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What is the 'allegory of the cave'? Critically examine its philosophical implications.



I will begin this essay by talking about Plato's allegory of the Cave and what it might mean. We shall also look at the dividing line and the Sun to help us understand Plato`s concepts of "The Forms" and go on to discuss the implications of this.

The Cave

In the "Republic" book VII, Plato talks through the mouth of Socrates to Glaucon, about a strange cave where men are chained by neck and ankle, from birth, in such a way that they are unable to turn their heads. This cave is set up in such a way that the chained men can only see the shadows of items, not the true items themselves. Behind the men is a gangway where others walk parading various objects such as animals made of wood and other materials, statues, vases, trees, flowers and so on. Some make sounds and some do not. Behind this ramp is a large fire set far above and behind so that the objects reflect shadows onto the wall. Beyond the fire is the outside of the cave, the sun, and the "real world" that these men have never known or experienced, in fact do not even know exists. Plato suggests that these prisoners, more than likely, would have created a game to pass the time, consisting of memorising or guessing which objects come next, what the object is, it's meaning and any sound associated with it. The prisoner who is best at this would be the most esteemed.

1. Glaucon says "You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners".

Socrates replies: "Like us"

This is the basic outline of the cave. But Plato goes further saying that, to these men, if they could talk with one another, the naming of things would be the most important aspect in the world in which they exist and if they were to speak and the cavern gave back an echo it could be easily assumed that one of these shadows had made the sound.

But what if one of the prisoners was released? (In Greek, release has two parts. 1) the word Plato uses is "loosened", which comes from a Greek word meaning to "analyse" or "break something apart", and 2) "to turn around" meaning "to turn the soul around", to shift ones thinking. The Greek work is "Peri-agon"). In other words, he would be forced to stand, to turn his head and see the marionettes for what they are, and would be "compelled" to leave the cave and see the world for what it really is. He would have his "Rescuer" tell him that up until now all he has experienced has been illusion. What would his reaction be? Surely he would continue to believe that the cave and the shadows were real, that this new world was perhaps trickery. It would be very painful to even stand up and then to struggle to leave the cave. The bright light would hurt his eyes and so he would continue to look down at the shadows and perhaps reflections in water, then he would look to the night sky, the moon and the stars and finally he would see the sun. Eventually, after much time, he would come to understand the movement of the moon and sun, what makes day and night and eventually the seasons. In total, this would be a hard and painful process, but after this he would be happier than ever before, as he would have discovered and learnt about the world around him. This is what Plato would call "becoming". 

Return to The Cave

Our released prisoner decides he has a duty and obligation to return to the cave, just as Socrates believed his duty was to enlighten the un-enlightened, to help the prisoners understand that what they experience is an illusion and not the real world. However, when he returns and attempts to play the `shadow game` our ex-prisoner would be at a clear disadvantage due to his eyes now being accustomed to daylight and not to the shadow world of the Cave and because the most esteemed is he who can name the most shadows and the noise's attributed to each shadow he would appear ridiculous, a fool, to the other prisoners. Later, after hearing his new ideas and his story of the world above, he would appear a threat since his new ideas would upset their safe, conventional view of the world, and all they had ever known would be at risk. From their point of view, he left the cave with sight and returned blinded unable to play the `shadow game`, that his ideas would be frightening. Therefore, it would be reasonable that whoever in future wishes to release one of them, should be put to death.

Plato's' Forms

Plato believes that we are born with innate knowledge, that all we need to do is remember. Plato gives an example of this in the "Meno" where Socrates finds a slave boy and asks him various questions about geometry. At first it is made clear that the boy does not know anything of geometry, but attempts, and fails, to calculate the length of one side of a square after it had been doubled in area. He had reached Aporea, a state of knowing you don't know. To Plato this has furthered his knowledge – he now "knows" that he doesn't know about geometry so he already knows more truth than he did before. The boy had never been taught geometry but after much dialogue the boy understands how to double the area of a square correctly, and this in Plato's mind proved that the boy already knew this but merely needed to be reminded.

Plato tells us that we have this innate knowledge from the world of the Forms where we all resided in our pre-natal state. The forms of everyday objects such as chairs, cats, trees etc. as well as ideas such as justice, virtue, the good and beauty. The problem Plato had was that everything in our reality including ourselves was ever-changing and subject to decay, therefore he thought, there must be a realm where everything remains the same and does not change, is eternal and perfect, the world of "Ideas", not senses. Although there are many types of dogs for example, in Plato's realm of Forms there is something that is common to ALL dogs, their `Doggy-ness.` So, according to Plato, we recognise dogs because we are familiar with the "Form of Dog". The world, according to Plato is divided into two realms, the Visible and the Intelligible. The visible world we understand through our senses – sight, sound, touch and so on. The Intelligible world we can only understand with our Mind or Soul– abstract, yet changeless, absolute and eternal. Plato believed a Soul was in the realm of the Forms before being tied to a body, which is why, after much struggle and work, we can come to understand them and see this world, only the philosopher or the person that questions this world would be able to see the world of Forms.

This takes us to the……

Dividing Line

To explain this, imagine that there's a line separating the lower and the higher realities. For example, everything within the Cave is below the dividing line (the world of the Visible) and everything outside the Cave is above the dividing line (the world of the Intelligible). We can even subdivide it again. The shadows on the wall of the cave are illusions, the bottom part of the line – let's call it section D (eikasia). Shadows change depending on the light source, they flicker and won't remain in the same place, so we never really understand the actual item creating the shadow. Next, in section C (pistis) we have "Beliefs" of physical objects, we can see things and hear things. These are the items that create the shadows in the cave. Together section C and D give us the world of "Opinions". In section B (dianoia) we get to the epistemic state of mathematical reasoning, straight lines, triangles and circles which, in reality cannot be achieved. Plato sees maths as one of the closest things to knowledge in this world. They can only be conceived of in the Mind, although Plato used the term "Soul", which runs all the way through us and cannot be localised like the brain. If we are to liken the dividing line to the Cave analogy I also see section B as the real world outside of the Cave - the real trees, cats, lakes, sky, water, stars, rather than the mannequins being held up in the Cave. Section A (noesis), is the epistemic state of Intelligence where our minds can comprehend the Forms. Together section A and B gives us "Knowledge". The Forms represent "The Good" inasmuch as everything else is imperfect. In this world we can only touch imperfection, but if we strive towards knowledge we can, with hard work and struggle, reach the light of the Sun. The "Sun" is a metaphor which allows us to achieve a state of being, allowing us to see and understand the Forms and is absolute. It is the Ultimate Good. The idea of the Good (the Sun) gives existence and life to both Forms and everything in the sensible world, right down to the shadows. Not only does it allow a flower to grow but it allows us to see the flower – not only with our eyes, but with our Minds (Souls).

What does the cave analogy mean?

Who are the men that parade the items that create the shadows? Although Plato does not tell us, they are obviously in a position of extreme power, for they are the people that shape the prisoners lives, who manipulate everything they see, hear and therefore believe. In other words, they are the authorities, perhaps government, the church, parents, or the media. All of these groups go towards shaping us, how we act, what we believe and therefore create our motivations and will. These are extremely powerful entities. It could be taken that the cave represents schooling, with teachers cramming our minds full of "stuff" we have not ourselves experienced. Plato doesn't believe this is true education but rather indoctrination. Education, says Plato, 

"……is not what the professions of certain men assert it to be. They presumably assert that they put into the soul knowledge that isn't in it, as though they were putting sight into blind eyes…but the present argument, on the other hand…indicates that this power is in the soul of each and that the instrument with which each learns--just as an eye is not able to turn toward the light from the dark without the whole body--must be turned around from that which is coming into being together with the whole soul until it is able to endure looking at that which is and the brightest part of that which is." (518c). - http://www.scu.edu/ethics/publications/submitted/dillon/education_plato_republic.html

Another way of seeing these powerful entities is that since they are carrying the objects to create the illusions, they must therefore be aware, at least in part, of the truth. But since they must be on the gangway, and so must remain in the cave, they can also be considered prisoners of their own device. It is reasonable to conclude that these "knowing prisoners" therefore maintain the illusion either for personal gain or fear of reprisal. This could be seen, for example, in the World War 2 German prison camps and the excuse of `I was only obeying orders`.

As for the one who releases the prisoner, again Plato does not say who he is or what he represents. It could be taken that he is the "Teacher", the wise one that would have the prisoner "know" the world and the realities within it. With Plato`s view on education, the teacher would not force things into the released prisoners head, but would show him and allow him to come to his own conclusions, to draw out what is already there. Plato has Socrates saying to Glaucon: 

2. "….the prison house is the world of sight, the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world…." 

So the "Releaser" is there to help the prisoner go through the difficult process of "becoming", in the same way that Socrates was Teacher and did likewise for so many.

The final part of the Cave referring to the killing of another who might come releasing a prisoner is an obvious reference to Socrates. He also tried to make others "see the truth" and went against the more conventional ideas of the day, the state saw him as dangerous, tried him, and put him to death.

The implications of this are vast. Plato likens the prisoners to us. Although rather disturbing to read it that way, how can we not? The prisoners do not even see themselves as prisoners, as we do not. It is easy to follow the masses like sheep and to do what society expects us to do, as most of us do on a daily basis. But for those who think "outside of the box," that go against the tide of public opinion in search of the "Truth", will feel the need to "awaken" the prisoners/us, to show the reality of what is so clear to them. There have been many forward thinkers throughout history who have put their ideas and their very lives on the line, such as Copernicus and Galileo because the belief in their "Truth" was so strong and important to the world, it would be a crime not to attempt to share it. However, having reached the state of "knowing", is the Philosopher/Teacher obligated to help the rest of us? In Plato's view of the perfect city in "The Republic" he would say "yes", it is indeed his duty to share what he knows, to enlighten the rest of us, to create the same happiness in them as he has partaken off by reaching the Good. In his Republic we would look out for one another and care for one another. Also Socrates, Plato's beloved teacher, did exactly this, shared his truth with many others and in so doing died for it.

Conclusion

There are many things going on in the world today that first world governments would rather we didn't look at too closely. These are the same people that distract us by shadow plays in the Cave, that force us to look at what they deem necessary for us to see. They keep us entertained with TV and film, they allow us to know just what they want us to know via the news, they own the newspapers and most of the media and now they are trying to gain access to our emails and IP addresses removing fundamental privacy rights. We are just as imprisoned as the prisoners in the Cave. People that speak out about the powers that be are usually attacked on a personal level rather than the issues they are reacting against because that would bring them back to a subject they don't want to talk about. The American government tried to discredit Martin Luther King with his sexual exploits but strangely this only made him more popular. Hoover, then head of the FBI, did not understand this and had clearly miscalculated the sexual morality of the American people of the day. After this failed he sent an anonymous letter to Martin Luther King telling him to commit suicide, if he knows what's good for him. http://genius.com/Federal-bureau-of-investigation-suicide-letter-to-martin-luther-king-jr-annotated. It can also be shown today with people like Russell Brand, who just this week was branded a hypocrite by William Murdoch and members of the government, again trying to discredit the person in order to distract the people from his message of corrupt government and corporations. So we can see that, although Plato's analogy of the Cave was written over two thousand years ago, it is still very much relevant today. 



1.Plato – The Republic – book 7

2.Plato – The Republic – book 7
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