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Plato’s philosophy is introduced allegorically in the “Myth of the Cave,” which appears 

in his most important work, The Republic. There he has Socrates conceive the following vision: 

Imagine prisoners chained in such a way that they face the back wall of a cave. There they have 

been for a life, and can see nothing of themselves or of each other. They see only shadows on the 

wall of the cave.  

 These shadows are cast by a fire which burns on a ledge above and behind them. 

Between the fire and the prisoners there is a wall-lined path along which people walk carrying 

cases, statues, and other artifacts on their heads. The prisoners hear the echoes of voices and see 

the shadows of the artifacts, and they mistake these echoes and shadows for reality. 



 
 Plato has Socrates imagine that one of the prisoners is unchained, turned around, and 

forced to look at the true source of the shadows. 

 Behind and above the fire is the mouth of the cave, and outside in the bright sunlight 

(only a little of which trickles into the cave) are trees, rivers, mountains, and sky. 

 



 
 When the former prisoner is forced up the steep and ragged ascent (Plato’s allegory of 

education), and brought to the sunlit exterior world. But the light finds him. He must first look at 

the shadows of the trees (he is used to shadows), then at the trees and mountains. Then finally he 

is able to see the sun himself (the allegory of enlightenment). 

 



 Into the cave, he would appear ridiculous, because he would see sunspots everywhere, 

and not be able to penetrate the darkness. 

 And if he tried to liberate his fellow prisoners they would be so angry at him for 

disturbing their illusions that they would set upon him and kill him – a clear allusion to the death 

of Socrates. 

 
 The allegory of the liberation of the slave from darkness, deceit and untruth, and the hard 

journey into the light and warmth of the truth, has inspired many philosophers and social leaders. 

But Plato meant it as more than just a poetic vision. He also gave it a precise technical 

application, seen in his “simile of the line,” also found in The Republic. On the left side of the 

line we have an epistemology (theory of knowledge), on the right side, an ontology (theory of 

being). In addition, we have an implicit ethics (moral theory) and aesthetics (theory of beauty). 

The totality constitutes Plato’s metaphysics (general world vision).  

 For each state of being (right side of the line) there is a corresponding state of awareness 

(left side). The lowest state of awareness is that of “conjecture,” which has as its object 

“images,” such as shadows and reflections (or images on the TV screen and videogames). 

 

 

 



 
 The next level, i.e., that of “Belief,” has as its object a particular image – a particular 

horse, or a particular act of justice. Like Conjecture, Belief still does not comprise knowledge, 

but remains in the sphere of Opinion. It is not yet conceptual, but is grounded in the uncertainties 

of sense perception. (The person in the state of Belief is like a prisoner who sees the artifacts 

held above the wall inside the cave.) 

 



 “Opinion,” and the objects of which it is aware, are all obtained by the Sun. Without the 

Sun, there could be a horse, and no image of a horse, nor could we be aware of the abstinence of 

light. 

 In order for Opinion to become Knowledge, the particular object must be raised to the 

level of theory. (This stage, called “Understanding” by Plato, corresponds to the status of the 

released prisoner looking at the shadows of the trees in the world above the cave). 

 
 But according to Plato, theories and definitions are not empirical generalizations 

dependent on particular cases and abstracted from them. To the contrary, rather than coming 

from “below” on the line, theories are themselves “images” of something higher – what Plato 

calls the “forms.” (in the same way that shadows and reflections are merely images of particular 

things, so theories or concepts are the “shadows” of the forms) when one beholds the forms, one 

exercises the Reason, and one is like the liberated prisoners, freed upon the trees and mountains 

in the sunlit world.  

 

 Plato’s conception of the Forms is very complicated, but we can simplify it by saying that 

they are the eternal truths which are the source of all Reality. Take, for example, the concept of 

beauty. Things in the sensible world are beautiful to the extent that they “imitate” or 

“participate” in Beauty. However, these beautiful things will break, grow old, or die. But Beauty 

itself (the Form) is eternal. It will always be. The same can be said of Truth and Justice. (also, 

more embarrassingly, of Horseness or of Toothpickness) 

 Furthermore, just as the sensible world is dependent on the Sun, so are the Forms and 

knowledge of it dependent on the Good, which is a Super-Form, or the Form of all Forms. The 

state of beholding the Good is represented in the myth of the cave by the released prisoner 

beholding the Sun itself. Plato’s theory is such that the whole of Reality is founded upon the 

Good, which is Reality’s source of being. And all knowledge is ultimately knowledge of the 

Good. 



 
 Moreover, Plato optimistically holds that if one ever comes to know the Good, one 

becomes hood. Ignorance is the only sin. No one would willingly do wrong. 

 



 How can we learn the Truth? Where can we find the Forms and the Good? Who can 

teach us? Plato had curious answers to these questions. In the dialogue called Meno, Plato had an 

unschooled slave boy solve a difficult mathematical problem by answering affirmatively or 

negatively a series of simple questions posed by Socrates. Plato concluded from this episode that 

the slave boy always knew the answer, but didn’t know he knew. All truth comes from within – 

from the soul. Our immortal soul is born with the truth, having beheld the Forms in their purity 

before its embodiment: Birth, or the embodiment of the soul, is so traumatic that one forgets 

what one knows, and must spend the rest of life plumbing the depths of the soul to recover what 

one already knows. Hence Plato’s strange doctrine that all knowledge is recollection. Now we 

see Socrates’ role as that of helping his student to remember, just as does the psychoanalyst with 

his patient today. (Plato’s theory of recollection is the source of the Freudian conception of the 

unconscious.) 

 
The Republic is well-known not only for its epistemology, but also for its social 

philosophy. The latter for Plato is a combination of psychology and political science. He said 

that the City (the “Republic”) is the individual writ large. Just as the individual’s psyche has 

three aspects – (a) the appetitive, animal side, (b) the spirited source of action, and (c) the 

rational aspect – so does the ideal City have three classes – (a) the workers and the artisans, (b) 



the soldiers, and (c) the rulers. In the psyche, the rational part must convince the spirited part to 

help it control the appetitive. Otherwise, there will be an unbalanced soul and neurosis will 

ensue.  

 
 Similarly, in the City, the rulers must be philosophers who have beheld the Forms, hence 

who know what is good. They must train the military caste to help control the naturally unruly 

peasants. The latter will be allowed to use money, own property, and wear decorations in 

moderation, but the members of the top two classes, who understand the corrupting effect of 

greed, will live in an austere, absolute communism, sleeping and eating together, owning no 

property, receiving no salary, and having sexual relations on a pre-arranged schedule with 

partners shared by all. These rules will guarantee that the City will not be frenzied and anarchic – 

a strange beginning for the discipline of Political Science. (one from which it has still not 

recovered)! 

 

 

 



 

 The members of the real city will be allowed 

to play simple lyres and pipes and sing patriotic, 

uplifting songs, but most artists will be drummed out 

of the Republic. This is for four reasons, (1) 

Ontological: since art deals with images (the lowest 

rung in the Simile of the Line), art is an imitation of 

an imitation of an imitation. (Art is “thrice removed 

from the throne.”) (e) Epistemological: the artist is at 

the conjectural stage. He knows nothing but claims to 

know something. (3) Aesthetical: Art expresses itself 

in sensual images, hence distracts us from Beauty 

itself, which is purely spiritual. (4) Moral: Art is 

created by and appeals to the appetitive side of the 

soul (Freud’s “ID”). Art is either erotic or violent, or 

both, hence it is an incitement to anarchy. Even 

Homer must be censored. 

 The whole enterprise of The Republic can be 

viewed as a plea that philosophy take over the role 

which art had hitherto played in Greek culture). 

 


