Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes

On Plato’s Allegory of the Cave
A. The Point of the Parable
· This story is from Book VII of Plato’s Republic
· In this work, Plato begins with the question, “What is Justice?” And ends up laying out the foundations of a just society
· The cave is supposed to illustrate at least two things
1) The relationship between the forms and ordinary things (appearance and reality)
2) Why it is that people who are in touch with the forms are misunderstood

·   The first point concerns metaphysics
·   The second point touches on epistemology, but also on the sociology of philosophizing 

B. Living in the Cave

· Consider the following scenario:
There are some prisoners chained up in a cave since birth.  They are situated in such a way that they cannot see each other or the outside, or anything, except what happens before them.  All the time, there are people walking to and fro, but they are only heard and seen as shadows, cast by the light of a fire burning out of sight.  They carry such things as carvings and statues, of which the prisoners can see shadows.

· Given these living conditions, the prisoners speak to one another and have opinions as to what is true and false, right and wrong. 
· But their perception of the truth is limited to the shadowy images cast upon the wall before them
· Not being aware of these conditions as limits, the prisoners are quite secure in their “knowledge” of the “truth.” 
· knowing merely the effects; not the causes
· What is reality according to them?
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C. Escaping the Cave

· Now imagine that one of the prisoners escapes:
He moves about for the first time and moves toward the light of the fire.  His body aches and the glare from the fire blinds him, and even as his eyes adjust, he is confused as to what the objects before him are and how they relate to the shadows. He will long for the world of shadows.
· Then he ascends out of the cave and into the sunlight:

The light of the sun utterly blinds him – he can’t see a thing.  In growing accustomed he will see shadows first, then reflections, then objects.  Last of all he will see the sun.  In doing this, he will then understand the workings of the world around him (seasons, years, etc.)

D.   Returning to the Cave

· Now the old prisoner goes back to his old friends to help them see the light:

He enters the darkness and can hardly see a thing.  In speaking to his friends he finds it difficult to convince them of anything, as he can’t even see what they see.  They see him as ridiculous and would probably kill him if he tried to take them in to the light.

· There’s a real irony here:  The man with the truth is the one who’s least believed and even persecuted

· What does this remind you of?

· Do we ever do this?

· How can we tell?

· Fallibilism

E. The Analogy
· Plato is (implicitly) arguing that just as the prisoners thought they had the truth in the world of shadows but did not, most people think they know the truth in the world of appearance (sense perceptions) but do not (and they’re willing to persecute anyone who tells them differently.)
Here are the two main components of the analogy:

1. The Cave is to Outside World (world of senses)

AS 

Our world of appearance is to the world of the Forms (world of Reason)
2. The Fire is to the Sun 
AS 

The Forms of lesser things are to the Form of the Good

· The journey of the prisoner out of the cave is analogous to the ascent of the soul to the realm of forms.
· The prisoner who escaped then returns is analogous to the philosopher who tries to teach his knowledge to the man on the street and is shunned and despised.
F. Theory of Forms 

· One of the things this allegory is supposed to show is how those who know reality - the forms – are misunderstood and why it’s so hard to come to know them 
· Accordingly, Plato’s theory of Forms is implicit in the discussion
· Here’s a sketch of the theory:
· In answering the question of what makes things the way they are, Plato followed Socrates’ lead
· Search for definition – essence
· He believed that whatever these things are, they must be unchanging (following Parmenides)
· Yet he had to account for change

· The Contrast Argument: Helen’s beauty compared to a pot and compared to a goddess—it’s a matter of perspective
· but Beauty itself cannot be a matter of perspective

· He concluded that there are transcendent unchanging entities called forms, which make things on earth the way they are; change occurred as things shifted participation from one thing to another.

· This theory was supposed to (a) find the arche(s) and (b) solve the problem of Permanence vs Flux. 
G.   Plato’s Dualism
· Plato was less skeptical than Socrates, and tried to make sense of the conflict between Heraclitus and Parmenides by sticking the two universes on top of each other (giving Parmenides “top billing”)

· Also answered the question – what are the causes of things?

· Forms are the answers to the questions:

· What makes things………red?




         …chairs? …beautiful? …just? …pious? …hot or cold?
· Where Socrates fit in is that his method of questioning people – dialectic – could be used to ferret out our implicit knowledge of the Forms

· Plato gave Socratic Method a positive content
· Plato’s Academy was a place where this dialectic took place on a formal level

H. Plato’s Divided Line
· At the end of Book VI of the Republic, Socrates illustrates the dualism between the intelligible and the visible realms with the description of a divided line:
Now take a line which has been cut into two unequal parts, and divide each of them again in the same proportion, and suppose the two main divisions to answer, one to the visible and the other to the intelligible, and then compare the subdivisions in respect of their clearness and want of clearness, and you will find that the first section in the sphere of the visible consists of images. And by images I mean, in the first place, shadows, and in the second place, reflections in water and in solid, smooth and polished bodies and the like…

Imagine, now, the other section, of which this is only the resemblance, to include the animals which we see, and everything that grows or is made…
Would you not admit that both the sections of this division have different degrees of truth, and that the copy is to the original as the sphere of opinion is to the sphere of knowledge?
The Divided Line
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