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‘The Meaning of Saphêneia in Plato’s Divided Line’


Near the end of Book VI of the Republic Plato introduces a simile of a line divided into four parts in an attempt to explain—and perhaps defend—a distinctive view of the conditions of knowledge. Although it is one of the best-known passages in all of Plato’s dialogues, many puzzles remain. It is not entirely clear, for example, whether the line extends in a vertical, horizontal, or diagonal direction, whether each of the four levels of awareness has its own set of objects (and if so, what objects correspond with dianoia or ‘understanding’); and whether the equal length of the two central segments has some significance or is an unintended consequence of the proportions assigned to the other segments. It is also not obvious whether the line depicts a multi-stage process through which each individual learner must pass or whether it merely identifies different possible cognitive states. My comments will touch on some of these issues, but my main aim is to understand the basic claim that Socrates makes on behalf of his diagram: that its different segments provide a measure of the degrees of saphêneia and asapheia— usually translated into English as ‘clarity’ and ‘obscurity’—available to human beings. I will argue that none of the usual translations of saphêneia provides us with a satisfactory way of understanding this remark. I then propose an interpretation based on what is known about the use of saphês and its cognate forms by earlier writers. I conclude by arguing that Plato put forward his famous simile not merely to explain a number of the cardinal tenets in his philosophy but also to provide an effective line of argument in support of his rationalist view of the possible sources of human knowledge.

I
The Simile and Some Puzzles

At Republic 509d Socrates directs his interlocutor, Glaucon, to represent two different realms, one visible and the other intelligible: 

…by a line divided into two unequal sections and cut each section again in the same ratio—the section, that is, of the visible and that of the intelligible order—and then as an expression of the ratio of their comparative clearness and obscurity you will have (kai soi estai saphêneiai kai asapheiai pros allêla), as one of the sections of the visible world, images. By images I mean, first, shadows, and then reflections in water and on surfaces of dense, smooth, and bright texture, and everything of that kind, if you apprehend.

 I do. 

As the second section assume that of which this is a likeness or an image, that is, the animals about us and all plants and the whole class of objects made by man.

So I assume it, he said. 

Would you be willing to say, said I, that the division in respect of reality and truth
 or the opposite is expressed by the proportion—as is the opinable to the knowable so is the likeness to that of which it is a likeness?

I certainly would.

Consider then again the way in which we are to make the division of the intelligible section.

In what way?

By the distinction that there is one section of it which the soul is compelled to investigate by treating as images the things imitated in the former division, and by means of assumptions from which it proceeds not up to a first principle but down to a conclusion, while there is another section in which it advances from its assumption to a beginning or principle that transcends assumption, and in which it makes no use of the images employed by the other section, relying on ideas only and progressing systematically through ideas. (509d-510b, Shorey’s translation)

In the succeeding passage (510c to 511b) those who employ hypotheses and visual aids are identified as students of ‘geometry and the kindred arts’ (we later learn that these are arithmetic, plane geometry, solid geometry, astronomy, and harmonic theory). By contrast, those who operate at the highest level employ only Forms and proceed all the way to an un-hypothetical first principle—perhaps, although this is not stated, to the Form of the Good. Socrates then directs Glaucon to accept as names for the corresponding states or “affections” (pathêmata) in the soul:

…‘rational knowledge’ (noêsis) for the highest, ‘understanding’ (dianoia) for the second
, ‘belief’ (pistis) for the third, and for the last, ‘perception of images’ (eikasia)…

Socrates concludes by directing Glaucon to arrange the four states of awareness in a proportion (511d-e)

…considering that they participate in saphêneia (saphêneias…metechein) in the same degree to which their objects participate in reality (alêtheias metechein).

Despite the extreme brevity and sketchiness of Socrates’ presentation, three intended lessons seem clear: (1) that we should regard physical objects as the dependent effects of Forms just as we regard reflections and shadows as the dependent effects of physical objects
; (2) that while objects of thought can be securely known, the changeable things in the visible realm can be objects only of opinion; and (3) that since the mathematical sciences (at least as then practiced) employ visual aids and (ultimately) un-justified hypotheses, they fail to achieve knowledge of the best possible kind.

But how are we to understand Socrates’ claim that images, when compared with their physical originals, provide us with a measure of the degrees of saphêneia and asapheia achievable within the visible and intelligible realms, that the four states of awareness participate in saphêneia to the same degree in which their objects ‘participate in reality’, and that the portion of the intelligible realm investigated by dialectic is saphesteron (that is, more saphes) than the objects studied by the mathematical sciences? Translators have rendered these saphês terms in a variety of ways, with ‘clarity’, ‘precision’ (or ‘exactitude’), ‘truth’, and ‘knowledge’ (or ‘knowability’) being the most frequent choices.
 But I think it can be shown that none of these provides a satisfactory way of understanding the meaning of Socrates’ remarks.

Consider the most frequent choice: ‘clarity’. Socrates states that the images or likenesses of things are inferior to their originals with respect to saphêneia. Might this mean that images—shadows and reflections on polished surfaces—have a lesser degree of clarity than the things of which they are images? 
 Perhaps, but it seems a rather obvious fact that images can be either clear or unclear, just as physical objects can be clear or unclear to an observer, depending on the conditions under which they are perceived. In fact, the image of Socrates on a flat and highly polished surface might actually be clearer (i.e. brighter, less distorted, more detailed) than the person Socrates when seen at a distance or in a poor light. So it seems just false to say that images are inherently less clear than their originals. Similarly, Socrates holds that the mathematical sciences as currently practiced fall short of philosophical dialectic with respect to saphêneia. Might this mean that those who employ visual aids in their inquiries necessarily achieve a less clear understanding than those who avoid using such aids?  One would normally expect just the opposite to be the case since visual aids, especially those used in mathematical demonstration, typically serve to promote clarity of presentation and understanding rather than to diminish it.
 It is not obvious, moreover, why a person who employed one or more hypotheses during the course of an inquiry would necessarily have a less clear understanding than one who pursued an inquiry all the way to a first principle. In general, hypothetical lines of reasoning can be stated and understood either clearly or unclearly just as non-hypothetical ones can. But to ask a more basic question: why should we be talking here about clarity? Socrates introduces the simile to explain how we will need to reorient our thinking to achieve knowledge of the realities as opposed to having mere opinion concerning their dependent effects. Clarity is a good thing, no doubt, but it would be strange if Socrates’ main objective here were merely to explain how we can achieve greater and lesser degrees of clarity. For a parallel set of reasons, it would also be implausible to suppose that the point of the simile is to illuminate the various possible degrees of ‘precision’ or ‘exactitude’; that is, this also seems too limited an objective.

Perhaps, then, as has some thought, saphêneia means ‘truth’ and the different realm-parts and corresponding states of awareness differ from one another with respect to the degrees of truth present or attainable at each level.
 As we shall see, saphes did sometimes mean ‘true’ and saphêneia was sometimes a matter of ‘sure truth’. But it is implausible to think that Socrates is speaking of the truth of some statement, proposition, or belief when at 511c he characterizes as saphesteron (that is, as more saphes) the part of reality and the intelligible realm that is contemplated by the science of dialectic’. One ‘part of reality’ may be more or less knowable than another, and we may be able to achieve greater or lesser degrees of truth when we direct our thoughts toward one region rather than another, but the parts or regions cannot themselves be more or less true. Moreover, in his main characterization of the line at 5109e, as elsewhere, Socrates contrasts saphêneia not with falsity but with asapheia—‘obscurity’ or ’indistinctness’.

It would also be implausible to equate saphêneia here with either knowledge or knowability for the simple reason that the four realm-parts and their corresponding states of awareness are said to embody saphêneia to different degrees, while only two of the realm-parts and their corresponding states of awareness (those above the main divide) are said to constitute knowledge. But if we cannot think of the saphêneia represented by the different line segments in terms of clarity, truth, precision, or knowledge, then how should we think of it? Here a brief review of the general use of saphês and saphêneia may be helpful.

II
 The Meaning of Saphês and Saphêneia
The original meaning of saphês appears to have been ‘clear or evident to an observer’—as said, for example, of some individual who comes out of hiding to appear in plain view.
 The adjective form saphês does not appear in the Homeric poems, but Homer employs the adverb sapha with verbs for saying and knowing to speak of those who ‘say or know something clearly, well, or for sure’, often on the basis of what they have seen for themselves.
 For example, when Ajax comes out from among the ranks to challenge Hector he promises:

Hector, now indeed you will know sapha one on one

What kind of leaders there are among the Danaans. (Homer, Iliad VII, 226-227)

Conversely ‘knowing sapha’ is said to be difficult or impossible when the relevant circumstances lie far off in space or time:


Nor do we yet know sapha how these things will be, 


Whether for good or for ill we sons of the Achaeans will return. (Il. II, 252-253)

But sapha could sometimes mean ‘truly’ as when Sthenelus commands Agamemnon:

Son of Atreus, do not lie when you know how to speak sapha (Il. IV, 404)

And saphêneia could sometimes mean ‘the sure truth’ as in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes when the scout promises Eteocles:

I will keep a trusty eye on matters


So you, by the sure truth of my account (saphêneiai logou),


Will know what is going on and be kept free of harm. (66-68)

In one of our earliest philosophical texts, the physician Alcmaeon of Croton declares that:

[Concerning things non-evident, concerning things mortal], gods possess saphêneian but it is given to mortals to conjecture (tekmairesthai)…

As this remark is usually translated: the gods ‘see clearly’ or have ‘clear knowledge’, perhaps about both mortal and non-evident matters, but it is given to mortals to conjecture (literally: to draw inferences from tekmar or ‘signs’).
 Why only the gods should have clear knowledge Alcmaeon does not tell us, but it was a commonplace of early Greek poetry that since the gods are present everywhere they have knowledge of all that happens, while during their brief lifetimes mortals see only a little and know even less. For example, when in Book II of Homer’s Iliad the poet calls on the Muses for assistance he declares: ‘You, goddesses, are present and know all things, while we mortals hear only a rumor and know nothing’ (485-86). In any case, when Alcmaeon credits saphêneia to the gods he does not appear to be commending them for their clarity in thought or expression but rather for having a direct, clear, and sure knowledge of events, as opposed to having to conjecture or infer the truth about them.

 Being in a position to observe the relevant circumstances appears to figure prominently in a second early set of reflections on knowledge, fragment B 34 of Xenophanes of Colophon. In these verses, composed at some point in the early decades of the 5th century BCE Xenophanes distinguishes, so far as we know for the first time anywhere, between knowledge and opinion as well as between knowledge and true opinion:

And of course no man has been nor will there be anyone

Who knows the clear and sure truth (to saphes)

Concerning such things as I say about the gods and all things.

For even if at best he were to succeed in speaking of what is brought to pass

Still he himself would not know. Yet opinion is fashioned for all.

Xenophanes does not tell us precisely why no mortal has known, or ever will know ‘the clear and sure truth’, but the scope of the topic as it is given in line three—‘such things as I say about the gods and all things’ suggests that here too being in a position to have direct access to events might have been a relevant factor. Nothing could be at a greater remove from the direct experience of human beings than the actions of the gods, and the nature of things as they exist in all places and at all times (which was the main object of inquiry among Xenophanes’ predecessors, the Milesian scientists). So Xenophanes’ main point might well have been that since no human being has had or ever will have direct access to divine operations, or to events as they occur at all places and times, then no one has known or ever will know to saphes, i.e.’ the clear and sure truth’ about these matters, although each may have his or her own opinion. The considerations mentioned in lines four and five would serve to reinforce this negative assessment of the prospects for knowledge by pointing out that even if, in a kind of ‘best-case scenario’, one were to succeed in speaking about an event ‘as it is brought to pass’, that person would still not have sure knowledge concerning non-evident matters. In these remarks, then, Xenophanes appears to have embraced the traditional view of mortal beings as short on direct experience, assumed an intimate connection between having direct experience of events and knowing the clear and sure truth about them, and drew the logical conclusion. 

A third data point is a set of remarks in the Hippocratic treatise On Ancient Medicine. In the course of criticizing those who claim that the medical inquirer needs to use postulates, i.e. cosmological theories, in order to achieve good results, the author declares:

Wherefore I have deemed that [medicine] has no need of an empty postulate, as do insoluble mysteries, about which any exponent must use a postulate, for example, things in the sky or below the earth. If a man were to judge and declare the state of these, neither to the speaker himself nor to his audience would it be clear whether his statements were true or not. For there is no test the application of which would give certainty (eidenai to saphes). (On Ancient Medicine, I, 20—27, Jones trans.)

Our author appears to have no objection to the use of cosmological hypotheses as such; indeed, he assigns them some degree of value when one is dealing with matters ‘above the heavens and below the earth’—the traditional characterization of the subject matter of Ionian natural science. But when one conducts inquiries into non-evident matters, where the use of hypotheses is essential, there can be no saphes knowing either for the person himself (perhaps an echo of the phrase ‘he himself would not know’ in Xenophanes B 34) or for those in his audience. The fact that our author provides no additional argument in support of this claim suggests that by this point there had emerged something of a philosophical consensus around the view that where we lack direct experience of the relevant circumstances we must also lack knowledge of the clear and sure truth about them. Similar cautionary remarks expressed in terms of saphês can be found in the writings of Herodotus
, Thucydides
, and in the dramas performed on the Athenian stage—when, for example, various characters in the plays of Euripides express doubts about whether any mortal being can know what the gods have in store for humankind.

Although saphês terms do not appear in several of Plato’s best-known discussions of knowledge
, they do occur frequently in the dialogues, in four different settings:

(1) In connection with sense perception. At Euthydemus 271a Crito complains to Socrates: ‘There was such an enormous crowd about you that I myself, wanting to hear, could not get any nearer or hear anything clearly (akousai saphôs).’ Similarly, at Protagoras 316a Prodicus’ booming bass voice ‘rendered his words indistinct (asaphes).’ The Athenian of Plato’s Laws recommends (at 812d) that those who seek to imitate virtue through playing the lyre be limited to producing notes that correspond precisely with those made by the singer’s voice: “they must do so for the sake of the saphêneia of the notes, and so make their tones concordant with those of the voice.’ Here saphêneia appears to designate the clear (i.e. full and accurate) perception a person can have of an object, or the clarity (i.e. fullness and accuracy) with which some object can be perceived. There are numerous precedents and contemporary parallels for Plato’s use of saphês in connection with verbs of seeing or hearing.
 

(2) In connection with speaking, explaining, and understanding. Both Plato and Xenophon depict a Socrates who sought to gain an understanding of the virtues by examining others, often individuals who were ‘unable to express themselves clearly’ (mêden echôn saphes legein, Mem. IV, 6, 13; cf. Gorgias 451d-e; Charmides 163d, and Euthypho 6d). Socrates also often expressed the desire that his own beliefs and statements be clearly understood by others (cf. ouden gar pô saphes legô at Gorgias, 463e; cf. Gorgias 500d, Euthydemus 10a, Hippias I 300e, Hippias II 364c, Laches 196c, Phaedo 11a, etc.). Typically, what Socrates invites others to state as clearly as they possibly can is the essential nature or ‘what it is’ of one or more of the virtues, as at Euthyphro 6d: “Try to tell me more clearly (peirô saphesteron eipein)…what holiness might be” (to hosion hoti pot’ eiê)
; and on many occasions what is either saphês or asaphês is a moral or philosophical question.
 At Statesman 262c the Eleatic Stranger expresses the desire to explain matters more clearly (saphesteron phradzein) for the sake of saphêneia, where what is being sought is a satisfactory understanding of the method of division. Here saphêneia appears to designate the full, accurate, and sure understanding a person can achieve of some matter (or the fullness, accuracy, and sureness with which some matter has been explained or understood).
 While Socrates may have been the first to speak of a clear understanding as one of the main aims of philosophical inquiry, he was not the first to use forms of saphês in connection with speaking, explaining, and understanding.
 

(3) In connection with the sure truth, or knowing the sure truth. At Phaedo 69d Socrates states that:

Whether I was right in this ambition [to philosophize], and whether we have achieved anything, we shall know the sure truth (to saphes eisometha), if god wills, when we have reached the other world, and that I imagine will be soon.

With Socrates’ concurrence, Simmias urges those present to put various views of the nature of the soul to the test even though: ‘It is difficult if not impossible to know the sure truth (to men saphes eidenai) about these questions.’ (85c). At Meno 100b Socrates similarly declares that ‘we will not know the sure truth’ (to de saphes…eisometha) about how virtue is acquired until we first determine what virtue itself is. And at Phaedrus 277d, Socrates holds that no written discourse will ever enshrine bebaiotêta and saphêneian, by which he appears to mean ‘the certainties and sure truth’. Here too Plato’s usage accords with earlier practice, including (in the passages quoted from the Phaedo), implying that achieving sure knowledge requires that we enjoy some form of direct access to the relevant circumstances.

(4) In connection with precision or exactitude. At Phaedo 65b, Socrates’ characterization of the body’s senses as neither sapheis nor akribeis comes directly on the heels of his assertion that “we neither see nor hear anything precisely” (out’ akouomen akribes ouden oute horômen). Similarly, in the Euthyphro Socrates asks Euthrypho whether he thinks he knows about piety in so exact or precise a manner (akribôs) that he can accuse his own father of impiety (4e), and then refers to “the matter about which you just now ventured to say that you knew saphôs” (5c). At Philebus 61a, Socrates contrasts grasping the Good saphôs with grasping it in outline form (kata tina tupon), which suggests that here at least having saphêneia involved having a precise or finely detailed understanding.
 And when (from Philebus 55c to 59b) Socrates undertakes to establish that the arts that most concern themselves with number and calculation are also the ones that achieve the greatest degree of precision, saphêneia appears about as frequently as akribeia. Although we cannot be certain that precision (or exactitude) was associated with saphês in the archaic period
, this does appear to be the case among 5th and 4th century writers.
 

To sum up: in the archaic period saphês meant ‘clear’, ‘true’, or ‘sure’, or ‘clear, true, and sure’ and was used in conjunction with verbs of seeing, knowing, and saying. Although the term originally designated items persons or things that were directly evident to some observer, at some point it began to be used in connection with the accurate and reliable kind of awareness (either perception or understanding) a person (or god) might have of what was directly evident (or an account based on either of these). A number of early Greek thinkers spoke of to saphes as ‘the clear, plain, or sure truth’ and identified direct experience as essential to having knowledge of it. Earlier on, as well as in Plato, saphêneia meant ‘clarity in speech or thought’ or ‘clear perception’ or  ‘clear and sure truth’ or ‘clear and sure knowledge’. And although Plato’s Socrates routinely employs saphês and its cognates in connection with seeing and hearing, on occasion he asserts that the inconstancy of the things ‘in the realm of becoming’ precludes any possibility of our being aware of them with the degree of precision required for saphêneia. So when we turn to consider what Plato meant by ‘a line representing varying degrees of saphêneia’ we ought to be alive to the possibility that the focus of his interest was not how we can speak or think clearly but rather how we can achieve complete, accurate, and sure perception and knowledge.
III
Saphêneia in the Divided Line

In his introduction to the simile Socrates begins by contrasting success and failure in two different contexts—the first is a contrast of successful with unsuccessful vision and the second a contrast of successful with unsuccessful ways of thinking.
 At 508c-d he observes to Glaucon that:

When our eyes are no longer turned upon objects upon whose colors the light of day falls but that of the dim luminaries of night, their edge is blunted and they appear almost blind, as if pure vision does not dwell in them…But when [our eyes] are directed upon things upon which the sun shines (hôn ho hêlios katalampei), they see clearly (saphôs) and vision appears to reside in them…Apply this comparison to the soul also in this way. When it is firmly fixed on that on which reality and being (alêtheia te kai to on) shine, it conceives (enoêse) and knows (egnô) them and appears to possess reason (echein noun), but when it focuses on that which is mixed with darkness, the world of becoming and passing away, it has opinion, its edge is blunted, it shifts its opinions this way and that, and again seems as if it lacks intelligence (noun ouk echonti). 

So just as successful sense perception requires having our faculty of sight brought into direct contact with a fully illuminated physical object, so successful thinking and knowing requires having our minds firmly focused on the solid realities, on those things ‘on which reality and being shine’.


The same two conditions of directness of attention and maximal degree of reality figure prominently in the succeeding allegory of the cave. The prisoners confined in the depths of the cave are physically restrained so as to be unable to look directly at one another’s bodies and the objects being carried along on the pathway located above and directly behind them  (515a—b). They spend their entire lives looking only at ‘the shadows cast from the fire on the wall of the cave’ (515a). Only one who has been released from his bonds will be able to turn around to see the ‘more real things’ (alêthesteron, 515d).
 Socrates’ point here is not that the images whose movements the prisoners spend their lives tracking are somehow intrinsically less clear than the sources of those images, but rather that the prisoners will never achieve a clear awareness of what those higher realities are until they redirect their gaze in that direction. Situating Socrates’ remarks about saphêneia and asapheia in the divided line in between the sun and the cave passages we may take the main lesson to be that just as we cannot gain a full, accurate, and sure visual awareness of physical objects so long as we focus our attention on their dependent effects—on their shadows or reflections—so we cannot have a full, accurate, and sure knowledge of the realities so long as we focus our attention on their dependent effects—the things in the visible realm. Accordingly, we should understand Socrates’ main claim about saphêneia in just this way: ‘as an expression of the degree to which we can achieve a full, accurate, and sure awareness of the realities, as one of the sections of the visible world, you will have images [and then you will also have the originals of which these are the images].’ The statement made at 511d-e that the different forms of awareness participate in saphêneia to the degree in which their objects participate in reality can be understood as the claim that our awareness will increase in completeness, accuracy, and certainty to the degree to which we turn our thoughts away from the imperfect and changeable things in the visible realm and direct them toward the things that remain fully and forever what they are.

Lastly, the same two elements of direct attention and maximal degree of reality figure in Socrates’ criticism of current scientific practice. Dialectic:

…makes its way to an un-hypothetical first principle, proceeding from a hypothesis, but without the images used in the earlier part, using Forms themselves (autois eidesi) and making its investigation through them.

But mathematicians take a less direct approach since:

…they use visible forms and make their arguments about them, although they are not thinking about them, but about those other things that they are like. (510d)

The second element, invariant reality, surfaces when Socrates describes how scientists employ perceptual aids of different kinds—in geometry: diagrams; in astronomy: the starry heavens; in music: audible harmonies—thereby importing into their investigations the variability and uncertainty that are characteristic of all sensible objects (and this may account for the equality of the line segments representing understanding and belief). So what Plato meant when he declared the Forms more saphes than the objects dealt with by the sciences was not that diagrams are inherently unclear, or that we inevitably think unclearly when we employ hypotheses, but rather that so long as we concern ourselves with secondary matters—i.e. with visible shapes, observed movements of heavenly bodies, and audible harmonies—we will never achieve an entirely accurate and secure grasp of the realities themselves.

IV
Explanation and Argument

It seems obvious that Plato intended for his simile to help his readers gain a better understanding of some of the cardinal tenets of his philosophy. That there are ‘degrees of reality’, that only objects of thought can be fully known, and that some beneficent power is responsible for the existence and knowability of these superior realities—each of these distinctively Platonic views surfaces at some point during Socrates’ presentation. But there is reason to think that Plato intended for his simile not merely to explain his views but also to provide his readers with good reason to believe them.


It may be helpful to remember that the Republic, the dialogue, was itself one gigantic simile— an extended exploration of a comparison case—the nature of justice in the ideal state—prompted by an interest in discovering the nature of justice in the individual (and ultimately, proving that life of the just person is intrinsically superior to the life of the unjust person). Once it has been established that justice in the state is achieved when each of its three classes does its own job, as well as the general principal that justice is essentially a matter of ‘each doing its own’ (cf. archên te kai tupon tina tês dikaiosunês at 443c1), Socrates concludes that justice exists in the individual when each of the elements in the soul—reason, spirit, and appetite—‘does its own’.

Socrates’ procedure here in Book VI displays the same pattern: first identifying a model case for comparison, then articulating a general principle, and then drawing one or more specific conclusions. He begins the process in the sun passage when he holds up as a model of successful cognition the kind of saphes perception we enjoy when our faculty of sight is directed toward a fully illuminated physical object. Neither Plato’s contemporary readers nor his empiricist-minded predecessors would have had reason or inclination to challenge this starting point. In the simile of the line Socrates introduces the notion of ‘degrees of saphêneia’ when he explains how turning our attention toward a physical object’s secondary effects—its shadows and reflections—results in an awareness of what that object is that is less saphes, i.e., less complete, accurate, and secure than the one we enjoy when we focus our attention directly on the object itself. The general principle this gives rise to is that the degree of saphêneia we can achieve varies in direct proportion to the extent to which we direct our attention toward the primary realities rather than their secondary effects. It follows, first, that so long as scientists concern themselves with imperfect and changeable phenomena rather than with perfect shapes and bodies, exact ratios, and entirely uniform motions, they will not achieve the most complete, accurate, and sure kind of knowledge. It follows also that since the things we encounter in sense experience are inherently less stable and permanent than are their definable essential natures, then if we hope to achieve a complete and sure grasp of the realities we have no choice but to direct our attention toward those superior objects of thought and leave the things in the visible realm alone.
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� ‘In respect of reality and truth’ is Shorey’s translation of alêtheiai. As will soon become evident, in the passages under discussion here Plato is concerned primarily with ‘truth in its ontological sense’, i.e. where the ‘true x’ = the ‘real x’ (cf. LSJ s.v. alêtheia I.2: ‘after Homer also truth, reality, opposed to appearance). For a representative selection of the relevant passages in Plato, see the Budé Lexique under alêtheia, ‘1 ontologique’.


� Noêsis and dianoia present so many difficulties that translators often choose to leave the terms un-translated.  Since noêsis is a nominative formed from the verb noeô—‘think’, ‘perceive’, ‘understand’, ‘plan’, ‘intend’, etc., one might expect it to be translated as ‘thought’ or ‘thinking’. But on occasion Plato speaks of knowing the Form as a matter of possessing nous (cf. Rep. 511d4 and Timaeus 51d where nous is contrasted with doxa alêthês), and at Rep. 533d he identifies the awareness achieved at the highest level of the line as epistêmê, a standard ‘knowledge’ term. So some English ‘knowledge’ expression seems mandatory. The point of the adjective ‘rational’ is to mark off noêsis as a purely a priori form of knowledge, i.e. a knowledge achieved without reliance on sense perception. Since the English ‘understanding’ has both an epistemic and a non-epistemic use (in so far it is possible to have an incorrect understanding on some point), it is less than a perfect choice for a division within the realm Plato identifies at 510a as the knowable (to gnôston), But ‘understanding’ at least conveys the idea that one who studies a science is attempting to gain some understanding of the nature of things, rather than resting content with unreflective belief.


� Cf. Stocks 1932:217: ‘…the essential purpose of the Simile of the Line is to elucidate the dependence of the world of sight upon the world of thought by comparing it to the dependence of a shadow or reflection on the thing shadowed or reflected, and…this relation of copy to original is the key to the whole exposition.’ For discussions of the tensions between taking the simile as a set of analogies and taking it as a comprehensive account of cognition, see Annas 1981: 248-256, and Cross and Woozley 1964: Ch. 9.


� Shorey chose ‘clarity’ and ‘obscurity’ to translate the saphêneia and asapheia at 509d9 but switched to ‘truer and more exact’ for the saphesteron in Glaucon’s description of the region studied by dialectic at 511c, to ‘clearness and precision’ for the saphêneias in Socrates’ reference to the four kinds of awareness at 511e3, and ‘more clear and exact’ for the saphestera in the reference at 515e to the shadows within the allegory of the cave. Adam took the different levels to represent degrees of truth and knowability. In his personal copy of Adam’s commentary, Werner Jaeger drew a line through Adam’s ‘clarity’ and penciled in ‘certainty’. Cornford (1941) selected ‘clearness and obscurity’ for the saphêneia and asapheia at 509d, ‘greater certainty and truth’ for the saphesteron at 511c, ‘clearness and certainty’ for the saphêneias at 511e, and ‘clearer than’ for the saphestera at 515e. By contrast, Lee (1955), Grube (1974), and Reeve (2004) consistently translate in terms of ‘clarity and opacity’ (or ‘clarity and obscurity’), ‘clearer than’, ‘clarity’ and ‘clearer than’ respectively. 


� As Adam states puts it: ‘…we shall have four segments, representing in order of clearness, (1) images and the like…etc.’


� For an informative discussion of the benefits that accrue to the mathematician from the use of diagrams in mathematics (especially in geometry), see Patterson 2007.


� In his note on 511c (p. 71) Adam commented: ‘saphês, originally ‘clear’, often=’true’. Reeve (1988) states: ‘Immediately following the formula of the Line, we are told that “it [the visible section] has been divided into parts as far as truth or falsity are concerned”…More precisely, it is about degrees of truth—or better about the degrees of relative closeness to truth…’ (p. 79). But Reeve also glosses saphêneia as ‘clarity’ and ‘cognitive reliability’ (pp. 78, 80).


� We have ample warrant to look to the general use of saphês in order to understand the meaning of saphêneia. Even within the confines of the sun and line passages Plato moves from the adverbial form saphôs to the noun saphêneia to the comparative form of the adjective saphesteron, before returning to saphêneia.


� Chantraine (1968: 991), citing the Hittite form suppi: ‘pure, clear’, held that saphês and its cognates ‘exprime l’idée d’évidence, de clartê avec une vue objective’. If Chantraine is correct then from the earliest period of its employment saphês designated a clear and sure awareness of what is directly presented to an observer.


� LSJ compares ‘know sapha’ with eu oida and translates both as ‘know assuredly’ or ‘know of a surety’ (i.e. ‘know for sure’). The connecting idea between the different meanings was presumably that what is directly evident to a person is also what he or she is able to know well or know for sure.


� Following the text and numbering or the fragments of the Presocratics as given in Diels and Kranz (1951).


� For saphêneia LSJ gives ‘clearness’, ‘distinctness’, ‘the plain truth’ and ‘sure knowledge’; and for saphanês: ‘the plain truth’. By ancient standards, knowledge of the sure truth’ would have been a pleonasm since one who possessed the truth in a sure manner would thereby possess knowledge (see the discussion in Lesher 1994).


� Cf. Herodotus II, 44: ‘Moreover, wishing to get clear knowledge (saphes ti eidenai) of this matter whence it was possible to do so I took ship to Tyre in Phoenice where I heard there was a very holy temple of Heracles. There I saw it (eidon), richly equipped with many other offerings…At Tyre I saw (eidon) yet another temple of that Heracles called the Thasian. Then I went to Thasos, too, where I found (heuron) a temple of Heracles built by the Phoenecians… Therefore, what I have discovered by inquiry plainly shows (ta men nun historêmena dêloi sapheôs) that Heracles is an ancient god’ (trans. Godley).


� The phrase to saphes appears in the first and best-known sentence in Thucydides’ History. After conceding that the absence of the fabulous may render his account of the Peloponnesian war less somewhat pleasing to the ear, Thucydides asserts that it will be enough if: ‘Whoever will wish to investigate to saphes concerning what has happened (tôn genomenôn) and what will at some time happen again in the same or similar ways, in accordance with the human condition (to anthrôpinon), will judge my account useful’ (I, 22, 4). While the meaning of and basis for Thucydides’ claim here have been much debated, it is clear that here, as in Herodotus, to saphes represents the focus of the historian’s interest, and the product he believes his inquiries enable him to make available to his readers. See further the discussion in Scanlon 2002.


� When the Odysseus of Euripides’ Philoctetes challenges the wisdom of the seers he asks: ‘Why, then seated on your seers’ thrones, do you solemnly swear to sure knowledge (saphôs…eidenai) of the gods’ will, you people who are past masters of these sayings?—for anyone who claims to know about the gods (theôn epistasthai) knows no more than how to persuade with words.’ (fr. 794, Collard trans.). For similar expressions of this sentiment, see the Helen (744—54, 1137—1150), Heracles (60-62), Iphigeneia at Tauris (475-78), Hippolytus (189-97), and Bellerophon (fr. 304).


� Saphês terms do not appear in the presentation of the Doctrine of Recollection in the Meno, nor do they figure in the discussion of the difference between knowledge and true opinion. In the Theaetetus (201-210) Socrates explores the merits of the definition of knowledge as true opinion with the addition of a logos or “rational account” (under several different descriptions), without ever suggesting that knowledge consists in, requires, or in some way involves achieving a high degree of saphêneia. The Pythagorean scientist of the Timaeus connects ‘rational knowledge’ (nous) with the existence of a set of non-sensible, unchanging, and eternal objects of thought; and expertise in recognizing and weaving together the various elements within a society is credited to the ruler in the Statesman (308-311). But nothing is said about achieving saphêneia, either wholly or in part, in any of these passages.


� Cf. Pindar, Pythian VIII (45): ‘I clearly see (theaomai saphes) Alkman in the forefront, wielding a dappled serpent on his blazing shield, the first at the gates of Cadmus’; Sophocles, Philoctetes, 595: ‘All the Achaeans clearly heard (êkouon saphôs) Odysseus saying this’; Xenophon, Memorabilia, IV.3.4; ‘But at last the power of the Athenians began to exert itself clearly (saphôs êireto) and they were laying hands upon their allies’; among many similar passages. For saphês used in speaking of an object as ‘clear’ or ‘evident’: Bacchylides 17,75: ‘You see Zeus’s clear gifts (saphê dora) to me.’ There is also the related verb saphanidzô: ‘to make clear, evident, or manifest’, as in Xenophon, Cyr. 8.4.5: ‘Cyrus made public recognition (esaphênidze) of those he esteemed’; and Xenophon, Mem. 4.3.4: ‘The sun makes clear (saphênidzei) hours, days, and all else.’


� Cf. Xenophon, Mem. I, 1, 16; IV, 6, 13; IV, 5,1; Plato, Hippias I 286e; Lysis 211b; Euthyphro 15c-e; Charmides 163d; Euthydemus 10a ; Laches 190e ; Gorgias 457d, and Meno 100b; among others). Sir Ernest Barker aptly observed: ‘[Socrates] differed from the Sophists in not attempting to teach new canons of conduct…He wished men to analyze carefully the duties of life, and to arrive at a clear conception of their meaning.’ (1959:47).


� Cf. among many similar instances: ‘Is it clear (saphes) that the sophist is a wizard or are we still in doubt?…It is clear (saphes) that he is one whose province is play.’ (Sophist 235a); ‘What you are saying is disputable and not yet clear’ (ou pô saphes, Gorgias 451e), etc.


� Saphêneia also appears to mean ‘a clear understanding’ at Rep. 524c: ‘Sight, too, saw the great and the small, not separated but confounded. And for a saphêneia of this, the intelligence is compelled to contemplate the great and small, not as thus confounded but as distinct entities.’ Similarly, Sophist 254c speaks of  ‘conceiving of being and not-being with complete saphêneiai’.


� Cf. Hymn to Demeter, 149: ‘But these things I will teach you clearly (sapheôs hupothêsomai)’; Pindar, Olympian VII.91: ‘Telling you the names of men who have great power and honor/Having clearly learned (sapha daeis) what an upright mind declared to him’; Aeschylus, Choepheroi, 767: ‘Nurse: How arrayed? Say it again that I may learn more clearly (leg’ authis, hôs mathô saphesteron)’; Antiphon, Third Tetralogy 4.4.9: ‘Not only is it unjust that his accuser should secure his conviction without clearly showing that he has been wronged (mê saphôs didaxonta hoti adikeitai), but it is a sin that the accused should be sentenced, if the charges made against him have not been proved conclusively’; the Hippocratic treatise On the Art II, 3: ‘If it is not sufficiently understood (suniêsin) from what I have said, this will be taught more clearly (saphesteron didachtheiê) in other treatises.’


� Cf. Phaedo 107b where Socrates speaks of the need ‘to investigate our original assumptions saphesteron’ as well as at Sophist 254 when the Stranger promises to ‘investigate saphesteron the nature of the philosopher’. This is almost certainly not a ‘clearer investigation’, but rather a ‘more specific’ or ‘more detailed’ one. We might also note Socrates’ characterization of the inquiry into the tyrannical man in Republic IX as asaphesteron in so far as they have ‘not yet distinguished (diêirêsthai) the nature and number of different desires’ (254b), with similar uses of saphesteron at Charmides 163d.


� It is possible that the sapha at Il. III, 89 means ‘precisely’ or ‘accurately’ (‘no man can say sapha where he died’) but ‘no man can say for sure’ would make equally good sense. 


� Cf. Pindar’s remark that ‘I would not know how to state a saphes arithmon for the pebbles of the sea’ (Olympian XIII, 45).  When in fragment B1 (DK I, 432, 5) Archytas speaks of those who have already made discoveries in the sciences, claiming that ‘they have handed down a saphê diagnôsin of the speed of the constellations and their rising and setting’ he appears to be praising earlier scientists for their ability to state the precise speeds and locations of the constellations.


� I am assuming that Plato intended for the sun, line, and cave passages to shed light on one another. Socrates justifies such an approach at Rep. 517a-b when he states that ‘This image [of the cave] we must apply as a whole to all that has been said, likening the region revealed through sight to the habitation of the prison, and the light of the fire in it to the power of the sun.’


� In the run up to the presentation of the simile Socrates speaks of alêtheia as a property of objects (508d4-5, 508e1), claiming first that the Good furnishes them with their alêtheia and shortly thereafter reaffirming that it furnishes them not only with their knowability but also with ‘their very existence and being’ (to einai kai to ousian, 509b2-3).  The meaning of alêtheia has been the subject of endless discussion, much of it inspired by Heidegger’s mistaken claim that the archaic meaning of alêtheia was ‘state of un-hidden-ness’ applied to entities that had come out of hiding. For three more defensible accounts of the meaning of alêtheia see the studies by Cole, Kahn, and Wolenski.


� This view is expressed with sufficient frequency in the dialogues to be regarded as one of Plato’s personal philosophical convictions. We may compare Phaedo, 83a-b where Socrates describes the soul operating under the influence of ‘philosophy’ as: ‘trusting nothing but its own independent judgment upon objects considered in themselves (auto kath’ hauto tôn ontôn), and attributing no truth to anything which it views as indirectly as being subject to variation, because such objects are sensible and visible, but what the soul itself sees is intelligible and invisible.’ At Cratylus 439a Socrates makes the parallel claim that learning about the realities through themselves (di’ autôn) is better and clearer learning (kalliôn kai saphestera hê mathêsis) than learning about them through the medium of their names.


� I am indebted to a number of friends and colleagues for helpful suggestions and criticisms on various earlier drafts: Emily Baragwanath, Rachel Barney, Matthew Colvin, Douglas Frame, David Gallop, Daniel Graham, Samuel Kerstein, Mark LeBar, Georgia Machemer, Patrick Miller, Emese Mogyorodi, John Palmer, Paul Pietroski, David Reeve, Eleanor Rutledge, Kirk Sanders, Rachel Singpurwalla, Nicholas Smith, Peter Smith, and Eva Stehle. I am especially grateful to Patricia Curd for her comments at the 2008 Arizona Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy.








