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“The Idols of the Cave are the Idols of the individual man.  For every one (besides the errors common to human nature in general) has a cave or den of his own, which refracts and discolours the light of nature; owing either to his own proper and peculiar nature; or to his education and conversation with others; or to the reading of books, and the authority of those whom he esteems and admires; or to the differences of impressions, accordingly as they take place in the mind preoccupied and predisposed or in a mind indifferent and settled; or the like.”   

[Bacon, Francis (1620) Novum Organum, XLII] 

Commentary

Francis Bacon was educated at Trinity College beginning at the age of twelve.  He criticized his tutors as being "men of sharp wits, shut up in their cells of a few authors, chiefly Aristotle, their Dictator.”  This young scholar went on to become instrumental in the development of inductive reasoning as we know it today.   (http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl302/philosophers/bacon.html)

Novum Organum is a collection of aphorisms written for a different audience than most books of the time.  It was written in English rather than Latin, and it criticized the typical literate person who was affluent or religious.   The Four Idols are carefully named to remind humans that we are still animals with certain characteristics that make us human.  The Idols of the Tribe, Cave, Marketplace and Theater all describe influences on the human mind.  Aphorism XLII in Novum Organum deals specifically with the Idols of the Cave and what they represent. Bacon begins with Plato's Eidos, and divides it into two separate types of forms.  The ideas of the divine pertain to nature, and the idols of the mind refer to replicas of forms residing in the human mind.  The Idols of the Cave have to do with the differences between individuals due to education, conversation, peers, and other influences that are unique to each individual resulting from experience.  

The Idols of the Cave are constantly changing.  Every experience changes our perception of the forms.  Individuals cannot rely on knowledge or education, rather scientific fact, which can be refuted at any time.  We need to question our ideas and the things we assume to be the most fundamental, because our perception of facts may be due to the lack of another perspective.

One point that is crucial to note is the significance of everyday dialogue. The role that Eidos plays in the shaping of our perspective is dependent on experiences that we are lacking.  Within every conversation, conflict arises.  This conflict includes any thing we have a lack of prior knowledge for.  The mere mention of what is unknown to us brings life to "statues" that we previously failed to see and/or acknowledge.  Bacon uses Heraclitus, who viewed the great majority of beings as lacking understanding, to add credulity to his point.  

"Of this Word's being forever do men prove to be uncomprehending, both before they hear and once they have heard it. For although all things happen according to this Word they are like the unexperienced experiencing words and deeds such as I explain when I distinguish each thing according to its nature and declare how it is. Other men are unaware of what they do when they are awake just as they are forgetful of what they do when they are asleep."  (http://www.utm.edu/research/iep/h/heraclit.htm)
This quote encompasses the notion that within the Idol of the Cave, we are blind to what we have not heard nor seen until introduced to it through basic everyday interaction with nature.  Because the Idol of the Cave covers the idea of the mind of man, we have to understand that we are not aware of certain aspects of reality or nature until we are introduced to them through dialogue or self-initiated inquisition in which we allow curiosity to lead us to define the unknown.  In this sense, Heraclitus and Bacon are aligned in their ideologies in that we lack comprehension of many things until we hear it, and even then, we lack comprehension because perspective is constantly fluid.

Passage XLII implies that we are given the answers to our questions through socialization and that we create evidence to support the answer.  We also disregard evidence that does not support the answer.  Bacon is saying that deductive reasoning methodology of Plato and Aristotle doesn’t work because the individual is fallible and will use the evidence that supports their hypothesis rather than focusing on the evidence that disproves it.  From recognizing the Idols of the Cave, the reader can understand the purpose of a new experimental method, inductive reasoning, where the evidence is gathered and studied to see what conclusions can be made.  Although Bacon didn't agree with Plato and Aristotle, it is clear that they were idols of his cave.  Bacon’s ability to challenge the methods of inquiry taught to him outlines the statues of education and experience in his own mind.  
