the form of the good. To access the form of the good, however, one must first be knowledgeable, insofar that we don’t make evil decisions while thinking we are on the right path. This gives credence to Abensour’s idea that “thanks to their exit from the cave,” the people “were able to have access to a reality of a superior order through the contemplation of Form.”[footnoteRef:1605] This relates to the idea of the allegory of the sun, insofar as escaping from this so-called ‘cave’ can give us access to a superior realm of thought and therefore access to the ability to be good as it is stated in the allegory of the sun. The allegory of the sun could also be drawn into Arendt’s political examination of the Republic in that, for a philosopher king to be effective and true, they must first have access to the form of the good in the intelligible realm and therefore must ‘escape the cave’ and gain access to more knowledge and a higher form of thought than everyone else in society. [1605:  Miguel Abensour, 2007, Against the Sovereignty of Philosophy over Politics: Arendt’s Reading of Plato’s Cave Allegory, John Hopkins University Press, Page 6] 



Overall, I would agree with both Heidegger and Arendt in their own arguments that link Plato’s allegory of the cave to a political and epistemological viewpoint. While it is often said that one interpretation contradicts the other, we see from Plato’s own view that philosopher kings must open their eyes to true knowledge before being able to rule for the good of their people, that the pursuit of knowledge and the pursuit of political prowess are not too different after all. It is a testament to the strength of Plato’s allegory of  the cave and many of his other thought experiments laid out in the Republic that they can often be interpreted in a multitude of differing ways with no one answer being ‘correct,’ with rather a multitude of different approaches being taken and laid out in their own ways. The fact that the allegory of the cave is so popular and applicable today, with the Republic being a cornerstone of philosophy in general, shows its strengths when it comes to these multitudes of different interpretations. The allegory of the cave often acts as a catalyst for philosophical thought and can be applied to both political ideologies and epistemological approaches more generally. While it is clear that the allegory links closely with Plato’s idea of the philosopher King, we can use similar allegories mentioned throughout the Republic to see its relevance in terms of knowledge and also the form of the good. When examining the divided line allegory and the allegory of the sun, we see that Plato separates the realms of physicality and the realms of intelligibility. Through this examination, we find that we must both gain access to the physical truth through the light stemming from the sun, and also to a higher form of through in the intelligible reality through access to the form of the good and higher-level thought. While these allegories can stand on their own in terms of the concepts of intelligence being intelligible as agreed upon by Heidegger, we can also tie them closely with Plato’s political ideologies insofar that a society run by philosopher kings would in fact require such philosophers to have access to this higher order of thought in the intelligible realm in order to contribute fully to the societies in which they rule. Therefore, while both Arendt’s and Heidegger’s interpretations have their positives, there is no reason they cannot both be true in relation to the allegory of the cave.
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