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“And the soul is like the eye: when resting upon that on which truth and being shine, the soul perceives and understands and is radiant with intelligence; but when turned towards the twilight of becoming and perishing, then she has opinion only, and goes blinking about, and is first of one opinion and then of another, and seems to have no intelligence.”

(Plato, Republic, VI, 508)


In this passage from book VI of Plato’s Republic, Socrates introduces the first of three similes to aid him in explaining to Glaucon the good
. Socrates earlier in book VI explains, “Every soul pursues the good and does whatever it does for its sake”(Stephanus 505e), but can never truly explain what the good is. “It divines that the good is something but is perplexed and cannot adequately grasp what it is…” (Stephanus 505e). Socrates believes that every soul is after the good, but the soul itself cannot adequately comprehend the good.  To convey this idea more tangibly Plato introduces an image
.  As the sun allows your eyes to have sight, the good allows your mind to have knowledge.  


Before one can fully comprehend the simile of the sun, one must have an understanding of Plato’s theory of the forms.  Where as Aristotle believed that material was ultimately real, Plato believed that ultimate reality could only be found in ideas.  Ideas, or forms, for Plato are distinct eternal patterns.  Objects that we see on earth are reflections of a corresponding form.  For example, there is a single form of a snake.  There are pythons, boas, and cobras, but these are all flawed representations of the changeless form of the snake.  The snake that is visible to the human eye is therefore separate from the idea of the snake that exists in the intelligible realm.  


Socrates begins the passage by defining this division between the visible and the intelligible through a description of the good (Stephanus 507a-b).  In the visible realm, humans can perceive the world using sight only through the medium of light that emanates from the sun.  In the realm of the intelligible, the soul can achieve knowledge only through the medium of truth that emanates from the good.

What the good itself is in the intelligible realm, in relation to understanding and intelligible things, the sun is in the visible realm, in relation to sight and visible things. (Stephanus 508c)


That is to say that as the sun in the visible realm gives sight to visible things, the good in the intelligible realm gives understanding of the forms to the soul. When one views an object that is not illuminated by the sun, however, the image is unclear and changeable. These objects are illuminated by the moon, analogous to the sun in the visible realm, and represent sensible things or things perceived through the five senses
.  In other words, the reality that we perceive through our senses is not the ultimate reality because it is mutable.


In the visible realm we have light from the sun and therefore we have sight, but neither are the sun.  In the intelligible realm we have truth from the good and therefore we have knowledge, but neither are the good (Stephanus 508e).  Glaucon however does not understand the simile. He interrupts Socrates and asks in what other ways are things like the sun (Stephanus 509c). Since the first image and simile Socrates uses does not seem to fully convey his concept, he introduces the double divided line (Stephanus 509d-511e).


The double divided line and the sun simile are both attempting to explain the same thing. The double divided line is divided into the visible and intelligible realm, like the sun simile. The largest subsection and highest class on the double divided line is noêsis or knowledge, which are the forms and the good. In the sun simile these are the sun that is the good and light, which represents truth. The second largest subsection of the intelligible part of double divided line is dianoia or thought, which are mathematics and other principles one knows on a logical plane. In the sun simile these are the objects illuminated by the sun and sight. In the visible section of the line is pistis or belief, which are sensible objects. In the sun simile this is in the visible realm, which is illuminated by the moon and not as clearly visible as the intelligible. Sight at night is the belief section of the double divided line. The objects illuminated by the moon would be sensible objects that give us belief and opinion in the visible world. Reflections in water and shadows correspond to the smallest subsection of the line, which is eikasia or imagination. 


After these two simile’s, Socrates moves on to the allegory of the cave to try and 

clarify the concepts which may have gotten oblique in the double divided line, and also to 

introduce the importance of education upon the soul (Stephanus 514a). Socrates explains how the three fit together in Stephanus 517b:

The whole image, Glaucon, must be fitted together with what se said before. The visible realm should be likened to the prison dwelling, and the light of the fire inside of it to the power of the sun. And if you interpret the upward journey  of the soul and the study of the things above as the upward journey of the soul to the intelligible realm, you’ll grasp what I hope to convey, since that is what you wanted to hear about. Whether it’s true or not, only God knows. But this is how I see it: In the knowable realm, the form of the good is the last thing to be seen, and it is reached only with difficulty. Once it is seen, however, one must conclude that it is the cause of all that is correct and beautiful in anything, that it produces both light and its source in the visible realm, and that in the intelligible realm it controls and provides truth and understanding, so that anyone who is to act sensible in private or public must see it.


In the allegory of the cave, the philosopher is always pressing upwards to get to the good, which provides truth and knowledge. This is perhaps the clearest image of what Socrates was trying to explain when he began the sun simile. The soul is always pursuing the good, just as the prisoners in the cave are struggling towards the good and the world above the cave, which is the intelligible realm in the double divided line.


The interesting addition in the allegory of the cave that is missing in the sun simile and the double divided line is the concept of education. Once the prisoners are drug up out of the cave to the intelligible world and the world of the forms, it is then their moral obligation to return to the cave and through education drag other prisoners into the intelligible world. Socrates explains that education is the craft that is concerned with turning the soul towards the study of good (Stephanus 518d). “It isn’t the craft of putting sight into the soul. Education takes for granted that sight is there but that it isn’t turned the right way or looking where it ought to look, and tries to redirect it appropriately.” (Stephanus 518d-e)


When compared with the passage in book VI above, which is the sun simile, Socrates seems to be saying that just as the eye has the capacity for sight, the soul already has the capacity for knowledge (which is sight in the simile). It seems to be more a matter of getting the eye/soul to look in the right direction. 

�� The sun simile


The eye=soul


The sun=good


light=truth


sight=knowledge/understanding


objects illuminated by the sun=forms


the moon=sun


sight at night=opinion


objects illuminated by the moon=sensible things 








� The good is first introduced in book II of the Republic. Glaucon divides good into three types: the good that we desire for it’s own sake i.e. joy (Stephanus 357b), the good that we desire for it’s own sake and for the consequences it brings about i.e. knowledge, health (Stephanus 357c), and the good we desire for the consequences produced but would never desire for sake alone i.e. surgery and medicine (Stephanus 357c-d). Socrates is to argue why he thinks the good belongs in the second group, the highest class where it should be desired not only for its own sake but also for the consequences.


� As Professor Leroy Searle explained in class on Thursday October 23, 2003, Plato is heavily reliant upon images. He cannot get away from them and uses them frequently to explain situations and support his arguments. 





