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Examine the role of metaphor in Plato’s thought.

Plato was born in 428 BC as Aristocles in Athens.[footnoteRef:1] The name Plato means broad or flat and was given to him as his wrestling name.[footnoteRef:2] He studied under Socrates for nine years and according to Strathern his earlier works of dialogues show a heavy influence of this.[footnoteRef:3] Three of Plato’s earliest works detail Socrates’ trial, time in prison and death.[footnoteRef:4] Strathern also attributes Pythagoras as one of his influences; it is believed that Pythagoras said ‘All is number’ which also influenced Plato.[footnoteRef:5] One of Plato’s most famous works is his ‘Theory of Ideas’ which is the subject of study by Sir William David Ross.[footnoteRef:6]  Plato’s ‘Theory of Ideas’ does not appear as one piece of writing but was developed throughout his life thus providing different versions which provide argumentative material for later scholars.[footnoteRef:7]  [1:  Paul Strathern, The Essential Plato, The Pilosophical Series, 1st edn (London: Virgin Books Ltd, 2002).]  [2:  Strathern.]  [3:  Strathern.]  [4:  Strathern.]  [5:  Strathern.]  [6:  David Ross, Plato’s Theory of Ideas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1951).]  [7:  Strathern.] 


Metaphor is a common literary and oratory device in ancient Greece, with which his audience would be familiar as they were used to transport the audience.[footnoteRef:8] It was also useful in time where language varied massively as the meaning can be carried across many languages.[footnoteRef:9] Metaphor is useful as a literary device because it helps explain complex ideas to the masses in a way that would be understandable to them.[footnoteRef:10] It also allows Plato to explain these ideas in such a way that he does not need to specifically define the terms which he is trying to explain. Because a picture paints a thousand words the visual imagery of the metaphor provides an instant picture of the idea which Plato is attempting to explain.  [8:  Hugh J. Mason, ‘Novel Metaphors’, ed. by S. Harrison, M. Paschalis, and S. Frangoulidis, The Classical Review, 57.1 (2007), 68–70. Page 69]  [9:  Mason. Page 69]  [10:  John T. Kirby, ‘Aristotle on Metaphor’, The American Journal of Philology, 118.4 (1997), 517–54.] 


Kraut draws attention to the many deep and thought-provoking questions tackled by Plato and the philosophical techniques used for answering them.[footnoteRef:11] Plato’s treatment of these questions still fascinates philosophers today. Kraut notes that Plato is thought to have been conscious about how philosophy should be conceived.[footnoteRef:12] Kraut describes philosophy as ‘a rigorous and systematic examination of ethical, political, metaphysical and epistemological issues’[footnoteRef:13] and all of these can be found in Plato’s work. No other western Philosopher attempted to cover such a large in-depth scope of studies other than Aristotle.[footnoteRef:14] In his writing Plato uses metaphor to great effect as a tool for explaining complex and new ideas. This can be seen is his Republic when presenting the allegory of the cave[footnoteRef:15], the simile of the sun[footnoteRef:16] and the divided line.[footnoteRef:17]  [11:  Richard Kraut, ‘Plato’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Fall 2017 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2017) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/plato/> [accessed 26 February 2018].]  [12:  Kraut.]  [13:  Kraut.]  [14:  Kraut.]  [15:  Plato, Desmond Lee, and Melissa Lane, The Republic, 2nd edn (London: Penguin Classics, 2007). 514a-520a]  [16:  Lee and Lane. 507b-509a]  [17:  Lee and Lane. 509d-511e] 


Plato uses metaphor to explain his theory of forms. One of the most famous metaphors is the allegory of the cave. This metaphor attempts to explain the difficulties a person has in venturing beyond their understanding. He describes a prisoner who has been inside a cave his whole life and whose only experience of the world beyond the cave is the shadows cast on the wall of the cave.[footnoteRef:18]  In the simile of the cave the prisoners who did not leave believe that leaving the cave had damaged his sight and that he can no longer see. The metaphor is used to explain that people are unwilling to see the truth and believe that everything they know is all that there is to know as they are unphilosophical.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Plato. 514a-520a]  [19:  N. R. Murphy, ‘The “Simile of Light” in Plato’s Republic’, The Classical Quarterly, 26.2 (1932), 93–102. P 93] 


In the allegory of the cave Plato makes a three-step comparison of the creator, the user and the artist, whereas the simile of the sun only makes a two-step comparison of image versus the original and the up and down of the line.[footnoteRef:20] The comparison of light and dark is also used to explain the contrast between the image of the form and the original.[footnoteRef:21] As there is a three-step comparison it suggests there are three levels of enlightenment[footnoteRef:22] which correspond with these comparisons. Plato also uses the allegory of the cave to create a contrast between intelligence and the senses, inside the cave are the senses and outside is intelligence.[footnoteRef:23] The cave symbolising that one’s attention has not yet turned to the ideal world outside of it.[footnoteRef:24] [20:  Murphy. P 93]  [21:  Murphy. P 93]  [22:  Murphy. P93]  [23:  Murphy. P 93]  [24:  Murphy. P93] 


Another metaphor used in Plato’s Republic is the simile of the sun. Murphy states that in this metaphor the sun is used to explain the nature of goodness.[footnoteRef:25]  Though Plato attempts to explain the good through metaphor he does not actually define what the good is.[footnoteRef:26] The Good is to be the cause of everything and the sun is in the visible realm and truth is in the intelligible.[footnoteRef:27] This explains the sun as the visible representation of the Good.[footnoteRef:28] Murphy mentions that Professor A. S. Ferguson denies the ‘parallelism’ between the line and the cave.[footnoteRef:29] As the good transcends Plato’s divided line[footnoteRef:30] there cannot be any parallelism. [25:  Murphy. P93]  [26:  A. S. Ferguson, ‘Plato’s Simile of Light Again’, The Classical Quarterly, 28.3/4 (1934), 190–210. P 191]  [27:  Ferguson. P 191]  [28:  Ferguson. P 191]  [29:  Murphy. P 93]  [30:  Murphy. P 93] 


Metaphor provides a cultural context for a new or challenging concept, for example the chariot and charioteer in which the mortals lose control of their horses thus losing their wings and falling down to earth, however they can regain their wings and return to the rites of the gods if they complete a difficult task and control the influence of their erotic madness.[footnoteRef:31] It is possible this may be used to explain how the philosopher kings have to ‘lose their wings’ so that they may come back down to tach others philosophy.  [31:  Elizabeth Belfiore, ‘Dancing with the Gods: The Myth of the Chariot in Plato’s “Phaedrus”’, The American Journal of Philology, 127.2 (2006), 185–217. P 185] 


Aristotle discusses the use of metaphor in his Art of Rhetoric III Aristotle identified that there are four different types of metaphor and most of his work focuses on the analogy-based type.[footnoteRef:32] Aristotle attempts to find faults with the use of metaphor.[footnoteRef:33] Modern scholars suggest that there is little more to add to the discussion beyond the writings of Aristotle on the matter.[footnoteRef:34]  [32:  David Hills, ‘Metaphor’, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Fall 2017 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2017) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/metaphor/> [accessed 9 March 2018].]  [33:  Kirby. P 518]  [34:  Kirby. P 520] 


In conclusion metaphor plays a key role in Plato’s thought. This linguistic technique is used effectively and consistently throughout his works helping explain new and complex ideas. It is clear that Plato does not wish to completely define these ideas he is discussing therefore leading him to use metaphor. His theory of forms is explained throughout The Republic in the allegory of the cave, the divided line and the simile of the sun with masterfully created metaphors which still interest philosophers today. The role metaphor played in how Plato thought about ideas that allowed him to cover a large range of topics and covey complex ideas without having to fully define all of them, this is helpful as it allowed him to paint in broad brush strokes.
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