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Part One: Socrates talking to Glaucon

u As translated by Thomas Sheehan: https://web.stanford.edu/class/ihum40/cave.pdf
u From the Republic, Book VII (514a2- 517a7) – this is the standard numbering that tells you 

how you would find the passage in any translation of Plato

u SOCRATES: Imagine this: People live under the earth in a 
cavelike dwelling. Stretching a long way up toward the 
daylight is its entrance, toward which the entire cave is 
gathered. The people have been in this dwelling since 
childhood, shackled by the legs and neck...Thus they stay in 
the same place so that there is only one thing for them to look 
that: whatever they encounter in front of their faces. But 
because they are shackled, they are unable to turn their 
heads around. 



The Cave



The Cave- Stage 1
u SOCRATES: “From the 

beginning people like this 
have never managed, 
whether on their own or 
with the help by others, to 
see anything besides the 
shadows that are 
[continually] projected on 
the wall opposite them by 
the glow of the fire.” 



Since Birth....



Part Two, Stage 1: Unchained

u SOCRATES: “Whenever any of them was 
unchained and was forced to stand up 
suddenly, to turn around, to walk, and to look up 
toward the light, in each case the person would 
be able to do this only with pain and because of 
the flickering brightness would be unable to look 
at those things whose shadows he previously 
saw.” 



u SOCRATES: And if someone even forced him to look 
into the glare of the fire, would his eyes not hurt him, 
and would he not then turn away and flee [back] to 
that which he is capable of looking at? And would 
he not decide that [what he could see before 
without any help] was in fact clearer than what was 
now being shown to him? 



Stage 2: Going Outside

u And in this process of acclimatization he 
would first and most easily be able to look 
at: 

u (1) shadows, and after that 
u (2) the images of people and the rest of 

things as they are reflected in water. 

SOCRATES: It would obviously take some 
getting accustomed, I think, if it should 
be a matter of taking into one's eyes that 
which is up there outside the cave, in the 
light of the sun. 



Reflections initially more comfortable 
in the Outside World



Viewing The 
Things Themselves

u Later, however, he would be 
able to view 

u (3) the things themselves [the 
beings, instead of the dim 
reflections].

u And finally, 4) the Sun itself 
[the source of everything 
see-able]



The Sun is the Reason for Everything

“Don’t you think the person who realized this would 
ultimately feel lucky?”

Warmth
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Sight



“Worldly Knowledge”

u Do you think the one who had gotten out of the cave 
would still envy those within the cave and would want to 
compete with them who are esteemed and who have 
power? 

SOCRATES: However, what if among the 
people in the previous dwelling place, the 
cave, certain honors and commendations 
were established for whomever most clearly 
catches sight of what passes by and also 
best remembers which of them normally is 
brought by first, which one later, and which 
ones at the same time? And what if there 
were honors for whoever could most easily 
foresee which one might come by next? 



Stage 3: Back into the Cave

“And would they not let him know that he had gone up but only 
in order to come back down into the cave with his eyes ruined --
and thus it certainly does not pay to go up?” 



uSOCRATES: And if they can 
get hold of this person who 
takes it in hand to free them 
from their chains and to lead 
them up, and if they could kill 
him, will they not actually kill 

him?
uGlaucon: They certainly will. 



Simile of the Line- World of Senses

Dim Illusions

Source of 
Reality



Simile of the Line- Intelligible World

Dim Illusions

Source of 
Reality



Knowledge of the Forms
u Concepts: the thing that math equations describe in the invisible 

realm 
u ( F = Gm1m2/r2 )

u Forms: The “archetypes” of everything that exists in the visible realm 
u (the eternal Tree, the eternal Cat, Beauty, Courage, etc.)
u Greek word for form is “Idea”, but they are not just thoughts

u “These forms are real in the sense that they are uncreated, 
indestructible, unchanging, and therefore eternal” (p. 46)

u The Good: forms depend on this like we depend on the sun.

u “Knowing, then, is an act of making the observable world intelligible 
by showing how it is related to an eternal order of intelligible truths.” 
(p. 49)
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The paradox of Learning

u Meno’s paradox: how is it possible to seek 
knowledge of something?

u Only two options (p. 47-48)
u 1) either we already know what we’re 

looking for, so we don’t need to look

u 2) Or, we don’t know what we’re looking for, 
so we’ll never find it!

u When we learn, we must be remembering!
u ‘Truth’ in Greek: Aletheia

u “Unforgetting”

u The forms must be Innate (or, a priori) Ideas

Drinking from Lethe



Q: When was the first time you saw this plotline? 
How did you know who was the hero?

The Form of 
Heroism


