Ancient Greek Philosophy Essay

Examine the role of metaphor in Plato’s thought.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Plato was a Classical Greek philosopher born in Athens during the late 5th century BC, 428 - 348 BC. He is generally considered the most influential figure in philosophy and his work is still held with the highest regard being that the renowned Socrates was his teacher and Aristotle his student.[footnoteRef:1] The most well known work is probably 'Plato's Republic', written around 360 BC, which consists of many metaphors and allegory which opens us up to the method of Plato's thinking and the many brilliant ideas which he had to offer. To be able to examine the role of metaphor in Plato’s thought we must first access the meaning of the word ‘metaphor’; this term generally refers to a word or phrase that is applied to something which is not literally applicable to the original statement and comes from the Greek translation ‘metapherein’ meaning ‘to transfer’,[footnoteRef:2] which was likely what Plato was trying to achieve through transforming his knowledge.												The most famous of Plato’s metaphor is undoubtedly the ‘allegory of the cave’, which has four stages. The first stage Plato gives us is the scenario of a group of prisoners who are chained against a cave wall, they do not know that they are chained or are prisoners, but they can see and hear shadows on the cave wall and perceive this to be real;[footnoteRef:3] these prisoners are a representation of the majority of humanity. During the second stage there is a prisoner who is compelled to break free and so the prisoner breaks free from his chains and turns around to see a group of objects laid out in front of a fire and these objects cast a shadow onto the cave wall. This prisoner now realises that this world he has known since birth and the world in which he is familiar with was just an illusion and now the shadows on the wall are less real than the objects casting these shadows, this is the shift from appearance to reality.[footnoteRef:4]					This consequently leads to the third stage in which the person sees sun light entering the cave and so finds his way to the exit of the cave and is at first blinded by the sun light, but soon he is aware of all of the surroundings in the outside world such as trees, rivers and the sun which more of a reality than what was in the cave.[footnoteRef:5] This is important because the prisoner would have never discovered all this unless he had questioned the shadows on the wall and felt compelled to break free in the first place. The final stage of this allegory is the prisoners choice to either apprehend the knowledge of this new world or is compelled to go back into the cave to inform the other prisoners of what he has seen;[footnoteRef:6] upon returning to the prisoners and informing them of this new reality, he is mocked and laughed at because they know nothing else than the illusion upon the wall, some may even seek to kill him as this is what happened to Socrates upon portraying his new profound ideas. 									This idea can be interpreted in several ways, but I think the notion which Plato was trying to portray is that of the different types of people in the world, in that there are those who seek a higher knowledge and will attain it, but there is also those who refuse to believe what they are told due to their lack of an ability to understand what they do not already see; moreover, there are even those who make it to stage three and decide to turn back and forget about it as they are ignorant to the truth and knowledge scares them as it is not within their capacity to acquire greater knowledge.	   									Another method of Plato’s thought and an alternative way of interpreting the allegory of the cave is given through his idea of the ‘divided line’, which is supposedly a metaphor, but is better described as a drawing or a diagram. Plato explains that there is a line divided into two unequal sections and then this line is divided again in the same way to represent the visible and intelligible realms;[footnoteRef:7] similar to the four stages of the cave dweller. The larger part of the line represents the intelligible realm and the smaller part represents the visible realm each containing epistemological states and values concerning the notion of the acquisition of knowledge and the distinction between a justified belief and opinion.[footnoteRef:8] The smaller sub-section of the visible realm is the epistemic state of an illusion which means we are able to witness figments such as shadows or reflections; this essentially means that, for instance, when observing the shadow of an object we are never truly able to identify the shape of that object or observe its natural form. The larger section within the visible realm is the epistemic state called ‘belief’ which allows the human mind to comprehend physical objects through our senses, for example, when we see and hear someone we believe that they are there, however, Plato regards this as belief and not knowledge.[footnoteRef:9]		 The smaller part of the intelligible realm is mathematical reasoning as Plato regards mathematics and mathematical forms as the closest thing to knowledge in which we can possibly acquire, thus mathematics and its forms which we can comprehend is placed further along the ‘divided line’ than physical objects; this is because our human mind is obtaining things which are impossible to experience in our physical world justifying its place within the intelligible realm. The biggest section of this intelligible realm and on the ‘divided line’ is intelligence itself which is the epistemic state allowing us to understand these forms.[footnoteRef:10] Plato’s writing about what these forms are and how we are able to obtain them is quite obscure, but we can comprehend them through the same way we would picture a straight line within our minds. Together with both of these intelligible states, we are able to obtain knowledge.						It is reasonable to say that the role of metaphor in Plato’s thinking is significant as it is an effective way of allowing him to portray his ideas in a way which people can understand him better, but it also means that those with a capacity to understand will be the only ones who will acquire the knowledge which Plato is passing on and I think that this was his intention. Once we have understood his metaphorical teachings, it is up to us to interpret it in a way which is unique and meaningful to ourselves.  [1:  Taylor, 2003. Ch.12.]  [2:  Oxford Dictionary]  [3:  Plato. 514a.]  [4:  Vlastos. ]  [5:  Ferguson. Pp. 15-28.]  [6:  Plato. 516-519.]  [7:  Plato. 509d.]  [8:  Oxford Dictionary]  [9:  Taylor, 2003. Ch. 12.]  [10:  Plato. 511.] 
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