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Plato 

from The Republic, c. 380 BC 

After the death of his teacher, Socrates, Plato established the Academy, a school of philosophical 

instruction in an olive grove on the outskirts of Athens.  (The fame of this school is apparent in the 

modern application of the terms academy and academic to institutions of higher learning.)  Among the 

works that Plato produced there was The Republic, commonly regarded as one of the most influential 

statements of political philosophy ever written.  Perhaps the central problem that Plato addresses is how 

to achieve a just society within the framework of the city-state.  The following selection, which includes 

his famous Allegory of the Cave, offers some of his ideas on how to achieve that end. 

(Additional note: the selections below are written as a fictional dialogue, or conversation between two 

individuals, by Plato and his older brother Glaucon.  Plato’s brother Glaucon is a common dialogue 

partner throughout The Republic.  You should notice the formatting change as the dialogue changes 

from one speaker to the other.) 

Book VII 

 Here allegory may show us best how education – or the lack of it – affects our 

nature.  Imagine men living in a cave with a long passageway stretching between them 

and the cave’s mouth, where it opens wide to the light.  Imagine further that since 

childhood, the cave dwellers have had their legs and necks shackled so as to be confined 

to the same spot.  They are further constrained by blinders that prevent them from 

turning their heads; they can see only directly in front of them.  Next, imagine a light 

from a fire some distance behind them and burning at a higher elevation.  Between the 

prisoners and the fire is a raised path along whose edge there is a low wall like the 

partition at the front of a puppet stage.  The wall conceals the puppeteers while they 

manipulate their puppets above it. 

 So far I can visualize it. 
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 Imagine, further, men behind the wall carrying all sorts of objects along its length 

and holding them above it.  The objects include human and animal images made of 

stone and wood and all other material.  Presumably, those who carry them sometimes 

speak and are sometimes silent. 

 You describe a strange prison and strange prisoners. 

 Like ourselves.  Tell me, do you not think those men would see only the shadows 

cast by the fire on the wall of the cave?  Would they have seen anything of themselves or 

one another? 

 How could they, if they couldn’t move their heads their whole life long? 

 Could they see the objects held above the wall behind them or only the shadows 

cast in front? 

 Only the shadows. 

 If, then, they could talk with one another, don’t you think they would impute 

reality to the passing shadows? 

 Necessarily. 

 Imagine an echo in their prison, bouncing off the wall toward which the prisoners 

were turned.  Should one of those behind the wall speak, would the prisoners not think 

that the sound came from the shadows in front of them? 

 No doubt of it. 

 By every measure, then, reality for the prisoners would be nothing but shadows 

cast by artifacts. 

 It could be nothing else. 

 Imagine now how their liberation from bondage and error would come about if 

something like the following happened.  One prisoner is freed from his shackles.  He is 

suddenly compelled to stand up, turn around, walk, and look toward the light.  He 

suffers pain and distress from the glare of the light.  So dazzled is he that he cannot even 

discern the very objects whose shadows he used to be able to see.  Now what do you 

suppose he would answer if he were told that all he had seen before was illusion but that 

now he was nearer reality, observing real things and therefore seeing more truly?  What 

if someone pointed to the objects being carried above the wall, questioning him as to 

what each one is?  Would he not be at a loss?  Would he not regard those things he saw 

formerly as more real than the things now being shown him? 

 He would. 
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 Again, let him be compelled to look directly at the light.  Would his eyes not feel 

pain?  Would he not flee, turning back to those things he was able to discern before, 

convinced that they are in every truth clearer and more exact than anything he has seen 

since? 

 He would. 

 Then let him be dragged away be force up the rough and steep incline of the 

cave’s passageway, held fast until he is hauled out into the light of the sun.  Would not 

such a rough passage be painful?  Would he not resent the experience?  And when he 

came out into the sunlight, would he not be dazzled once again and unable to see what 

he calls realities? 

 He could not see even one of them, at least not immediately. 

 Habituation, then, is evidently required in order to see things higher up.  In the 

beginning he would most easily see shadows; next, reflections in the water of men and 

other objects.  Then he would see the objects themselves.  From there he would go on to 

behold the heavens and the heavenly phenomena – more easily the moon and starts by 

night than the sun by day. 

 Yes. 

 Finally, I suppose, he would be able to look on the sun itself, not in reflections in 

the water or in fleeting images in some alien setting.  He would look at the sun as it is, in 

its own domain, and so be able to see what it is really like. 

 Yes. 

 It is at this stage that he would be able to conclude that the sun is the cause of the 

seasons and of the year’s turning, that it governs all the visible world and is in some 

sense also the cause of all visible things. 

 This is surely the next step he would take. 

 Now, supposing he recalled where he came from.  Supposing he thought of his 

fellow prisoners and of what passed for wisdom in the place they were inhabiting.  Don’t 

you think he would feel pity for all that and rejoice in his own change of circumstance? 

 He surely would. 

 Suppose there had been honors and citations those below bestowed upon one 

another.  Suppose prizes were offered for the one quickest to identify the shadows as 

they go by and best able to remember the sequence and configurations in which they 

appear.  All these skills, in turn, would enhance the ability to guess what would come 
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next.  Do you think he would covet such rewards?  More, would he envy and emulate 

those who hold power over the prisoners and are in turn reverenced by them?  Or would 

he not hold fast to Homer’s words that it is “better to be the poor servant of a poor 

master,” better to endure anything, than to believe those things and live that way? 

 I think he would prefer anything to such a life. 

 Consider, further, if he should go back down again into the cave and return to the 

place he was before, would not his eyes now go dark after so abruptly leaving the 

sunlight behind? 

 They would. 

 Suppose he should then have to compete once more in shadow-watching with 

those who never left the cave.  And this before his eyes had become accustomed to the 

dark and his dimmed vision still required a long period of habituation.  Would he not be 

laughed at?  Would it not be said that he had made the journey above only to come back 

with his eyes ruined and that it is futile even to attempt the ascent?  Further, if anyone 

tried to release the prisoners and lead them up and they could get their hands on him 

and kill him, would they not kill him? 

 Of course. 

 Now, my dear Glaucon, we must apply the allegory as a whole to all that has been 

said so far.  The prisoners’ cave is the counterpart of our own visible order, and the light 

of the fire betokens the power of the sun.  If you liken the ascent and exploration of 

things above to the soul’s journey through the intelligible order, you will have 

understood my thinking, since that is what you wanted to hear.  God only knows 

whether it is true.  But, in any case, this is the way things appear to me: in the intelligible 

world the last thing to be seen – and then only dimly – is the idea of the good.  Once 

seen, however, the conclusion becomes irresistible that it is the cause of all things right 

and good, that in the visible world it gives birth to light and its sovereign source, that in 

the intelligible world it is itself sovereign and the author of truth and reason, and that 

the man who will act wisely in private and public life must have seen it. 

 I agree, insofar as I can follow your thinking. 

 Come join me, then, in this further thought.  Don’t be surprised if those who have 

attained this high vision are unwilling to be involved in the affairs of men.  Their souls 

will ever feel the pull from above and yearn to sojourn there.  Such a preference is likely 

enough if the assumptions of our allegory continue to be valid. 

 Yes, it is likely. 
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 By the same token, would you think it strange if someone returning from divine 

contemplation to the miseries of men should appear ridiculous?  What if he were still 

blinking his eyes and not yet readjusted to the surrounding darkness before being 

compelled to testify in court about the shadows of justice or about the images casting the 

shadows?  What if he had to enter into debate about the notions of such matters held 

fast by people who had never seen justice itself? 

 It would not be strange. 

 Nonetheless, a man with common sense would know that eyesight can be 

impaired in two different ways by dint of two different causes, namely, transitions from 

light into darkness and from darkness into light.  Believing that the soul also meets with 

the same experience, he would not thoughtlessly laugh when he saw a soul perturbed 

and having difficulty in comprehending something.  Instead he would try to ascertain 

whether the cause of its faded vision was the passage from a brighter life to 

unaccustomed darkness or from the deeper darkness of ignorance toward the world of 

light, who brightness then dazzled the soul’s eye.  He will count the first happy, and the 

second he will pity.  Should he be minded to laugh, he who comes from below will merit 

it more than the one who descends from the light above. 

 A fair statement. 

 If this is true, it follows that education is not what some professors say it is.  They 

claim they can transplant the power of knowledge into a soul that has none, as if they 

were engrafting vision into blind eyes. 

 They do claim that. 

 But our reasoning goes quite to the contrary.  We assert that this power is already 

in the soul of everyone.  The way each of us learns compares with what happens in the 

eye: it cannot be turned away from darkness to face the light without turning the whole 

body.  So it is with our capacity to know; together with the entire soul one must turn 

away from the world of transient things toward the world of perpetual being, until 

finally one learns to endure the sight of its most radiant manifestation.  This is what we 

call goodness, is it not? 

 Yes. 

 Then there must be some art that would most easily and effectively turn and 

convert the soul in the way we have described.  It would lay no claim to produce sight in 

the soul’s eye.  Instead it would assume that sight is already there but wrongly directed; 

wrongly the soul is not looking where it should.  This condition it would be the purpose 

of the art to remedy. 
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 Such an art might be possible. 

 Wisdom, then, seems to be of a different order than those other things that are 

also called virtues of the soul.  They seem more akin to the attributes of the body, for 

when they are not there at the outset, they can be cultivated by exercise and habit.  But 

the ability to think is more divine.  Its power is constant and never lost.  It can be useful 

and benign or malevolent and useless, according to the purposes to which it is directed.  

Or have you never observed in men who are called vicious but wise how sharp-sighted 

the petty soul is and how quickly it can pick out those things toward which it has turned 

its attention?  All this shows that we have to do not with poor eyesight but with a soul 

under compulsion of evil, so that the keener his vision, the more harm he inflicts. 

 I have seen these things. 

 Consider then what would happen if such a soul had been differently trained 

from childhood or had been liberated early from the love of food and similar pleasures 

that are attached to us at birth like leaden weights.  Supposing, I say, he were freed from 

all these kinds of things that draw the soul’s vision downward.  If he were then turned 

and converted to the contemplation of real things, he would be using the very same 

faculties of vision and be seeing them just as keenly as he now sees their opposites. 

 That is likely. 

 And must we not draw other likely and necessary conclusions from all that has 

been said so far?  On the one hand, men lacking education and experience in truth 

cannot adequately preside over a city.  Without a sense of purpose or duty in life they 

will also be without a sense of direction to govern their public and private acts.  On the 

other hand, those who prolong their education endlessly are also unfit to rule because 

they become incapable of action.  Instead, they suffer themselves to believe that while 

still living they have already been transported to the Islands of the Blessed. 

 So our duty as founders is to compel the best natures to achieve that sovereign 

knowledge we described awhile ago, to scale the heights in order to reach the vision of 

the good.  But after they have reached the summit and have seen the view, we must not 

permit what they are now allowed to do. 

 What is that? 

 Remain above, refusing to go down among those prisoners to share their labors 

and their rewards, whatever their worth may be.  Must we wrong them in this way, 

making them live a worse life when a better is possible? 

 My friend, you have forgotten again that the law is not concerned with the 

happiness of any particular class in the city but with the happiness of the city as a whole.  
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Its method is to create harmony among the citizens by persuasion and compulsion, 

making them share the benefits that each is able to bestow on the community.  The law 

itself produces such men in the city, not in order to let them do as they please but with 

the intention of using them to bind the city together. 

 True, I did forget. 

 Consider further, Glaucon, that in fact we won’t be wronging the philosophers 

who come among use.  When we require them to govern the city and be its guardians, 

we shall vindicate our actions.  For we shall say to them that it is quite understandable 

that men of their quality do not participate in the public life of other cities.  After all, 

there they develop autonomously without favor from the government.  It is only just that 

self-educated men, owing nothing to others for their enlightenment, are not eager to pay 

anyone for it.  But you have been begotten by us to be like kings and leaders in a hive of 

bees, governing the city for its good and yours.  Your education is better and more 

complete, and you are better equipped to participate in the two ways of life.  So down 

you must go, each in turn, to where the others live and habituate yourselves to see in the 

dark.  Once you have adjusted, you will see ten thousand times better than those who 

regularly dwell there.  Because you have seen the reality of beauty, justice, and 

goodness, you will be able to know idols and shadows for what they are.  Together and 

wide awake, you and we will govern our city, far differently from most cities today whose 

inhabitants are ruled darkly as in a dream by men who will fight with each other over 

shadows and use faction in order to rule, as if that were some great good.  The truth is 

that the city where those who rule are least eager to do so will be the best governed and 

the least plagued by dissension.  The city with the contrary kind of rulers will be 

burdened with the contrary characteristics. 

 I agree. 

 When we tell them this, will our students disobey us?  Will they refuse to play 

their role in the affairs of state even when they know that most of the time they will be 

able to dwell with one another in a better world? 

 Certainly not.  These are just requirements, and they are just men.  Yet they will 

surely approach holding office as an imposed necessity, quite in the opposite frame of 

mind from those who now rule our cities. 

 Indeed, old friend.  A well-governed city becomes a possibility only if you can 

discover a better way of life for your future rulers than holding office.  Only in such a 

state will those who rule be really rich, not in gold, but with the wealth that yields 

happiness: a life of goodness and wisdom.  But such a government is impossible if men 

behave like beggars, turning to politics because of what is lacking in their private lives 

and hoping to find their good in the public business.  When office and the power of 
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governing are treated like prizes to be won in battle the result must be a civil war that 

will destroy the city along with the office seekers. 

 True. 

 Is there any life other than that of true philosophers that looks with scorn on 

political office? 

 None, by Zeus. 

 That is why we require that those in office should not be lovers of power.  

Otherwise there will be a fight among rival lovers. 

 Right. 

 Who else would you compel to guard the city?  Who else than those who have the 

clearest understanding of the principles of good government and who have won 

distinction in another kind of life preferable to the life of politics? 

 No one else. 

 

  

  


