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‘If we’re thinking about the effect of education—or the lack of it—on our nature, there’s
another comparison we can make. Picture human beings living in some sort of
underground cave dwelling, with an entrance which is long, as wide as the cave, and open
to the light. Here they live, from earliest childhood, with their legs and necks in chains,
so that they have to stay where they are, looking only ahead of them, prevented by the
chains from turning their heads. They have light from a distant fire, which is burning
behind them and above them. Between the fire and the prisoners, at a higher level than
them, is a path along which you must picture a low wall that has been built, like the
screen which hides people when they are giving a puppet show, and above which they
make the puppets appear.’

‘Yes, I can picture all that,” he said.

‘Picture also, along the length of the wall, people carrying all sorts of implements
which project above it, and statues of people, and animals made of stone and wood and
all kinds of materials. As you’d expect, some of the people carrying the objects are
speaking, while others are silent.’

‘A strange picture. And strange prisoners.’

‘No more strange than us,’ [ said. ‘Do you think that, for a start, that prisoners of
that sort have ever seen anything more of themselves and of one another than the
shadows cast by the fire on the wall of the cave in front of them?’

‘How could they, if they had been prevented from moving their heads all their
lives?’

‘What about the objects which are being carried? Wouldn’t they see only
shadows of these also?”

‘Yes, of course.’

‘So if they were able to talk to one another, don’t you think they’d believe that the
things they were giving names to were the things they could see passing?’

‘Yes, they’d be bound to.’

‘What if the prison had an echo from the wall in front of them? Every time one of
the people passing by spoke, do you suppose they’d believe the source of the sound to be
anything other than the passing shadow?’

‘No, that’s exactly what they would think.’

‘All in all, then, what people in this situation would take for truth would be
nothing more than the shadows of the manufactured objects.’

‘Necessarily.’

‘Suppose nature brought this state of affairs to an end,’ I said. ‘Think what their
release from their chains and the cure for their ignorance would be like. When one of
them was untied, and compelled suddenly to stand up, turn his head, start walking, and
look towards the light, he’d find all these things painful. Because of the glare he’d be
unable to see the things whose shadows he used to see before. What do you suppose he’d



say if he was told that what he used to see before was of no importance, whereas now his
eyesight was better, since he was closer to what is, and looking at things which more
truly are? Suppose further that each of the passing objects was pointed out to him, and
that he was asked what it was, and compelled to answer. Don’t you think he’d be
confused? Wouldn’t he believe the things he saw before to be more true than what was
being pointed out to him now?

‘Yes, he would. Much more true.’

‘If he was forced to look at the light itself, wouldn’t it hurt his eyes? Wouldn’t he
turn away, and run back to the things he could see? Wouldn’t he think those things really
were clearer than what was being pointed out?’

‘Yes,” he said.

‘Ad if he was dragged out of there by force, up the steep and difficult path, with
no pause until he had been dragged right out into the sunlight, wouldn’t he find this
dragging painful? Wouldn’t he resent it? And when he came into the light, with his eyes
filled with the glare, would he be able to see a single one of the things he is now told are
true?’

‘No, he wouldn’t. Not at first.’

‘He’d need to acclimatize himself, I imagine, if he were going to see things up
there. To start with, he’d find shadows the easiest things to look at. After that,
reflections—of people and other things—in water. The things themselves would come
later, and from those he would move on to the heavenly bodies and the heavens
themselves. He’d find it easier to look at the light of the stars and the moon by night than
look at the sun and the light of the sun, by day.’

‘Of course.’

‘The last thing he’d be able to look at, presumably, would be the sun. Not its
image, in water or some location that is not its own, but the sun itself. He’d be able to
look at it by itself, in its own place, and see it as it really was.’

‘Yes,” he said, ‘unquestionably.’

‘At that point he would work out that it was the sun which caused the seasons and
the years, which governed everything in the visible realm, and which was in one way or
another responsible for everything they used to see.’

‘That would obviously be the next stage.’

‘Now, suppose he were reminded of the place where he lived originally, of what
passed for wisdom there, and of his former fellow-prisoners. Don’t you think he would
congratulate himself on the change? Wouldn’t he feel sorry for them?’

‘Indeed he would.’

‘Back in the cave they might have had rewards and praise and prizes for the
person who was quickest at identifying the passing shapes, who had the best memory for
the ones which came earlier or later or simultaneously, and who as a result was best at
predicting what was going to come next. Do you think he would feel any desire for these
prizes? Would he envy those who were respected and powerful there? Or would he feel
as Achilles does in Homer? Would he much prefer “to labour as a common serf, serving
a man with nothing to his name,” putting up with anything to avoid holding those
opinions and living that life?’

‘Yes,” he said. ‘If you ask me, he’d be prepared to put up with anything to avoid
that way of life.’



‘There’s another question I’d like to ask you,’ I said. ‘Suppose someone like that
came back down into the cave and took up his old seat. Wouldn’t he find, coming
straight in from the sunlight, that his eyes were swamped by the darkness?’

‘I am sure he would.’

‘And suppose he had to go back to distinguishing the shadows, in competition
with those who had never stopped being prisoners. Before his eyes had grown
accustomed to the dark, while he still couldn’t see properly—and this period of
acclimatisation would be anything but short—wouldn’t he be a laughing-stock?
Wouldn’t it be said of him that he had come back from his journey to the upper world
with his eyesight destroyed, and that it wasn’t worth even trying to go up there? As for
anyone who tried to set them free, and take them up there, if they could somehow get
their hands on him and kill him, wouldn’t they do just that?

‘They certainly would,’ he said.

‘That is the picture, then, my dear Glaucon. And it fits what we were talking
about earlier in its entirety. The region revealed to us by sight is the prison dwelling, and
the light of the fire inside the dwelling is the power of the sun. If you identify the upward
path and the view of things above with the ascent of the soul to the realm of
understanding, then you will have caught my drift—my surmise—which is what you
wanted to hear. Whether it is really true, perhaps only god knows. My own view, for
what it’s worth, is that in the realm of what can be known the things seen last, and seen
with great difficulty, is the form or character of the good. But when it is seen, the
conclusion must be that it turns out to be the cause of all that is right and good for
everything. In the realm of sight it gives birth to light and light’s sovereign, the sun,
while in the realm of thought it is itself sovereign, producing truth and reason unassisted.
I further believe that anyone who is going to act wisely either in private life or in public
life must have had a sight of this.’

‘Well, I for one agree with you,” he said. ‘As far as I can follow, at any rate.’

‘Can you agree with me, then, on one further point? It’s no wonder if those who
have been to the upper world refuse to take an interest in everyday affairs, if their souls
are constantly eager to spend their time in that upper region. It’s what you’d expect,
presumably, if things really are like the picture we have just drawn.’

‘Yes, it is what you’d expect.’

‘And here’s another question. Do you think it’s at all surprising if a person who
turns to everyday life after the contemplation of the divine cuts a sorry figure, and makes
a complete fool of himself—if before he can see properly, or can get acclimatized to the
darkness around him, he is compelled to compete, in the lawcourts or anywhere else, over
the shadows of justice or the statues which cast those shadows, or to argue about the way
they are understood by those who have never seen justice itself.’

‘No, it’s not in the least surprising,” he said.

‘Anyone with any sense,’ I said, ‘would remember that people’s eyesight can be
impaired in two quite different ways, and for two quite different reasons. There’s the
change from light to darkness, and the change from darkness to light. He might then take
it that the same is true of the soul, so that when he saw a soul in difficulties, unable to
see, he would not laugh mindlessly, but would ask whether it had come from some
brighter life and could not cope with the unfamiliar darkness, or whether it had come
from greater ignorance in what was brighter, and was now dazzled by the glare. One he



would congratulate on what it had seen, and on its way of life. The other he would pity.
Or if he chose to laugh at it, his laughter would be less absurd than laughter directed at
the soul which had come from the light above.’

‘Yes. What you say is entirely reasonable.’

‘Well,” I said, ‘if it’s true, there’s one conclusion we can’t avoid. Education is not
what some people proclaim it to be. What they say, roughly speaking, is that they are
able to put knowledge into souls where none was before. Like putting sight into eyes
which were blind.’

‘Yes, that is what they say.’

‘Whereas our present account indicates that this capacity in every soul, this
instrument by means of which each person learns, is like an eye which can only be turned
away from the darkness and towards the light by turning the whole body. The entire soul
has to turn with it, away from what is coming to be, until it is able to bear the sight of
what is, and in particular the brightest part of it. This is the part we call the good, isn’t
it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Education, then, ‘ I said, ‘would be the art of directing this instrument, of finding
the easiest and most effective way of turning it round. Not the art of putting the power of
sight into it, but the art which assumes it possesses this power—albeit incorrectly aligned,
and looking in the wrong direction—and contrives to make it look in the right direction.’

‘Yes,” he said. ‘It looks as if that is what education is.’
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