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Plato

The son of a wealthy and noble family-on his mother's side~i

was descended from the great lawgiver, Solon-Plato (427-347B.C.)w~

preparing for a career in politics when the trial and execution c

Socrates changed the course of his life. He abandoned his politi~
career and turned to philosophy, opening a school on the outskirts~

Athens dedicated to the Socratic search for wisdom. Plato's scho,
known as the Academy, was the first university in the history ~

the West. It continued operating for over nine hundred years, fr°1
387 B.C.until it was closed by an edict of the Roman emperor Justinia
in A.D. 529. J

Plato's writings are in the form of dialogues, with Socrates as
principal speaker. In the selection that follows, the Allegory of the C
(perhaps the most famous passage in all his works), Plato describes 5
bolically the predicament in which human beings find themselves,
proposes a way of salvation. In addition, the allegory presents, in brl

form, most of Plato's main philosophical theories: his belief that thewo~
revealed by our senses is not the real world but only a poor copy ofit,
that the real world can be apprehended only intellectually; his idea
knowledge cannot be transferred from teacher to student but, rather,
education consists in directing students' minds toward what is real
important and allowing them to apprehend it for themselves; his faith
the universe ultimately is good; his conviction that enlightened indivi~
als have an obligation to the rest of society, and that a good societym
be one in which the truly wise are the rulers. Woven into these them.e;
a defense of the life of Socrates and a condemnation of Athenian sod

for having executed him. ~

The allegory is from Book VII of Plato's best-known work,~
Republic, which represents a conversation between Socrates and s°,
friends on the nature of justice, and which include Plato's plan for anit
state ruled by philosophers.

1. According to Plato, who should govern the perfect state?

2. How does one acquire wisdom?
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The Allegory of the Cave

Next,said I [Socrates], here is a parable to illustrate the degrees in which our
naturemay be enlightened or unenlightened. Imagine the condition of men
livingin a sort of cavernous chamber underground, with an entrance open
tothe light and a long passage all down the cave. Here they have been from
childhood,chained by the leg and also by the neck, so that they cannot move
andcansee only what is in front of them, because the chains will not let them
turntheir heads. At some distance higher up is the light of a fire burning
behindthem; and between the prisoners and the fire is a track with a para-
pet built along it, like the screen at a puppet-show, which hides the
performerswhile they show their puppets over the top.

I see, said he [Glaucon].l
Now behind this parapet imagine persons carrying along various arti-

ficialobjects,including figures of men and animals in wood or stone or other
materials,which project above the parapet. Naturally, some of these persons
willbe talking, others silent.2

It is a strange picture, he said, and a strange sort of prisoners.
Like ourselves, I replied; for in the first place prisoners so confined

wouldhave seen nothing of themselves or of one another, except the shadows
thrownby the fire-light on the wall of the Cave facing them, would they?

Not if all their lives they had been prevented from moving their heads.
And they would have seen as little of the objects carried past.
Ofcourse.

Now, if they could talk to one another, would they not suppose that
theirwords referred only to those passing shadows which they saw?

Necessarily.
And suppose their prison had an echo from the wall facing them?

Whenone of the people crossing behind them spoke, they could only sup-
posethat the sound came from the shadow passing before their eyes.
. Nodoubt.
; Ineveryway, then, such prisoners would recognize as reality nothing
buttheshadows of those artificial objects.

);

1[Abrother of Plato.-Ed.]

JtAmodern Plato would compare his Cave to an underground cinema, where the audience
patch the play of shadows thrown by the film passing before a light at their backs. The film

If is only an image of "real" things and events in the world outside the cinema. For the
1mPlato has to substitute the clumsier apparatus of a procession of artificial objects carried
Itheirheadsby persons who are merely part of the machinery, providing for the movement
the objects and the sounds whose echo the prisoners hear. The parapet prevents these

iOns'shadows from being cast on the wall of the Cave.-Trans.]
. Republicof Plato,trans. F. M. Cornford (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1941). Reprinted by

'ssion of Oxford University Press.
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Inevitably.
Now consider what would happen if their release from the chains and

the healing of their unwisdom should corne about in this way. Suppose one
of them set free and forced suddenly to stand up, turn his head, and walk
with eyes lifted to the light; all these movements would be painful, and he
would be too dazzled to make out the objects whose shadows he had been
used to see. What do you think he would say, if someone told him that what
he had formerly seen was meaningless illusion, but now, being somewhat
nearer to reality and turned towards more real objects, he was getting a truer
view? Suppose further that he were shown the various objects being carried
by and were made to say, in reply to questions, what each of them was.
Would he not be perplexed and believe the objects now shown him to be not
so real as what he formerly saw?

Yes, not nearly so real.
And if he were forced to look at the fire-light itself, would not his eyes

ache, so that he would try to escape and turn back to the things which he
could see distinctly, convinced that they really were clearer than these other
objects now being shown to him?

Yes.

And suppose someone were to drag him away forcibly up the steep
and rugged ascent and not let him go until he had hauled him out into the
sunlight, would he not suffer pain and vexation at such treatment,
and, when he had corne out into the light, find his eyes so full of its radi-
ance that he could not see a single one of the things that he was now told
were real?

Certainly he would not see them all at once.
He would need, then, to grow accustomed before he could see things

in that upper world. At first it would be easiest to make out shadows, and
then the images of men and things reflected in water, and later on the things
themselves. After that, it would be easier to watch the heavenly bodies
and the sky itself by night, looking at the light of the moon and stars rather
than the Sun and the Sun's light in the day-time.

Yes, surely.
Last of all, he would be able to look at the Sun and contemplate its

nature, not as it appears when reflected in water or any alien medium, but
as it is in itself in its own domain.

No doubt.

And now he would begin to draw the conclusion that it is the Sun that
produces the seasons and the course of the year and controls everything in
the visible world, and moreover is in a way the cause of all that he and his
companions used to see.

Clearly he would come at last to that conclusion.
Then if he called to mind his fellow prisoners and what passed for wis-

dom in his former dwelling-place, he would surely think himself happy in
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~' d be sorry for them. They may have had a practice of honour-

~ohangea~ending one another, with prizes for the man who had the
"",d cO;;or the passing shadows and the best memory for the order in

st ey f Howed or accompanied one another, so that he could make a
~ch they os to which was going to come next. Would our released prisoner

d gueSSa .
~. t covet those pnzes or to envy the men exalted to honour and
be likel'yt~e Cave? Would he not feel like Homer's Achilles, that he would
power 111"be on earth as a hired servant in the house of a landless man"
faI sO

doner anything rather than go back to his old beliefs and live in thecr .(tn ure
7"

Oldway. f h l
.
f

, y, he would prefer any ate to suc a I e.
I: Ne;~ imagine what would happen if he went down again to take his
" er seat in the Cave. Coming suddenly out of the sunlight, his eyes
~~ld be filled with darkness. He might be required once more to deliver his
W~I1iOnon those shadows, in competition with the prisoners who had never
:n released, while his eyesight was still dim and unsteady; and it might
takesome time to become used to the darkness. They would laugh at him
!lndsay that he had gone up only to come back with his sight ruined; it was
iNorthno one's while even to attempt the ascent. If they could lay hands on
the man who was trying to set them free and lead them up, they would
~mhim.3

Yes,they would.
Every feature in this parable, my dear Glaucon, is meant to fit our ear-

ae.ranalysis. The prison dwelling corresponds to the region revealed to us
through the sense of sight, and the fire-light within it to the power of the
finn.The ascent to see the things in the upper world you may take as stand-
it1gfor the upward journey of the soul into the region of the intelligible; then
~t1 will be in possession of what I surmise, since that is what you wish to
be told. Heaven knows whether it is true; but this, at any rate, is how it
a.ppear~to me. In the world of knowledge, the last thing to be perceived and
O~lywIth great difficulty is the essential Form of Goodness. Once it is per-
ceIVed,the conclusion must follow that, for all things, this is the cause of

:~tever is right and good; in the visible world it gives birth to light and to
e ord o.flight, while it is itself sovereign in the intelligible world and the

.tacr-entof mtel~igence and truth. Without having had a vision of this Form no
.Dec;n act WIthwisdom, either in his own life or in matters of state.

. T~far as I can understand, I share your belief.
is h . en you may also agree that it is no wonder if those who have reached
'ende~ft~ta.re.relu~tantto manage the affairs of men. Their souls long to

'firP b heIr hme m that upper world-naturally enough, if here once more
1e c~r~ Iehol~s true. Nor, again, is it at all strange that one who comes from

, !' n emplatlOn of divine things to the miseries of human life should

," llusion to th fe ate of Socrates.- Trans.]
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appear awkward and ridiculous when, with eyes still dazed and not y
accustomed to the darkness, he is compelled, in a law-court or elsewhere :t
dispute about the shadows of justice or the images that cast those shado~ 0
and to wrangle over the notions of what is right in the minds of men Wh~
have never beheld Justice itself.

lt is not at all strange.
No; a sensible man will remember that the eyes may be confused in

two ways-by a change from light to darkness or from darkness to light; and
he will recognize that the same thing happens to the soul. When he sees it
troubled and unable to discern anything clearly, instead of laughing
thoughtlessly, he will ask whether, coming from a brighter existence, its
unaccustomed vision is obscured by the darkness, in which case he will
think its condition enviable and its life a happy one; or whether, emerging
from the depths of ignorance, it is dazzled by excess of light. If so, he will
rather feel sorry for it; or, if he were inclined to laugh, that would be less
ridiculous than to laugh at the soul which has come down from the light.

That is a fair statement.
If this is true, then, we must conclude that education is not what it is

said to be by some, who profess to put knowledge into a soul which does not
possess it, as if they could put sight into blind eyes. On the contrary, our own
account signifies that the soul of every man does possess the power of learn-
ing the truth and the organ to see with; and that, just as one might have to
turn the whole body round in order that the eye should see light instead of
darkness, so that entire soul must be turned away from this changing world,
until its eye can bear to contemplate reality and that supreme splendour
which we have called the Good. Hence there may well be an art whose
aim would be to effect this very thing, the conversion of the soul, in the read-
iest way; not to put the power of sight into the soul's eye, which already has
it, but to ensure that, instead of looking in the wrong direction, it is turned
the way it ought to be.

Yes, it may well be so.
lt looks, then, as though wisdom were different from those ordinary

virtues, as they are called, which are not far removed from bodily qualities,
in that they can be produced by habituation and exercise in a soul which has
not possessed them from the first. Wisdom, it seems, is certainly the virtue
of some diviner faculty, which never loses its power, though its use for good
or harm depends on the direction towards which it is turned. You must have
noticed in dishonest men with a reputation for sagacity the shrewd glance of
a narrow intelligence piercing the objects to which it is directed. There is
nothing wrong with their power of vision, but it has been forced into the
service of evil, so that the keener its sight, the more harm it works.

Quite true.
And yet if the growth of a nature like this had been pruned from.earli-

est childhood, cleared of those clinging overgrowths which come of gluttony

~
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11luxurious pleasure and, like leaden weights charged with affinity to
aIl,d~ortal world, hang upon the soul, bending its vision downwards; if,
thISd f om these, the soul were turned round towards true reality, then this
free rower in these very men would see the truth as keenly as the objects itsa!l1e P
, tUrnedto now.
IS Yes,very likely.

Is it not also likely, or indeed certain after what has been said, that a
t Can never be properly governed either by the uneducated who knowsta e . .
thing of truth or by men who are allowed to spend all theIr days In the

IlOrsuit of culture? The ignorant have no single mark before their eyes at
P~ich they must aim in all the conduct of their own lives and of affairs of
:ate; and the others will not engage in action if they can help it, dreaming
that, while still alive, they have been translated to the Islands of the Blest.

Quite true.
It is for us, then, as founders of a commonwealth, to bring compulsion

to bear on the noblest natures. They must be made to climb the ascent to the
vision of Goodness, which we called the highest object of knowledge; and,
when they have looked upon it long enough, they must not be allowed, as
they now are, to remain on the heights, refusing to come down again to the
prisoners or to take any part in their labours and rewards, however much or
little these may be worth.

Shall we not be doing them an injustice, if we force on them a worse life
than they might have?

You have forgotten again, my friend, that the law is not concerned to
make anyone class specially happy, but to ensure the welfare of the com-
monwealth as a whole. By persuasion or constraint it will unite the citizens
in harmony, making them share whatever benefits each class can contribute
to the common good; and its purpose in forming men of the spirit was not
that each should be left to go his own way, but that they should be instru-
mental in binding the community into one.

True, I had forgotten.
You will see, then, Glaucon, that there will be no real injustice in com-

pelling our philosophers to watch over and care for the other citizens. We
can fairly tell them that their compeers in other states may quite reasonably
refus: to collaborate: there they have sprung up, like a selfsown plant, in
despIte of their country's institutions; no one has fostered their growth, and
they. cannot be expected to show gratitude for a care they have never
:ecelved. "But," we shall say, "it is not so with you. We have brought youInto.
I eXIstence for your country's sake as well as for your own, to be like
~ders and king-bees in a hive; you have been better and more thoroughly
e Ucated than those others and hence you are more capable of playing your
part ~oth as men of thought and as men of action. You must go down, then,

;~ch in his turn, to live with the rest and let your eyes grow accustomed to
e darkness. You will then see a thousand times better than those who live

~
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90 Classical Civilizations

there always; you will recognize every image for what it is and kno
it represents, because you have seen justice, beauty, and goodness :v w .
reality; and so you and we shall find life in our commonwealth nInthe!
dream, as it is in most existing states, where men live fightin g one 0 rne~. . anoth 1
about shadows and quarrellmg for power, as If that were a great. I;tj
whereas in truth government can be at its best and free from dissensio Pl1zej!
where the destined rulers are least desirous of holding office." n only

Quite true.

Then will our pupils refuse to listen and to take their turns at sha .
in the work of the community, though they may live together for rno~~
their time in a purer air?

No; it is a fair demand, and they are fair-minded men. No doubt, unlik
any ruler of the present day, they will think of holding power as an unavoid~
able necessity.

Yes,my friend; for the truth is that you can have a well-governedsoci.
ety only if you can discover for your future rulers a better way of lifethan
being in office; then only will power be in the hands of men who are rich,not
in gold, but in wealth that brings happiness, a good and wise life. All goes
wrong when, starved for lack of anything good in their own lives, men turn
to public affairs hoping to snatch from thence the happiness they hungerfor.
They set about fighting for power, and this internecine conflict ruins them
and their country. The life of true philosophy is the only one that looksdown
upon offices of state; and access to power must be confined to men who are
not in love with it; otherwise rivals will start fighting. Sowhom elsecanyou
compel to undertake the guardianship of the commonwealth, if not those
who, besides understanding best the principles of government, enjoy a
nobler life than the politician's and look for rewards of a different kind?

There is indeed no other choice.


