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DAVID SEDLEY

10 Philosophy, the Forms, and
the Art of Ruling

I. WHY PHILOSOPHERS ARE EQUIPPED TO RULE

In his blueprint for an ideal society, the Socrates of Plato’s Republic
emphasizes three especially daring political proposals: first, inclu-
sion of women in the guardian class, on fully equal terms with men;
second, abolition of the family for this same elite class; and third, that
philosophers should be kings. He speaks of these as three “waves”
(5.457b—d, 4724, 473c—d), with the final proposal, that of philosopher-
kings, heralded as the third and biggest wave within the “triple wave”
(trikumia, 5.472a).

Quite how destabilizing these proposals are meant to sound can
be appreciated only when we realize that Socrates is referring here
not just to stormy waves but to a veritable tsunami of change. Not
only have tsunamis been a familiar feature of Mediterranean his-
tory in both ancient and modern times, but eyewitness accounts of
tsunamis — including the massive one in the Indian Ocean on Decem-
ber 26, 2004 — again and again describe a sequence of three waves, an
indication that it is this specific phenomenon that Plato is calling
to mind.! When Socrates speaks of a third and final wave as liable
to “drown us in a deluge [katakluzein| of mockery and unbelievabil-
ity” (5.473c), his reference is, if I am not mistaken, to a philosophical
tsunami, a veritable cataclysm of incredulity that threatens to wash
away his entire political agenda.

1 Two passages from Athenian tragedy suggest to me an audience familiar with the
tsunami phenomenon: (1) a giant wave (“with trikumia”) preceded by an earthquake
(BEur. Hippolytus 1198-214) and (2) a triple wave preceded by the sucking down of
the sea (Aesch. Septem 758-61). Both these phenomena regularly precede a tsunami.
I develop the theme in Sedley 2005.
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We should bear in mind too that a tsunami could, like that at
Helike on the Gulf of Corinth in 373 B.c.,> be sufficiently powerful
to wipe out an existing city and require its wholesale re-creation.
In advocating the institution of philosopher-kings, Socrates shows
himself well aware (7.540d-541a) that he is doing nothing less revo-
lutionary than that.

Why then, despite the expected incredulity, should philosophers
rule? Why, in Plato’s Callipolis, does their privileged acquaintance
with the transcendent Forms uniquely equip philosophers for the
tasks of government? Socrates’ answer is conveyed by one formal
argument, followed up by a series of images. I start with a brief look
at the argument, a famous and controversial one located at the very
end of Book 5 (476d—480a).3

This argument is envisaged as addressed not to the Republic’s
philosophical interlocutors or readership but to an imaginary group
of unphilosophical although culturally informed citizens who might
well pride themselves on possessing knowledge, in an effort to per-
suade them that they have no such thing and should for this very
reason put their welfare in the hands of philosopher-kings, who do.
Characterized as “lovers of sights and sounds,” they are in effect
cultured individuals who seek to fill their lives with all manner of
beautiful things, yet lack any understanding of the unitary essence
of beauty, an essence that Platonically informed readers will equate
with the Form of beauty, or “the Beautiful itself.” Since members of
this nonphilosophical intelligentsia have no awareness of any such
transcendent entity, they are unlikely to accept initially that the
philosophers have a stronger claim to knowledge than they them-
selves have. Nevertheless, they might yet be convinced, by a highly
schematic mapping out of the relation of cognitive states to onto-
logical realms that Socrates proceeds to develop. Beauty here will
serve as no more than an example: the lessons about its understand-
ing, when they emerge, will be readily extended to such concepts* as

2 Strabo 8.7.1.55-2.4, 8.7.2.21—38; Pausanias 7.24.12.1-10.

3 There is a large literature on this passage. For a reading radically different from
the one adopted here, see Fine 1978, summarized and updated in Fine 1999a. Both
articles are reprinted in Fine 2003.

4 Tuse “concept,” here and elsewhere, to indicate the object or content of a conception.
By calling a Form a concept, I do not mean to imply that it is merely that, i.e., that
it has no being independently of being conceived.
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justice and goodness, which lie even closer to the core of the dia-
logue’s argument. For even goodness, the very highest item in the
Republic’s metaphysical scheme and said to be “beyond being”
(6.509b), is for the philosopher a bona fide object of knowledge and
definition (7.533b—c).

Knowledge, the nonphilosophers are first asked to agree, is of
what is. There has been much scholarly dispute about the precise
meaning of this last phrase, but for present purposes suffice it to say
that in classical Greek usage “what is” typically expands into “what
is something or other” (and not, for example, into “what exists”).
Hence knowledge is of what is simply because, for any given sub-
ject X and predicate F, you can know X to be F if and only if X is
F. The same will apply even if the “. . . is . . .” proposition is not
an ordinary predication but, for example, a statement of definitional
identity. Hence knowing the definition of some Form, for instance,
that (as argued in Book 4) justice is a certain interrelation of three
parts, would be an excellent illustration of how and why knowledge
is of “what is.” (That this unqualified mode of being entails the sub-
ject’s existence is not doubted by Plato, but that entailment is not
enough to make the “be” in question existential in sense.)

Second, the nonphilosophers are expected to agree that “knowl-
edge”, an infallible power, is a cognitive faculty different from mere
fallible “opinion” (doxa). Other cognitive faculties are distinguished
from each other by having distinct objects — vision being of color,
hearing of sound, and so on — and the same is taken to apply to
knowledge and opinion. Hence knowledge and opinion are agreed to
have different objects.

Although the inferential moves here (5.477¢c-478a) have rightly
been regarded with some suspicion, the argument voices a deep-
seated conviction of Plato’s. Since knowledge can by its very def-
inition never become false, its object must be such as to be inca-
pable of falsifying it, as it would threaten to do if it could undergo
change. Therefore the object of knowledge is something incapable
of change. Opinion, by contrast, being variably true and false, is
inherently subject to revision, a feature that implies that its objects
are, correspondingly, items that are liable to change.

What then are their respective objects? Since knowledge has
already been agreed to be of what is, and since opinion cannot be
plausibly correlated to what is not (which would correspond rather



Philosophy, Forms, and the Art of Ruling 259

to a cognitive faculty or quasi-faculty that systematically achieves
falsehood, “ignorance” as Socrates chooses to call it), the object of
opinion must lie between these two extremes. Opinion, thus, has as
its object whatever it is that “fluctuates between what completely
is not and what completely is” (5.479d).

So far this is no doubt too abstract and schematic to shed much
light on anything. But what the nonphilosophical aesthetes are
meant to be now better placed to understand is the following. The
kind of beauty that they pursue - that of beautiful songs, paintings,
statues, and so on — is of an irremediably fluctuating kind. The same
things that count as beautiful in one context, perspective, aspect, or
historical period® count as ugly in others. The aesthetes’ evaluations
are therefore subject to constant revision. Or, in the idiom of the cur-
rent argument, “the many beautiful things” that they prize in fact
fluctuate between being and not being beautiful. In other words,
what “fluctuates between what completely is not and what com-
pletely is,” the ontological class they have agreed to be the object of
mere unstable opinion rather than of knowledge, turns out to match
perfectly the very kind of object with whose pursuit they themselves
are most concerned. Any aspiration they may have had to knowledge
must be relinquished. Their chosen realm is one of shifting, perspec-
tival opinion.

If only they understood the Form of beauty as well, they would
appreciate that true cognition of it, in total contrast, is immune to
such revision. When you come to know the essence or definition of
beauty, you acquire understanding of an unchangeable truth that no
more invites later revision than (Plato might say) your understand-
ing of the properties of the number 2 could ever become out of date
or inapplicable. What beauty itself is, it simply and unequivocally
is. It is precisely by their detachment from the here and now, and
their intellectual gravitation to the realm occupied by the changeless
Forms, that philosophers gain cognitive access to Being, thus exer-
cising the only faculty that can correctly be called “knowledge.” The
nonphilosophers do not know what they are missing, since they have

5 At 5.479a-b the argument fails to specify these and other ways in which opposites are
liable to be compresent, but readers were no doubt expected to be familiar with them
from other dialogues, notably, from Symposium 211a. There again the example is
beauty, for whose cultural instability cf. 4.424b (quoting Homer, Odyssey 1.351-52)
with Adam 1963 [1902] ad loc., 452¢, Laws 660b.
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never themselves distinguished Forms from their sensible instances.
Nevertheless, the formal argument is meant to be sufficient to per-
suade them that they do not after all possess knowledge.

But why would this knowledge of unchanging Forms be the rele-
vant kind of understanding required for administration of an entity,
such as the city, that is inherently subject to change? The problem is
exacerbated if the argument is taken to imply that, since knowledge’s
objects are limited to things incapable of change, the city’s affairs are
not even in principle capable of being “known.” On such a reading,
you can “know” what justice is, but no one, not even a philoso-
pher, can comparably “know” that this or that policy is just, given
only that in some circumstances or from some point of view that
same policy is also unjust. This restriction of “know” may sound
like a merely linguistic reform on Plato’s part, but it is in reality
much more than that, for it underwrites Plato’s enterprise, central
to the Republic, of radically reconceiving who or what a real political
expert is.

Hence, although it is understandable that scholars have some-
times sought to rescue Plato from commitment to the implication
that particulars cannot be known,® it will prove not only safer but
also ultimately more enlightening to embrace that implication. For
in both reflecting and developing Plato’s two-world metaphysics,
such a thesis throws light on a tension in Plato’s thought that
will take center stage in the second half of the present chapter:
on the one hand, knowledge is essentially unworldly, and is best
exercised and enjoyed by philosophers operating altogether outside
civic structures; on the other hand, the proper running of the civic
structures themselves vitally depends on those who possess the

6 This alternative has been best defended by Fine (references in note 3). She opposes
the “two worlds” interpretation that I am assuming and according to which knowl-
edge and opinion are distinguished primarily by their objects, and instead holds
that they are distinguished by their contents: knowledge’s contents are always true,
opinion’s can be true or false. It seems to me that the objects analysis is strongly
supported by the ensuing cave simile, where cognitive states are in effect defined by
their objects. Fine and others have pointed out that at 520c the philosophers return-
ing to the cave are told “you will know what the individual images are and what
they are of,” but this is weak evidence because Socrates is here engaged in using
the idiom of the cave simile (cf. an immediately preceding reference to “darkness”),
and not his preferred epistemological vocabulary. In a more technical passage such
as 484c—d, one that capitalizes directly on the Book § argument, he seems careful
to limit the good politician’s “knowledge” to that of Forms.
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knowledge being willing to apply it to the city’s administration.
For despite the fact, noted above, that in Plato’s eyes you cannot,
even in principle, “know” that a given policy is just, your ability to
arrive at the (temporarily) correct “opinion” that in current circum-
stances such a policy is the most just will depend on prior knowledge,
namely, your knowledge of what justice itself is.

Exactly how philosophical knowledge is meant to inform politi-
cal activity is illuminated only when we move on to the celebrated
similes in Books 6 and 7, of which I focus on two in particular.

Take first the simile of the Ship of State (6.487e-489c). The
philosopher in existing society — exemplified here by a thoroughly
Athenian-sounding democracy — is compared to an expert navigator
trying in vain to make his voice heard on a ship where the crew
(representing demagogues) have taken control, after drugging the
rather deaf and short-sighted captain (the “people” or demos). These
sailors flatly deny that navigation is an expertise, and they deride
the expert when he insists that knowledge of winds and stars is
required if one is to sail a ship correctly. They dismiss him as a
mere “sky-watcher and chatterbox” (488e-4894a, 489c). This derisive
description echoes a phraseology that Plato’s Socrates elsewhere uses
with implicit approval (Crat. 401b7—9, Phdr. 270a1; cf. also its use
at Pol. 299b), thus appropriating and turning to his own advantage
the charges that were to be brought against him at his trial (cf. Apol.
18b). We are thereby invited to recognize in the expert navigator a
thoroughly Socrates-like figure.

This expert’s understanding of the stars, contrasted with the
sailors’ scornful ignorance of them, represents a gulf in communica-
tion between philosophers and the rest of society that Plato in the
Republic seeks to display at its starkest, as a first step toward its
eventual bridging. There can be no possible doubt that the stars in
the Ship of State simile symbolize the Forms. And just as the stars
with their unfailing regularities are, unbeknown to the crew, vital to
the navigation of the ship, so too in Plato’s eyes it is only by reference
to absolute and unvarying values, equated as usual with Forms, that
an intrinsically unstable entity like the city can be well regulated.”

The same point is further elucidated by the cave simile that opens
Book 7. Its main epistemological lesson lies in the following contrast.

7 Cf. 7.521a on the need for “a single aim” in those who govern a city.



262 DAVID SEDLEY

On the one hand, there are the bound prisoners in the cave, whose
exclusive reliance on shadows cast by statues and other manufac-
tured objects that are themselves artificial images of beings in the
outside world represents the level of understanding found in ordi-
nary citizens not only of a nonideal city like Athens, but also of
the hypothesized Callipolis. On the other hand, there is the philoso-
pher who, following his release, has absorbed the reality of the out-
side world before returning to the cave. Although (a point I shall
develop shortly) this returning philosopher is initially portrayed as a
Socratic figure, uniquely achieving enlightenment in a nonideal city
and rewarded for his pains by the uncomprehending hostility of his
fellow citizens, he becomes in due course emblematic of the class of
philosophers whose education the ideal city promotes, orchestrates,
and values.

First, why are the chained prisoners described by Socrates as “like
us” (s15a)? Their epistemological state unmistakably matches the
one Socrates has earlier called “conjecture,” “fancy,” or “imagina-
tion” (eikasia, 509d-511€), which amounts to basing one’s experi-
ence on mere images of sensible particulars that are themselves mere
images of Forms. Why are “we” like that? Don’t we have innumer-
able daily experiences of sensible objects themselves, unmediated
by their images? The answer to this old puzzle® lies, I believe, in
the first sentence of Book 7: the cave is to be an allegory, not of
our general cognitive state but of our educational state (“our nature
as regards education and lack of education,” s14a). It is education-
ally, then, that we all are, or at any rate start out, like the prisoners.
Our woeful distance from fundamental truths could be illustrated
in terms of mathematical education, as the mathematical focus of
the ensuing educational program encourages us to do — see especially
7.532b-d, which insists that the entire process from the prisoner’s
first release to his looking up to the objects casting shadows out-
side the cave describes mathematical education. Nothing in the text
suggests that such a reading exhausts the simile’s meaning, and the
references to education in general as its scope (7.5 14a) and to shadows
of statues of justice (7.517d) are among many pointers that suggest

8 An outstanding recent study of the cave, Wilberding 2004, uses the need to solve
this puzzle as a starting point for a radically new interpretation of the entire image.
I cannot here address his interpretation, but I believe that the very simple solution
I offer to the puzzle makes the reinterpretation at any rate unnecessary.
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the contrary. Nevertheless, mathematical education is undoubtedly
one of the image’s applications.” Our distance from fundamental
truths could also be illustrated in terms of society’s dependence
on poets like Homer as the source of all wisdom, as Socrates will
show in Book 10 when he ranks poetry at two removes from real-
ity, closely mimicking the cave’s ontological and epistemological
hierarchy.

But for our present inquiry it is more appropriate to concentrate on
another educational topic suggested by the Republic itself, namely,
education about justice.

That the cave is to be interpreted as illustrating, among other
things, the abysmal incomprehension of justice among nonphiloso-
phers becomes clear when the returning philosopher, dazzled by
the outside light, can no longer see properly, and anyway no longer
takes seriously the guessing games that the prisoners play about the
sequence in which the shadows will appear. As a result he looks
ridiculous and incompetent to the prisoners, who warn against any-
one else following the example he has set and who would kill him
if only they could get their hands on him (7.516e-517a). That is,
a philosopher in an ordinary city will inevitably look dangerously
unworldly, because his mind is on higher things. And where does he
manifest this apparent unworldliness? Socrates describes him as cut-
ting a poor figure “when forced, in the law courts and elsewhere, to
contend about the shadows of what is just or about the statues whose
shadows they are, and to enter debates about this [i.e., about what is
just] using the assumptions about these things made by people who
have never seen Justice itself” (7.517d-e). It is clear that a demo-
cratic city like Athens is envisaged, in which both in the law courts
“and elsewhere” —-meaning such political contexts as the assembly
and council - the citizens engage in debates about what decisions
will be just. The special focus on the law courts is explained by
the oblique authorial allusion to Socrates’ own future trial and con-
demnation. For Socrates was not known as a regular participant in

9 Briefly, I take it that the prisoner’s turning round to look at the statues and other
manufactured images would represent the sensory pursuit of mathematics, as illus-
trated in the Meno; that the shadows and reflections outside the cave represent
mathematical intermediates, that is, perfect intelligible images of mathematical
Forms; and, of course, that the objects casting those reflections symbolize the math-
ematical Forms themselves.
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discussions at the assembly or council. It is natural that Plato should
want to put the focus instead on the Athenian law courts, where
Socrates, for all his intellectual brilliance, was unable to secure him-
self an acquittal and where his fellow citizens, or in the language
of the allegory his fellow prisoners, did indeed manage to get their
hands on him and kill him. The parable thus represents, among other
things, the Athenian democracy’s treatment of the paradigmatic
philosopher.

But I have jumped ahead to the story of the returning philosopher.
Let me go back and ask about his original release from the cave.
In the courts and assembly, we have seen, they argue about “the
shadows of what is just or about the statues whose shadows they
are.” If the shadows constitute the whole of their experience, how
can the prisoners argue about the objects casting them as well? To see
why it is put this way, we must ask what the statues and shadows
represent in the case of justice. The relevant statues in this part
of the allegory are those depicting whatever item outside the cave
symbolizes the Form of justice. In which case what these man-made
statues stand for more specifically are human acts or decisions that
mimic the true nature of justice with sufficient success to merit
the predicate “just,” albeit still incompletely, as Plato’s metaphysics
requires. The regular guessing games about which shadow will come
along next might symbolize, for example, a debate in the assembly as
to whether a proposed decree is just. Behind the prisoners are one or
more statues representing the genuinely just decision to take in this
situation; but all that the prisoners see are the shadows, or inadequate
pretenses, of it that are danced in front of them by unscrupulous
orators.!® Normally, then, in both the assembly and the courts, the

10 In saying this, I do not mean to identify these orators, demagogues, sophists, and
other manipulators with any individuals portrayed in the cave simile. They cannot
easily be equated with either (1) bound prisoners (if they were, how could they con-
trol the shadows?) or (2) the mysterious people carrying the manufactured images
(or they would turn out to be, contrary to Plato’s conviction, the most enlightened
people in the city, uniquely able to tell real instances of justice from their fraud-
ulent imitations). If (2) have any secure identity, they might be gods or daimons,
conveying to us dependable guidance that we choose to ignore, or more plausibly
the established laws of the city, which from Crito to Laws Plato tended to credit
with an at least semi-authoritative status (an authority linked at Laws 713¢c-714a
to that of daimons). As for orators and their ilk, it is safer to conclude that the
imagery does not specifically cater to them.
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arguments must be limited to being about the shadows. If the debate
might sometimes extend to talk about the statues too, as Socrates
indicates, the natural explanation is that this represents an attempt
by an enlightened speaker, like the returning philosopher, to raise
the level of discussion above the rhetorical fictions that are jostling
for attention. If so, this talk will, sadly, fall on uncomprehending
ears.

How the future philosopher is first released is left mysterious in
the cave simile. This silence is understandable, because the answer
would be very different in an ideal and a nonideal city, both of which
are represented by the simile at different points. In an ideal city, the
education system itself will bring about the release of the suitably
gifted. In a nonideal city, there is nothing about the civic conditions
as such that can account for the emergence of a philosopher (7.519a-
b), so Plato is wise not to supply any symbolism for it. But we may
guess that this incipient philosopher is already, while still tied up,
refusing to play the games about justice that the assembly and law
courts encourage, and instead insists on working out for himself what
is just in each situation. By doing so, that is, by looking for the gen-
uinely just act or decision behind the oratorical fagade, he is already
inserting into the talk about shadows some hypothetical reference
to the objects that may be casting them. What, then, would be more
natural than that, if he finds a way, he should force himself to turn
round and look at those objects? Insofar as Socrates’ own life is the
model for the prisoner’s escape, we may think once more of his char-
acteristic insistence, when confronted with unlawful pressures, on
making his own independent assessment of what action was just.!!

At this stage of his release, although now free, our emerging
philosopher is still inside the cave, that is, operating within the con-
fines of the sensible world, dealing only with the merits of particular
cases of justice and injustice.'? But it is almost inevitable that he

11 Notably, Ap. 32a—e.

12 Although, within the ideal city, this phase bears some resemblance to the fif-
teen years of practical administrative experience scheduled for the trainee rulers
(7.539e-540a), it differs in coming before, rather than after, their fifteen years of
higher education. It therefore corresponds rather to their initial education, up to
the age of twenty, as described in Books 2 and 3, an education designed to max-
imize their exposure through reformed cultural media to genuinely good models
and other influences.






