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Seeing Through Images: The 
Bottom of Plato’s Divided Line

Y a n c y  H u g h e s  D o m i n i c k

plato’s socrates, in the Republic, mentions four conditions in the soul (paqhv-
mata ejn th/' yuch/') on the divided line, one of which involves images (eijkovne"). He 
names this state ‘eijkasiva’. (To avoid unnecessary controversy, I will not translate 
the word.) I wish to defend a view of eijkasiva that has been championed, though 
never with great effect, at various times, most notably in the early twentieth century 
by J. L. Stocks1 and A. S. Ferguson,2 and later by Jacob Klein.3 Although the view 
itself is not novel, I hope to present an updated and compelling defense of the 
account. On this reading, eijkasiva is the state in which one can view an image as 
an image—typically, it involves the attempt to learn about some object through 
consideration of an image of that object. This state, notably, does not usually 
involve any confusion of image and original. 

Against this reading, another reading, which I will call the “standard reading,” 
has emerged, and has been consistently defended—James Adam defends it in his 
1902 commentary,4 and James Wilberding5 has recently joined his voice to this 
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1�J. L. Stocks, “The Divided Line of Plato Rep. VI,” Classical Quarterly 5 (1911): 73–88.
2�A. S. Ferguson, “Plato’s Simile of Light. Part I,” Classical Quarterly 15 (1921): 131–52, “Plato’s 

Simile of Light. Part II,” Classical Quarterly 16 (1922): 15–28, “Plato’s Simile of Light Again,” Classical 
Quarterly 28 (1934): 190–210.

3�Jacob Klein, A Commentary on Plato’s Meno (1965) (Chicago-London: University of Chicago 
Press, 1989), 112–15. Klein’s discussion also provided inspiration for the title of my essay. He writes 
that, when experiencing eijkasiva, “we see ‘through’ an image, as it were, its trustworthy original” (115). 
Other proponents of this view include Richard Robinson, Plato’s Earlier Dialectic (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1941), 192–208, especially at 202–05; Neil Cooper, “The Importance of DIANOIA 
in Plato’s Theory of Forms,” Classical Quarterly (New Series) 16 (1966): 65–69; and David Roochnik, 
“Images as Images: Commentary on Smith,” Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 
13 (1999): 205–09.

4�James Adam, The Republic of Plato, Edited with Critical Notes, Commentary, and Appendices, vol. 2, 
2nd ed., with an introduction by D. A. Rees (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 72 and 
158–59.

5�James Wilberding, “Prisoners and Puppeteers in the Cave,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 27 
(2004): 117–39. To name all who support some version of this “standard” reading would be difficult, 
but the list should include at least Francis MacDonald Cornford (The Republic of Plato, Translated with 
Introduction and Notes [London-Oxford-New York: Oxford University Press, 1980], 222); R. C. Cross
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tradition, calling eijkasiva the “inability to distinguish between appearance and 
original.”6 This standard reading offers an enticingly orderly correspondence 
between the levels on the divided line and the stages depicted in the cave alle-
gory. The prisoners at the “bottom” of the cave confuse images for reality; and 
likewise, on this reading, those at the bottom of the divided line mistake images 
for originals.

This standard reading, however, is unsatisfactory. The initial description of 
eijkasiva makes the suggestion that Socrates believes that anyone consistently mis-
takes images for originals strikingly implausible. Furthermore, other portions of 
the Republic, especially the parallel later described between eijkasiva and diavnoia, 
the third highest state on the line, support the claim that eijkasiva can—at least 
sometimes—involve the successful study of an object through its image. After out-
lining my view of eijkasiva and explaining these arguments against the “standard” 
view, I will return to the cave, and attempt a pairing of the line and the cave that 
accords with my account of eijkasiva. 

The literature on the central books of the Republic is teeming, and I am here 
offering only a small reading of a small passage. Within that passage, in fact, I will 
ignore a number of fascinating controversies. I will avoid discussion of whether 
the error that supposedly characterizes eijkasiva is the failure to distinguish be-

and A. D. Woozley (Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary [London-New York: Macmillan, St. 
Martin’s Press, 1964], 208–28); Gail Fine (“Knowledge and Belief in Republic V–VII,” in Epistemology, ed. 
Stephen Everson [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990], 85–115, at 100–02); D. W. Hamlyn 
(“Eikasia in Plato’s Republic,” The Philosophical Quarterly 8 [1958]: 14–23); William Francis Ross Hardie 
(A Study in Plato [Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1993], 59–62); Vassilis Karasmanis (“Plato’s Republic: the 
Line and the Cave,” Apeiron 21 [1988]: 147–71); Miguel A. Lizano-Ordovás (“‘Eikasia’ Und ‘Pistis’ 
in Platons Höhlengleichnis,” Zeitschrift Für Philosophische Forschung 49 [1995]: 378–97); H. J. Paton 
(“Plato’s Theory of EIKASIA,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society [New Series] 22 [1922]: 69–104, 
especially at 76); Sir David Ross (Plato’s Theory of Ideas [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951], 78); 
Nicholas D. Smith (“Plato’s Divided Line,” Ancient Philosophy 16 [1996]: 25–46, at 28, and “How the 
Prisoners in Plato’s Cave are ‘Like Us’,” Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 13 
[1999]: 187–204, at 202); and Corinne Praus Sze (“EIKASIA and PISTIS in Plato’s Cave Allegory,” The 
Classical Quarterly [New Series] 27 [1977]: 127–138). A hard case for my classification is Julia Annas 
(An Introduction to Plato’s Republic [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981]): she entertains a position 
quite close to the standard view, for example at 255, where she asserts that the prisoners “must be” at 
the level of eijkasiva if the line and cave correspond, and at 256, where she writes that the prisoners’ 
state “looks like” that of one experiencing eijkasiva. However, she does not appear to treat the mistaking 
of images for originals as essential to eijkasiva, and she goes on to call the correspondence of the line 
and the cave into question, for reasons related to my reasons for preferring the “non-standard” view 
of the correspondence (see 247–256). For further discussions of the divided line, see Yvon Lafrance, 
Pour Interpréter Platon. La Ligne En République VI, 509d–511e, Bilan Analytique Des Études, 1804–1984, 
Collection d’Études Anciennes, Collection Noésis (Montréal: Éditions Bellarmin, 1986).

6�Wilberding, “Prisoners and Puppeteers in the Cave,” 129. Note that Wilberding’s use of the term 
‘inability’ suggests that eijkasiva could be seen as a faculty rather than a state (or, more specifically, the 
absence of a certain faculty; in a perhaps overly literal sense, a “difficulty”). As Nicholas Smith has 
pointed out to me, however, Socrates explicitly refers to things like knowledge and opinion as faculties 
(dunavmei”) in Book V, and calls the items on the line conditions (paqhvmata) in the soul, rather than 
faculties. Despite disagreements in the secondary literature, I shall try to remain consistent in treating 
eijkasiva as a pavqhma, that is, as something that one experiences rather than exercises. With respect to 
the questions of whether these conditions are propositional and whether they are intentional, I remain 
neutral, as my account should accord with various answers. For further discussion of the character of 
the powers and conditions found in the Republic, see Nicholas Smith, “Plato on Knowledge as a Power,” 
Journal of the History of Philosophy 38 (2000): 145–68; and Jan Szaif, “Doxa and Epistêmê as Modes of 
Acquaintance in Republic V,” Les Etudes Platoniciennes, vol. 4 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2007), 253–72. 
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tween images and originals or the total ignorance of that distinction. I will also 
offer no extended discussion of the objects that correspond to the mental states 
described on the upper portion of the line. It is true that my view does illuminate 
the consideration of those objects: in particular, my account appears to lend sup-
port to the claim that the objects that correspond to diavnoia are in fact the same 
kind of objects that correspond to pivsti", though seen more clearly.7 I shall offer 
a brief account of that support toward the end of my discussion. My modest goal, 
however, is to show that whatever object eijkasiva has, the experience of this state 
does not entail the confusion of image and original. It is sometimes possible to 
see originals through images, and this vision should be called eijkasiva.

1 .  r e l a t i v e  c l a r i t y :  a n  a c c o u n t  o f  e ij k a s i v a

Socrates begins his description of the line with a brief account of images, the 
objects on the lowest level of the line:

It is like a line divided into two unequal sections. Then divide each section—namely, 
that of the visible and that of the intelligible—in the same ratio as that of the line. 
In terms now of relative clarity and opacity, one subsection of the visible consists of 
images. And by images I mean, first, shadows, then reflections in water and in all 
close-packed, smooth, and shiny materials, and everything of that sort. . . . (509d6–
510a3)8

Socrates then names the condition of the soul that corresponds to images ‘eijka-
siva’ (511e1–2).9 I often perceive reflections and shadows, and when I do so, I am 
experiencing eijkasiva. When I experience this state, I usually recognize that what I 
see is an image of some other object—I examine or consider the shadow in order 
to discover something about the object casting the shadow. 

Richard Foley, in a recent discussion of the divided line, provides a concise 
statement of some key features of images, the objects that correspond to eijkasiva: 
“There are two criteria that place an object into this category: (1) it is an image, 
(2) the object of which it is an image is physical.”10 The very notion of an image 
involves reference to some other object, the original or model. An image, when 
recognized as an image, at once calls the original to mind while appearing distinct 
from that original—an image, as Theaetetus says in Plato’s Sophist, is “something 
that is made similar to a true thing and is another thing that is like it” (240a7–8). 
If eijkasiva is the state that involves images, the experience of that state should in-

7�For a recent, and quite convincing defense of this claim, see Smith, “Plato’s Divided Line.”
8�I shall make use of the Greek text in S. R. Slings, ed., Platonis Respublica (Oxford: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 2003), and the translation in G. M. A. Grube, trans., revised by C. D. C. Reeve, Republic, 
in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis-Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1997), 971–1223, noting any changes.

9�My intention is to remain agnostic with respect to the question of how the objects and the 
conditions are related. Whether the relation is causal or intentional, eijkasiva is the condition in my 
soul when I confront images. For recent accounts of some questions regarding the epistemology of 
the Republic, see Smith, “Plato on Knowledge as a Power,” and Szaif, “Doxa and Epistêmê as Modes of 
Acquaintance in Republic V.”

10�“Plato’s Undividable Line: Contradiction and Method in Republic VI” [“Plato’s Undividable 
Line”], Journal of the History of Philosophy 46 (2008): 1–24, at 20. It is worth noting that Foley does not 
offer any direct discussion of the nature of eijkasiva, though some comments he makes suggest that he 
is sympathetic to the standard reading.
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volve not only dealing with images, but also the possibility of recognizing them as 
such. Indeed, when Foley goes on to argue that the account of the line itself can 
be seen as an image, his argument depends on showing that a reader can view the 
account in Book VI as an image of a physical line: “As a linguistic description of 
a divided line, the passage is a poor copy of a physical line.”11 If Foley is right to 
claim that examining the line takes one through the various states described (and 
I find his argument quite persuasive), then it seems right to claim that eijkasiva 
involves recognizing images as images. After all, as Foley notes, the account of 
the line quite clearly contains instructions for drawing the line—in other words, 
attending to the description of the line (the image) ought to involve recognition 
that the description is an image of something else, the physical line. Of course, 
the line also functions as an object related to other states. In particular, it is an 
excellent example of an object associated with diavnoia, inasmuch as it aids in 
understanding relations among intelligible objects.12 Although the line is not 
exclusively an object associated with eijkasiva, it can serve as such an object. When 
the account of the line is viewed as an object corresponding to eijkasiva, that view 
ought to involve the recognition that it is an account of the physical line—the 
recognition, that is, that the line is an image. To view an image as an image, then, 
is possible at the level of eijkasiva.

Notice that no confusion of image and original need occur. I do not want to 
eat a photograph of an ice-cream cone. If I do mistake an image for its original, 
that error does not result from the fact that I am experiencing eijkasiva. The phi-
losopher-kings of Book VIII miscalculate the periods of fertility not because their 
knowledge fails them, but because they must mix “rational calculation” (logismov”) 
with sense-perception (546b). The philosopher who calculates correctly is in the 
same condition in her soul as the one who miscalculates; the error comes from 
sense-perception. Similarly, I suggest that the error that sometimes accompanies 
eijkasiva need not be a result of that state, any more than the philosophers’ eventual 
error results from their knowledge.13

At the same time, however, eijkasiva involves less clarity than pivsti", the state 
which corresponds to the originals of these sensible images. When I examine a 
reflection of an object, the conclusions that I draw will be less secure than those I 
might arrive at by studying the object itself. Indeed, I may make serious mistakes 
if I only look at images and do not consider originals—someone no more than six 
feet tall might cast a twenty-foot shadow; and Mao Tse-Tung appears both kind and 
wise in many portraits. The fact, then, that eijkasiva does not necessarily involve the 
error of mistaking an image for its original entails neither that eijkasiva is error-free, 
nor that it is superior to pivsti". Nevertheless, I can experience a state that enables 
me to view one thing as an image of another. This state does not necessarily result 
in accurate information, but, as I hope to show, eijkasiva need not involve the error 
of mistaking images for originals.

11�Foley, “Plato’s Undividable Line,” 20.
12�As Foley discusses; ibid., 22–23.
13�For more on the philosophers’ error see Smith, “Plato on Knowledge as a Power,” 160 and 

n29.
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2 .  f i t t i n g  t h e  l i n e  t o  t h e  c a v e :  
t h e  s t a n d a r d  v i e w

The standard reading insists that eijkasiva must necessarily involve precisely the error 
of mistaking images for originals.14 The most forceful argument for the standard 
reading appeals to the cave allegory:15 since the cave allegory must be fitted to the 
line image (517a–b), the prisoners represent eijkasiva. Further, since the prisoners 
mistake images for reality, such error is characteristic of eijkasiva.

Socrates famously describes the prisoners who (A) see only shadows: when one 
of them is freed (B), he is shown the artifacts whose shadows he had watched. 
Eventually (C), the freed prisoner sees reflections of objects above ground, then 
(D) the objects themselves, including the sun (514a–517b). This progression 
appears to match the progression from (A’) eijkasiva to (B’) pivsti", and then from 
there through (C’) diavnoia to (D’) novhsi”. Indeed, Socrates says that the cave image 
“must be fitted together” (prosaptevon) (517b1) with the earlier discussion. “The 
visible realm should be likened to the prison dwelling, [and] the upward journey 
[to the] upward journey of the soul to the intelligible realm” (517b1–5). There 
seems to be a convenient one-to-one matching between the line and the stages 
the prisoner experiences. 

On this reading, just as the prisoner benefits by leaving the shadows behind, 
one would benefit in leaving behind the condition in the soul called eijkasiva, since 
it seems to be involved exclusively with illusion. I hope to show, however, that this 
reading makes the very mistake it fears: the standard interpretation forgets that 
the cave is an image (eijkwvn; 517a8), and confuses the image with the original. 
Before suggesting an alternate matching of line to cave, I will discuss some serious 
difficulties for the claim that error is essential to eijkasiva.

3 .  n o t  s c a r e d  b y  s h a d o w s

The word itself and the examples of the experience of this condition suggest a 
more positive view of eijkasiva. As has often been noted, the word seems related to 
a verb meaning “liken,” “compare,” or “conjecture” (‘eijkavzein’), and also to one 
word for images (‘eijkovne"’).16 These relations might, then, imply that the word 
connotes conjecture about objects by means of images. Such etymological appeals, 
however, appear on both sides of this disagreement, and so do not seem particu-
larly significant. Wilberding, for example, argues that since eijkasiva corresponds 
to the lowest stage in the cave story, the sense must be of the sort of conjecture 
about images that ignores originals altogether.17 

14�On some accounts, the error is being ignorant of the distinction of image and original. That 
error, though, seems to invite the error of mistaking one for the other, insofar as someone unaware 
that some things are images should be inclined to view images as objects in their own right, and so I 
will focus on the latter reading.

15�This argument has been made many times. For a clear, recent version, see Karasmanis, “Plato’s 
Republic: the Line and the Cave,” 149–51 and 159–62.

16�See, for example, John Burnet, Greek Philosophy: Thales to Plato (London-New York: MacMillan, 
St. Martin’s Press, 1960), 159n; Stocks, “The Divided Line of Plato Rep. VI,” 77; and Wilberding, 
“Prisoners and Puppeteers in the Cave,” 130.

17�Wilberding, “Prisoners and Puppeteers in the Cave,” 130. It may be worth noting that Xenophon 
does use eijkasiva in a way that must mean “imitation” or “representation” (Memorabilia, 3.10.1). This
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Socrates’ examples of the objects related to eijkasiva, though, speak against the 
standard reading: “shadows [and] reflections in water and in all close-packed, 
smooth, and shiny materials” (510a1–2). It is widely acknowledged that it is absurd 
to think that (outside of the cave story) anyone usually makes conjectures about 
shadows and reflections while ignoring the originals. An excellent statement of 
this fact comes from Nickolas Pappas (a supporter of a version of the standard 
view): “I use a mirror to shave my flesh-and-blood face, not the reflected one.”18 
It seems absurd to claim both that eijkasiva is a state related to actual shadows and 
that eijkasiva necessarily involves the confusion of images and originals. I do not 
typically mistake shadows for three-dimensional objects, and it certainly does not 
seem necessary that I make that mistake every time I consider a shadow. To avoid 
this apparent absurdity, one must deny either that eijkasiva deals with actual shad-
ows or that eijkasiva must involve mistaking images for originals. In other words, 
either eijkasiva does not always involve confusing images and originals or words 
like ‘shadows’ must be read metaphorically. The second option is necessary for 
the standard view; suggestions for the meaning of ‘shadows’ have included sense 
data,19 the images of poets,20 the whims of “the many,”21 the teachings of sophists,22 
and “vulgar conceptions of justice.”23 

That last suggestion might gain support from Socrates’ mention, after the cave 
allegory, of people contending “about the shadows of justice or the statues of 
which they are the shadows” (517d8–9). As with other arguments, however, this 
reading of eijkasiva seems supported primarily by the supposed parallel with the 
cave. The argument seems to assume that the two images match perfectly, and 
then reasons that since a) the prisoners experience eijkasiva and b) they contend 
about shadows of justice, eijkasiva is contention about shadows of justice. Nicholas 
Smith diagnoses other readers’ trouble as the failure “to see that the shadows the 
prisoners contest about are explicitly identified as ‘the shadows of justice’.”24 What 
Smith has failed to see, however, is that Socrates is not here describing the prison-
ers’ contests, but rather the “evils of human life” (ta; ajnqrwvpeia . . . kaka;) (517d5). 

usage seems to favor the reading I prefer, though this mention is by no means sufficient to discredit 
the standard view. Wilberding, in fact, acknowledges the Xenophon passage, but dismisses it, since it 
cannot accord with the correlation of eijkasiva and the prisoners in the cave (Wilberding, “Prisoners 
and Puppeteers in the Cave,” 130 and n36).

18�Nickolas Pappas, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Plato and the Republic (New York: Routledge, 
2003; 2nd ed., 2005), 147. For acknowledgement of this issue, see, for example, Annas, An Introduction 
to Plato’s Republic, 250–55; Cross and Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary, 227–28; 
Ferguson, “Plato’s Simile of Light. Part I,” 144; Hamlyn, “Eikasia in Plato’s Republic,” 18; Klein, A Com-
mentary on Plato’s Meno, 114; James Anastasios Notopoulos, “The Meaning of Eijkasiva in the Divided 
Line of Plato’s Republic,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 44 (1933): 193–203; Robinson, Plato’s 
Earlier Dialectic, 203–04; and Stocks, “The Divided Line of Plato Rep. VI,” 78.

19�Hamlyn, “Eikasia in Plato’s Republic,” and possibly Cornford, The Republic of Plato, and Henry 
Jackson, “On Plato’s Republic VI 509d Sqq.,” The Journal of Philology 10 (1882): 132–50.

20�Sze, “EIKASIA and PISTIS in Plato’s Cave Allegory,” and R. G. Tanner, “DIANOIA and Plato’s 
Cave,” The Classical Quarterly (New Series) 20 (1970): 81–91.

21�Wilberding, “Prisoners and Puppeteers in the Cave.”
22�Adam, The Republic of Plato, 157–58; also Hamlyn, “Eikasia in Plato’s Republic.”
23�Smith, “How the Prisoners in Plato’s Cave are ‘Like Us’”; Cornford, The Republic of Plato, offers 

a related account at 222.
24�Smith, “How the Prisoners in Plato’s Cave are ‘Like Us’,” 202.
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The prisoners are like us (515a5), but they are not us; they compete in identify-
ing shadows not of justice, but of “people and other animals” (514c1–515a1). 
As the objects considered by the prisoners differ from the objects considered by 
us, these passages on their own do not support the claim that we are in the same 
condition as the prisoners. 

Giving up the claim that the prisoners themselves dispute about shadows of 
justice, one might still claim that, since they experience eijkasiva, and since they 
mistake images for originals, when we experience eijkasiva we mistake shadows of 
justice with justice itself. I agree that many of us regularly mistake shadows of justice 
for the thing itself, but this error is not a result of our experiencing eijkasiva. The 
argument for that latter claim seems to rest only on the assertion that the prison-
ers represent eijkasiva; and that is exactly the assertion that I wish to persuade you 
to reject. But more on the cave shortly.

Although these suggestions for seeing eijkasiva as some metaphorical mistaking 
of shadows for originals are fascinating and often illuminating, it seems more rea-
sonable simply to take Socrates at his word here and see eijkasiva as including the 
viewing of things like shadows and reflections. After all, the presence of metaphors 
is rarely disguised in the Republic, and it would be surprising for Socrates to mask 
anything in metaphor during the relatively technical discussion of the divided line. 
The discussion of painting and poetry in Book X does suggest a further extension 
of eijkasiva: it is indeed the viewing of not only shadows and reflections, but also of 
other things like shadows and reflections. As Socrates explains, the painter belongs 
to the same “class of makers” (dhmiourgw'n) as the person who makes all things with 
a mirror (596e5–6): both makers produce appearances (fainovmena). Although 
objects such as paintings seem to be manufactured things, and so could be the 
objects of pivsti", the fact that I can look at a painting in two ways helps show that 
paintings can be the objects of eijkasiva. On the one hand, I can view the painting 
as an object in its own right, as canvas, oil, and pigment; I can, however, also view 
it as a painting of some object—I can inspect a painting of a bed in order to gain 
some grasp of beds (rather than canvas or pigment). Indeed, Socrates speaks of 
artists reproducing manufactured things (596d–e). When I see the painting as an 
object in its own right, the painting is the object of pivsti". In the other case the 
painting—the same object, note—is seen as an image: it is an object associated with 
eijkasiva.25 Thus, this state, eijkasiva, usually involves sensible images of things, and 
usually involves treating those images as images. Fighting over shadows of justice, 
therefore, need not take place at the level of eijkasiva, since the error involved in 
that fight is not typical of eijkasiva.

If fighting over things like the shadows of justice does not involve eijkasiva, how-
ever, then what state is involved in that fight? The state involved ought to be pivsti". 
I trust or believe in my ordinary views of justice in the same way that I believe in 
three-dimensional objects. I do not view either as anything like an image or reflec-
tion of a form, but instead as objects in their own right. Many commentators—even 

25�And if I try to curl up and go to sleep on a painting of a bed, that is not a result of my experienc-
ing eijkasiva, but rather of some failure of judgment. Compare the account of the philosophers’ error 
in Republic VIII: their error does not result from their knowledge, but from their need to combine 
reasoning and sense perception. See Smith, “Plato on Knowledge as a Power,” 160 and n29.
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proponents of the standard view of eijkasiva, in fact—agree that pivsti" is typical of 
people not educated in philosophy.26 A significant difficulty arises, however, for 
the claim that ordinary beliefs about justice are at the level of pivsti": this view 
might appear to treat pivsti" as inferior to eijkasiva, even though Socrates clearly 
places pivsti" above eijkasiva in terms of clarity (509d, 510e).

My understanding of eijkasiva does not, however, privilege eijkasiva over pivsti".27 
Conjectures related to ordinary beliefs about justice are less clear than those beliefs 
themselves, just as conjectures related to shadows and reflections yield insights 
about three-dimensional objects that are less clear than beliefs directly associated 
with those objects. Further, the fundamental error involved in pivsti", the error of 
mistaking worldly objects and ordinary beliefs for things themselves, is also present 
in eijkasiva. I am arguing not that eijkasiva is free of all error; I am arguing only that 
eijkasiva does not always involve the error of mistaking images for originals.

Note also that the fight is over “the shadows of justice or the statues of which they 
are shadows” (tou' dikaivou skiw'n h] ajgalmavtwn w|n aiJ skiaiv) (517d8–9). The fighting 
might be over statues or shadows: the mental state here must be one that could 
deal with both of these types of (metaphorically) visible things—both sensible im-
ages and sensible originals—and that could not deal with the intelligible original. 
Pivsti" seems just such a state. The fact that the craftsman of Book X—unlike the 
user or the imitator—has the right belief (pivstin ojrqhvn) about his products’ virtue, 
beauty, and correctness (601d–602a) again suggests that the mental state involved 
in forming ordinary beliefs or opinions about things like justice is pivsti".

Eijkasiva need not, therefore, involve the mistaking of images for originals. The 
fight over the shadows and statues of justice takes place at the level of pivsti", and 
not eijkasiva. The metaphorical reading of eijkasiva as a state dealing with shadows 
of justice should be rejected. Once that reading is rejected, eijkasiva can be viewed 
as dealing with shadows without granting that one experiencing that state must 
mistake shadows for real things. The prisoners, then, who mistake shadows for 
reality, do not represent eijkasiva. This claim might appear to group me with those 
whom Wilberding views as “not too concerned about preserving parallelism” be-
tween the line and the cave.28 The end of my discussion will present an account of 
the relation of the line and the cave that I hope will, if nothing else, demonstrate 
the sincerity of my concern.

4 .  c l e a r e r  t h a n  o p i n i o n ,  d a r k e r  t h a n  k n o w l e d g e

Before returning to the cave, consider one last piece of evidence: other parts of 
the Republic reaffirm the reading of eijkasiva as usually involving a seeing through 
images. Diavnoia, which Socrates calls “clearer than opinion, darker than knowl-
edge” (533d5–6), is the mental state exemplified by mathematical reasoning, 
and is inferior only to understanding or intellect (novhsi”). Socrates explains the 

26�See for example Adam, The Republic of Plato, 158–59; Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 
255; Cross and Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary, 227–28; Paton, “Plato’s Theory 
of EIKASIA,” 100; and Roochnik, “Images as Images: Commentary on Smith,” 206.

27�Compare Klein, who does seem to suggest that eijkasiva is in some sense superior to pivsti" at 
Klein, A Commentary on Plato’s Meno, 115.

28�Wilberding, “Prisoners and Puppeteers in the Cave,” 129n33.
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ratios governing the line in Book VII “as intellect [novhsi”] is to opinion [dovxa], so 
knowledge [ejpisthvmh] is to belief [pivsti"] and diavnoia to eijkasiva” (534a4–5). That 
these two states should stand so related suggests that eijkasiva may not be wholly 
disreputable—although diavnoia is not the best state possible for a human, it helps 
turn the soul toward being (533d). Perhaps, similarly, eijkasiva sometimes points 
one beyond images and toward originals. Additionally, the initial description of the 
activity characteristic of diavnoia contains a suggestive connection to images: the soul 
investigates in part by “using as images [wJ” eijkovsin crwmevnh] the things that were 
imitated before” (510b4–5). Both states involve the relation of image to original.29 
If diavnoia does not confuse the former for the latter, why must eijkasiva? 

It does seem possible to experience eijkasiva and mistake an image for an 
original—I do sometimes wave at someone’s reflection, having failed to notice the 
mirror. Perhaps in that sense diavnoia is clearly superior to eijkasiva, since the former 
seems immune to such errors. Nevertheless, their partial similarity suggests that 
eijkasiva need not always involve mistaking images for originals.

Defenders of the standard reading should here counter that diavnoia does involve 
just such confusion. Socrates says in Book VII that crafts on the level of diavnoia, 
like geometry, “dream [ojneirwvttousi] about what is [but] are unable to command 
a waking view of it” (533b7–c1). In Book V, Socrates defines ‘dreaming’ (‘ojneirwvt-
tein’) as “to think that a likeness [o{moion] is not a likeness but rather the thing itself 
that it is like [w/| e[oiken]” (476c6–7). These passages suggest that diavnoia indeed 
involves the mistake supposedly typical of eijkasiva, the mistaking of an image for an 
original. If diavnoia involves such error, then the similarity of that state and eijkasiva 
should confirm the flawed nature of the latter condition. 

The oddity of this claim, that diavnoia involves dreaming, has troubled readers 
since as early as 1876, when August Krohn thought it problematic that, in Book 
V, dreaming is limited to opinion, while Book VII suggests that knowledge also 
involves dreams.30 Perhaps this apparent parallel is best dismissed. After all, as 
Adam writes, concerning this passage, “there are dreams and dreams.”31 More 
problematic for those who would condemn diavnoia on account of this mention of 
dreaming is the fact that the dreamers in Book V, the lovers of sights and sounds, 
believe “in beautiful things, but [not] in the beautiful itself” (476c2–3). The 
dreaming geometers dream “about what is” (533c1)—unlike the lovers of sights 
and sounds, these geometers seem aware of the thing itself. 

Finally, Socrates’ original description of the practitioners of diavnoia removes 
all suspicion that one experiencing this state mistakes likenesses for what they 
are like:

[A]lthough they use visible figures and make claims about them, their thought is not 
directed to them but to those other things that they are like [ouj peri; touvtwn dianoo- 
uvmenoi, ajll j ejkeivnwn pevri oi|" tau'ta e[oike]. They make their claims for the sake of the 
square itself and the diagonal itself, not the diagonal they draw. (510d5–e1)

29�For a helpful discussion of the fact that the line describes a class of knowable images, see Smith, 
“Plato’s Divided Line,” 30–40.

30�August A. Krohn, Der Platonische Staat (Halle: R. Mühlmann, 1876), 179–81.
31�Adam, The Republic of Plato, 140.
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Diavnoia does not involve anything like the mistaking of images for originals, nor 
does it involve ignorance of the existence of the relevant original things. Eijkasiva is 
similar to this state, in that both are explained by their relation to images. As they 
are similar in this way, and if diavnoia does not involve mistaking (intelligible) images 
for (intelligible) originals, then the same might plausibly be said of eijkasiva. 

It is sometimes claimed, however, that the treatment of imitation in Republic X 
confirms that eijkasiva involves error, since Socrates calls it a waste of time to care 
for things like images, since they are three removes from the truth (598a–599b). 
This reasoning appears inadequate. When Socrates mentions people fooled into 
thinking that images are actually the things they depict, he restricts this error to 
“children and foolish people” (598c1–4). Most people do not make this mistake, 
and so this extension of eijkasiva does not entail that this state is essentially flawed. 
The mistake comes in treating the images more seriously than is appropriate, not 
in the mere attention to images.

5 .  d o w n  i n t o  t h e  c a v e  a g a i n

Before offering my account of the cave, I quote Paul Shorey: “all the details of the 
[cave] imagery cannot be pressed and . . . we need not ask too curiously to what 
in Plato’s serious thought every touch that fills out the picture corresponds.”32 
To take one example, the freed prisoner studies the sun itself, but humans can-
not look at the sun without going blind, a fact of which Plato was aware.33 What 
does this tell us about the form of the good? This discussion is not the forum for 
attempting an answer to that question, but it is worth recalling the difficulty of 
pressing the details of Plato’s images. 

Although this difficulty exists, I do believe that, at least to a certain degree, 
it is possible to obey Socrates when he says that the line and the cave “must be 
fitted together” (prosaptevon) (517b1). Julia Annas concludes that “the imagery, 
memorable though it is, has no consistent overall interpretation.”34 Annas claims 
that if the prisoners represent eijkasiva, then that state has a much broader range 
in the cave image (where it characterizes most of our lives) than in the line image, 
where it involves an activity (looking at shadows and reflections) that we spend 
only “a fraction of our time doing.”35 In other words, if the prisoners do represent 
eijkasiva, and that state involves looking at shadows and reflections, it is rather odd 
to say that the prisoners are “like us,” since few of us spend our time in that way. 
That difficulty might suggest that the two images cannot finally be fitted together 
properly. On the other hand, if the prisoners do not in fact represent eijkasiva, then 
perhaps a fit would be possible. Finding the right fit is difficult, and the line and 
the cave do not seem to fit as neatly as we might like. I do, however, believe that 
some parallels can be established, as I hope now to show.

I submit, then, that one can make sense of the injunction to attach the cave 
to the line without agreeing that eijkasiva always involves mistaking images for 

32�Paul Shorey, Plato: The Republic. Vol. 2 (Cambridge, MA-London: Harvard University Press- W. 
Heinemann Ltd., 1935), xxx–xxxi.

33�See Phaedo, 99d–99e.
34�Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 256. See Robinson as well, who offers a sustained 

defense of the claim that the line and cave are not parallel (Plato’s Earlier Dialectic, 192–202).
35�Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 255.
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originals. The prisoners, we are told, are “like us” (515a5). In what state, then, 
does that place us? Numerous commentators, including many proponents of the 
standard view of eijkasiva, agree with Adam, who notes that pivsti" is the “normal 
attitude” of the uneducated.36 As Cross and Woozley put it, “Plato describes the 
initial state of the prisoners as being the normal condition of man, which . . . is 
certainly pistis rather than eikasia.”37 Most people, on Plato’s Socrates’ view, trust 
or believe (pisteuvein) that the everyday objects and beliefs that they encounter are 
what is most real. These objects are the objects of pivsti", like the animals, plants, 
and manufactured things that Socrates mentions at 510a.	

But the prisoners in the cave do not experience pivsti"; they are fooled into 
thinking that shadows, not three-dimensional objects, are what is real. And are not 
they like us? They are like us, but they are not us. Their mistake is an image of our 
mistake. They mistake shadows for real things; we mistake everyday objects for what 
is real. When we turn from those everyday objects toward what is truly real, we begin 
to experience diavnoia. When the prisoners turn away from the cave, when they turn 
toward the shadows and reflections outside of the cave, they begin to experience 
eijkasiva. The initial state of the prisoners must, therefore, be beneath eijkasiva, just 
as our initial state is beneath diavnoia.38 The first stage in the prisoner’s liberation is 
an image of the first stirrings of knowledge in a human. The prisoner is made to 
look at the statues whose shadows he had seen, but he cannot bear it, and wishes 
to turn back to the shadows: “he would be pained and dazzled and unable to see 
[ajdunatoi’ kaqora’n] the things whose shadows he had seen before” (515c8–d1). 
Here, the prisoner is perplexed, ajporei’n (515d6), and he is an image of human 
perplexity. The first time one is confronted by a sensation that calls the mind to 
two opposites at once (like the finger that is both larger and smaller than other 
fingers), one becomes perplexed, one reaches ajporiva (523e–524a).

Next, the prisoner is brought outside, and for the first time—a key moment, 
which few commentators mention39—he actually is able to see something besides 
the shadows in the cave. Granted, he had been “compelled to look” (ajnagkavzoi . . . 
blevpein) at things in the cave, such as the fire (515d8), but in the cave he is never 
able to see (kaqora’n) anything but shadows. Indeed, Socrates’ question about 
the freed prisoner at 515e1–4 confirms that although other objects have been 
presented to the prisoner, he is actually able to see only shadows: 

And if someone compelled him to look at the light itself, would not his eyes hurt, and 
would not he turn around and flee towards the things he has able to see, believing 
that they are really clearer than the ones he has being shown?40

36�Adam, The Republic of Plato, 158–59. Other readers who agree include Annas (An Introduction to 
Plato’s Republic, 255); Paton (“Plato’s Theory of EIKASIA,” 100); Roochnik (“Images as Images: Com-
mentary on Smith,” 206). See also Smith (“Plato’s Divided Line,” 41), who comes close to this view.

37�Cross and Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary, 227–28.
38�For a very similar account, see Cooper, “The Importance of DIANOIA in Plato’s Theory of 

Forms,” 68.
39�Indeed, Foley mistakenly claims that the freed prisoner studies the statues in the cave before 

ascending into the world outside of the cave in “Plato’s Undividable Line,” 11.
40�Oujkou'n ka]n eij pro;" aujto; to; fw'" ajnagkavzoi aujto;n blevpein, ajlgei'n te a]n ta; o[mmata kai; feuvgein ajpostre-

fovmenon pro" ejkei'na a} duvnatai kaqora'n, kai; nomivzein tau'ta tw/' o[nti safevstera tw'n deiknumevnwn. . . .
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The prisoner is not able to see anything but the shadows on the wall until he is 
brought out of the cave. 

Outside of the cave, the prisoner sees first shadows and reflections (516a5–7), 
and he does so in order that he might consider the originals of these images, which 
are too bright for him to see directly; the prisoner has begun to experience eijkasiva. 
Similarly, the student of mathematics is turned away from the world of becoming 
and toward the world of being; she begins to experience diavnoia (523a–526c). 

Finally, the freed prisoner looks upon objects themselves (516a8–b7). He 
reaches pivsti". Eventually, “he would be able to see [duvnait j a]n katidei’n] the sun, 
not images of it in water or some alien place, but the sun itself [aujto;n kaq j aujtovn], 
in its own place, and be able to study [qeavsqai] it” (516b4–6). This corresponds to 
the eventual achievement, by the philosopher, of novhsi”. The philosopher reasons 
“without making use of anything visible at all, but only of forms themselves, mov-
ing on from forms to forms, and ending in forms” (511c1–2).

The cave represents the move from the visible world to the intelligible, and it 
does so by exhibiting the prisoner’s move into the visible world. Within the cave, 
only one stage occurs that represents a state on the divided line, a stage that rep-
resents human pivsti". The prisoner is turned toward the artifacts and the fire, and 
he lifts his eyes, but he is never described as actually able to see anything except 
the shadows on the wall until he leaves the cave. In the cave, then, Socrates illus-
trates first pivsti" and then the perplexity or ajporiva that precedes diavnoia. Nothing 
in the image corresponds to eijkasiva, and so the state of the prisoners does not 
demonstrate that eijkasiva essentially involves mistaking images for originals. In 
fact, by again suggesting a parallel between the freed prisoner’s eijkasiva and the 
student’s diavnoia, the cave allegory confirms the valuable and useful character of 
the former. 

6 .  c o n c l u s i o n

The relation between eijkasiva and diavnoia also suggests further ramifications of 
my account of the former. In particular, since the two states do resemble each 
other, the nature of eijkasiva ought to provide insight into the nature of diavnoia. It 
has been frequently remarked that much of the significance of the discussion of 
eijkasiva comes from its usefulness in illuminating the upper part of the line.41 That 
being the case, the fact that eijkasiva usually involves seeing through images should 
provide useful illumination of the objects described on that upper portion. There 
are a number of good reasons for holding that the objects at the second highest 
level are the same sort of objects found at the level to which pivsti" corresponds, 
now only conceived of as images of forms, not as things in themselves.42 To those 
reasons I would add that, since the experience of eijkasiva often involves seeing 
originals through images, the viewing of images as images, the objects that corre-
spond to diavnoia ought to be those same originals, now viewed as images. Socrates 
describes the procedure of those experiencing diavnoia at 510e:

41�See, for example, Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 248–49; and Ross, Plato’s Theory 
of Ideas, 68.

42�See Smith, “Plato’s Divided Line,” 34–42.
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These things that they make and draw, of which shadows and reflections in water are 
images, they now in turn use as images, in seeking those others themselves that one 
cannot see except by means of thought.43

The objects that correspond to eijkasiva are images, which are usually viewed as 
images. Diavnoia involves viewing the originals as images—those originals should 
then be considered the objects that correspond to diavnoia. Eijkasiva is the condi-
tion in the soul that often involves using images as images, and the images are the 
objects that correspond to that condition. Diavnoia is the condition in the soul that 
involves using originals as images. Those originals might plausibly be seen as the 
objects that correspond to that condition. In other words, it does indeed appear 
that the objects that correspond to pivsti"—when seen as images of forms—are 
also the objects which correspond to diavnoia.

In the same way that diavnoia does not involve the mistaking of its objects for 
reality, eijkasiva should not necessarily involve mistaking images for originals. 
Eijkasiva is best seen as a state that usually involves seeing originals through im-
ages, an excellent capacity—unclear, yes, but excellent nonetheless. Socrates, in 
Republic VI, describes himself as “greedily making images” or “greedy for images” 
(glivscrw” eijkavzw) (488a2). Although the condition in the soul that is defined by 
its correspondence to images is less clear and less reliable than others, it is to 
Socrates’ credit that he is eager to experience that state. The image that he goes 
on to present in Book VI, of the city as a ship, helps his friends understand some 
real issues that confront philosophers and politicians. Understanding, rather 
than any image, is the goal of the philosopher, but images can help her reach that 
goal. Likewise, eijkasiva is not the best condition for my soul, but neither should it 
be viewed with scorn. Experiencing eijkasiva often—though perhaps not always—
allows one to see through an image to its original. This state is useful not only in 
studying the phenomenal world, but also in illustrating the initial move toward 
understanding.44

43�aujta; me;n tau'ta a} plavttousivn te kai; gravfousin, w|n kai; skiai; kai; ejn u{dasin eijkovne" eijsivn, touvtoi" 
me;n wJ" eijkovsin au\ crwvmenoi, zhtou'nte" de; aujta; ejkei'na ijdei'n a} oujk a]n a[llw" i[doi ti" h] th/' dianoiva/.

44�This paper began as a small part of my dissertation, and I thank Thomas Tuozzo both for his 
dedication to that project and for his willingness to keep talking about Plato with me. I would also like 
to thank those who discussed an early version of this paper with me at the Society for Ancient Greek 
Philosophy meeting at Fordham University in the fall of 2005. Finally, I am grateful for comments 
on later drafts from Brad Inwood, my anonymous reviewers, and especially Nicholas Smith. I take 
responsibility, of course, for the account and all of its shortcomings.


