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WHAT IS ALLEGORIZED IN PLATO’S ALLEGORY OF THE CAVE?
In this article I argue that Plato’s allegory of the cave dramatizes democ-

racy’s dependency on slavery. Plato’s cave forces the theatre, the political space
of ancient Greek representation, to confront its material dependency upon a
space from which it is otherwise visually and territorially separated: the mines
where intensive use was made of slave labor. As many have argued, the most
salient aspects of Plato’s allegory of the cave are the complete absence of lexis
(speech) and praxis (action), the evacuation of the acoustic and the distortion of
the visual.1 These are also the most decisive features when delimiting the border
between the free and the unfree in Greek antiquity:
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Do you think these prisoners have ever seen anything of themselves and one
another besides the shadows that the fire casts on the wall of the cave in front
of them? . . . And if they could engage in discussion with one another, don’t
you think they would assume that the words they used applied to the things
they see passing in front of them?2

Socrates asks these questions of Glaucon, dramatizing the audiovisual
impairment that governs life in the cave. Glaucon can only respond affirmatively,
as those he characterizes as “strange prisoners” have remained absolutely immo-
bile for their whole lives, after having their legs and necks chained and fixed,
since childhood, in the same place. According to the allegory, only an undefined
force of compulsion could free these strange prisoners from their bondage, and
compel them to stand up, turn their heads, and look up toward the light, where
truth is to be found.3 The philosopher is born by means of this journey, by leaving
the obscurity of the cave and reaching the light outside. Plato certainly intended the
allegory as a short biographical account of the philosopher.4 But the philosopher
must descend again, as the individual soul is ultimately dependent on the sociopo-
litical one. In other words, the philosopher emerges not in a vacuum but in a his-
torical context, one from which the living soul can never be fully excised. It is this
context that Plato brings together in one image, refusing the spatial separation that
allows Athenian democracy to portray its public sphere as the site of freedom by
relegating labor to the presumably depoliticized space of the cave. Hence, the phi-
losopher carries a practical mission when forced to undertake the opposite journey,
that of liberating his fellow prisoners from their bondage. Back in the cave, how-
ever, philosophical persuasion proves limited in its capacity to convince others that
what they see are but the shadows of real freedom, difficult as it is for them to con-
front the material conditions of enslavement upon which their freedom rests.
Knowing theatre to be more suitable to the task, Plato invents what Martin
Puchner has called a “drama of ideas,” a theatre in which philosophical ideas
are dramatized by conceptual characters.5

The allegory of the cave is Plato’s most powerful idea, his critique of Greek
democracy, and, I argue, his way of dramatizing the material dependency of “free-
dom” in the polis upon slavery in the mines of Greek antiquity. It is in the mines,
after all, where slave labor was extensively used and where prisoners—quite often
acquired through war waged far away (i.e., “strange prisoners”)—were literally
chained, working invisibly and unheard by the society for whom they labored.
It is the wealth produced by such “strange prisoners” that allows free (able-bodied
adult male) Athenians to build their public spaces and enjoy sufficient leisure to
attend the city’s religious ceremonies, including the theatre. Such is the context
from which the newborn philosopher seeks emancipation. Plato would claim the
same material dependency upon institutionalized injustice for philosophy itself.
The allegory does not open with the description of Socrates’s first city in Book
II of The Republic, the sort of self-sufficient polis that exhausts the activity of
its members in the collective satisfaction of their most basic needs. Philosophy
is absent from that city. The allegory opens with the second, unhealthy—fever-
ish—city, in which some are enslaved for others to be able to enjoy their leisure.6

87

Slavery in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040557416000703 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040557416000703


This is the tragedy of Plato’s text, to have placed philosophy not in the first but in
the second city, because injustice had already been institutionalized and intellec-
tuals were needed to repair the damaged soul of the polis. Plato was a materialist
philosopher from the beginning; philosophy springs from the material injustice of
the system in need of redress. Guardians were needed to invade other countries in
order to appropriate their products and their producers, so as to provide for the lux-
urious city. These workers were, then, literally chained in order to work in the real
caves of the democratic polis, the mines where metals were extracted, just as phi-
losophy would be entrusted with the mission of extracting the particular metal in
the soul of the individual member of the polis. Plato not only makes philosophy
emerge as a consequence of the material conditions that govern the feverish
city, he gives to philosophy the same extractive structure as the imperial polis,
reproducing an intellectual hierarchy that severely limited its emancipatory
potential.

Read exclusively as an allegory of the mind, Plato’s cave is often portrayed
as an antipolitical space, one that does no justice to the centrality of lexis and
praxis as the distinctive features of public life in the Greek polis, because it
ends up privileging the rule of the expert against the deliberation of the plurality.7

A more troubling conception of the political emerges if one focuses, rather, on
these other features of Plato’s allegory. If one takes Plato at his most emancipatory,
as I suggest in this article one might, Plato’s allegory of the cave criticizes a roman-
tic celebration of the Greek polis as the site of freedom by confronting the depend-
ency of such a space upon the unfree labor that materially sustained it from those
cavernous spaces, but which was decisively displaced to the nonpolitical margins.

Reinterpreting Plato’s allegory of the cave as dramatizing democracy’s
dependency on slave labor, I speak not of the birth of the philosopher, as in the
dominant readings of the allegory, but of the birth of the militant intellectual. In
the world of the militant intellectual the political refers primarily to the axiom
of equality and to the problem of emancipation. Equality, emancipation, intellec-
tual militancy, and the meaning of Plato’s dramatic allegories are the main attri-
butes of Alain Badiou’s and Jacques Rancière’s long investments in Plato’s
Socratic plays, which explains why they are my main interlocutors in this article.
Badiou and Rancière are, arguably, the two most important Marxist philosophers
to have engaged in these issues through both the figure of Plato and the relation-
ship between the theatrical and the political. And yet, as I argue below, they do so
in ways that actually undermine their own commitments to the axiom of equality.

PLATO’S JOURNEYS IN THE CAVE AS AN ALLEGORY OF THE MILITANT

INTELLECTUAL IN THE WORKS OF ALAIN BADIOU AND JACQUES

RANCIÈRE
Plato embodies, for Badiou, the emancipatory ideal of a “proletarian aristoc-

racy.”8 For Rancière he represents the complete opposite to any ideal of emanci-
pation; he is the archetypal philosopher of the police order. Despite the radical
opposition in their reception of Plato’s drama, both Rancière and Badiou depart
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from the same political premise: a radical and resolute commitment to the axiom of
equality and the project of emancipation.9 The solution to this paradox lies in
understanding Plato’s political philosophy as fulfilling two very different functions
for them, in their rethinking of emancipatory praxis after May 1968. Both Badiou
and Rancière interpret Plato’s allegory of the cave as an allegory of the intellectual.
One might even conceive of Rancière’s own intellectual trajectory as if matching
the two journeys undertaken by the philosopher in Plato’s allegory. Here is
Rancière:

I belong to a generation that found itself pulled between two opposite require-
ments. According to the first, those who possessed an understanding of the
social system had to teach it to those who suffered because of that system
so as to arm them for struggle. According to the second supposed scholars
were in fact ignoramuses who knew nothing about what exploitation and
rebellion meant and had to educate themselves among the workers whom
they treated as ignoramuses.10

One could see the two journeys that Plato describes in the allegory at work in
this short biographical account of Rancière’s praxis as representative of the intel-
lectual after May 1968. The first requirement corresponds to Plato’s description of
the journey upward, the invention of the intellectual as the vanguard of the class
consciousness of the proletariat, as the spokesperson of their exploited condition.
The intellectual leaves the cave, searching for the scientific knowledge that allows
her/him/them to decipher the “theological niceties” of capital,11 the complicated
mechanisms by which cheap labor is metamorphosed into profit, and the institu-
tional apparatuses that support the reproduction of that system. The second
requirement corresponds to Plato’s description of the journey downward, the
search for the truth not in a theoretical realm outside the political—that is, in sci-
entific expertise—but in the concrete everyday life experience of workers laboring
under conditions of exploitation inside the cave. Rancière takes both journeys, as
does Plato’s philosopher, but what he encounters is less the dark history of dem-
ocratic freedom and equality in class exploitation than a more threatening axiom of
equality. Interpreting the correspondence between two workers in the 1830s,
Rancière gathers no sociological information about their working conditions to
diagnose the history of their class subordination; rather, he witnesses a radical
demonstration of equality, a form of equality that threatened the organizational
structure of the cave allegory as a whole, of darkness below and lightness
above.12 In reference to the allegory, what Rancière found is that those working
inside the cave had already engaged in the activities from which they were
excluded, either by the assumption that they had no intellectual faculties to engage
in them “properly,” or by the other assumption that something truer was to be
found in the exclusive labor of their hands. He discovered that workers enjoyed,
although obviously in conditions of severe inequality, the individuality and leisure
ostensibly reserved for those free from that very same labor. This is what Rancière
identifies as the “an-arch[ic]” principle of democracy, and Badiou names the
“communist hypothesis,” a radical (in the sense of root) departure from the
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principle of equality in which everyone is equal to everyone else, against the con-
ditions of inequality that govern what some bodies can do and others are denied.13

The journey back into the cave is not, truly, a journey down, as the axiom of equal-
ity collapses the vertical structure that separates knowledge from ignorance and
flattens it into a horizontal plane of equal positionality in a shared capacity to
act, to appear, and to be. A different figure of the intellectual emerges from this
standpoint, one in which the intellectual “designates those who work to assert
everyone’s intellectual capacity,”14 undoing the very hierarchical structure that
separates them as intellectuals from all other intelligent beings. To dramatize a lit-
tle, the death of the philosopher is a necessary condition for the birth of the militant
intellectual.

But this is only half of the story. Placed on the other side of the dialectic,
once the structure of the allegory is flattened and no longer separates theory
from praxis, the two journeys now describe a different understanding of intellec-
tual militancy. From the point of view of those who have traversed the hierarchical
fantasy of the allegory, which is no longer that of the philosopher in the conven-
tional sense, the journey upward no longer corresponds to the acquisition of the
necessary intellectual skills in order to speak for the multitude, for those who sup-
posedly lack the consciousness and theoretical sophistication to articulate the con-
ditions of their own exploitation. Similarly, the journey downward no longer
exoticizes the poor as the placeholders of a deeper truth about their oppression.
Within the universe of the militant, that is, of the one who inhabits the axiom of
equality, the split journey of Plato’s allegory refers to two different ways of secur-
ing the subject’s commitment to that axiom. I interpret the first journey as corre-
sponding to Badiou’s conception of philosophy as an ethical form of binding the
subject to a notion of the good, another way of understanding, in his language, the
philosopher’s fidelity to the truth of the revolutionary event.15 The second journey
I link to Rancière’s conception of the political as the verification of equality in con-
ditions of inequality through the enactment of a disagreement with the count of the
parts that constitute the community. In the first journey the subject gets incorpo-
rated into the truth, the very idea of the equality of all. In the second the subject
verifies the axiom of equality by means of an action that troubles who counts
and who is uncounted for in the established order that contradicts that truth. The
first journey is ethical, the second political. The first seeks mastery and aristocracy
in the knowledge of the good; the second revalues ignorance and rejoins the com-
mons in conditions of equality. The true philosopher, as Badiou continues to name
this figure, is born in the first journey but must die in the second so that the militant
intellectual may fully emerge.

Though it would be comforting if we could endorse the story I have just
articulated and thus overcome the traditional problems in interpreting Plato’s alle-
gory, this narrative is ultimately insufficient. Such a neat distribution of interpre-
tive labor in the emancipatory horizon of the allegory depends on a problematic,
prior depoliticization of Plato’s text, a reading common to Rancière and Badiou.
Plato’s philosophy is animated in the present by overlooking political dimensions
of the text’s contemporaneity that emerge once it is properly placed in its specific
historical past.16 Understood in relation to the caves of Greek antiquity, and
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specifically to the mines in which slave labor was overexploited, the silenced
voices in the cave are now seen as the consequence of Athenian democracy’s com-
mitment to an imperial form of labor exploitation that is never thematized by either
Badiou or Rancière.

As many classicists have argued, the allegory of the cave is both epistemo-
logical and political.17 Even where it is recognized as a core element of the status
quo of Greek antiquity, the centrality of slavery to Plato’s critique of the Greek
polis in the allegory of the cave is frequently dismissed. In marginalizing the sub-
ject of slavery, critics often relate the two main characters of the allegory, prisoners
and puppeteers, respectively, to common citizens and a mix of legislators, politi-
cians, and poets.18 Others invert that association.19 Unlike many interpretations,
however, I argue that Plato ultimately links democracy to slavery, collapsing the
representational domain of politics (puppeteers) to its material conditions of pro-
duction, slave labor in the Greek mines (prisoners). Following Tina Chanter’s cri-
tique of the marginalization of slavery in the study of ancient theatre, and Cynthia
Patterson’s most recent attempt to recenter the question of slavery in Plato’s
Phaedo, I argue that the cave allegory portrays the Greek polis as a space of con-
finement, replete with the mise-en-scène of enslavement: shackles, bondage, dark-
ness, imprisonment, and the extraction of gold, silver, and bronze from the
collective soul of the city.20

Given Plato’s general endorsement of slavery, such an emancipatory inter-
pretation of Plato’s text depends on a reading of the allegorical image that exceeds
his intentional authorship, but which is still informed by his historical context.21 I
here invoke Rancière’s own understanding of the politics of literature, in which the
semantic excess of the text goes beyond the boundaries of intentionality, in order
to argue against Rancière’s understanding of Plato as harboring antitheatrical prej-
udice.22 My interpretation will also challenge the transhistorical transparency with
which Badiou’s hypertranslation renders Plato’s allegories active in the present.
What I later develop as a diachronic translation seeks to respond to both interpre-
tations by seeking more ambivalence in Plato’s text, against Rancière, and more
literarity in the allegory, against Badiou. Like Badiou, I think that Plato’s allegory
is useful for questioning the emancipatory limits of the democratic regime. Like
Rancière, however, I attend to the fact that Plato’s criticisms conclude not in an
emancipatory project of radical equality but in a profoundly hierarchical regime.
Somewhere in between, I claim that Plato’s allegory works as a short circuit for
the historical experience of slavery in democracy, a dramatic strategy that demands
rethinking Plato’s own investments in the power of theatre to effectuate interrup-
tions, in order to facilitate an alternative trajectory for the classical text in our
times.

PLATO’S THEATRICAL INTERRUPTION: THE THEATRICAL AND THE

POLITICAL
There are, according to Rancière, two main critiques of theatre indebted to

Plato.23 The first critique presents theatre as the site of illusion, a sort of fabric of
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fictions that needs to be contested with the philosophical antidote of true knowl-
edge. The second critique refers to the separation between activity and passivity
in the theatre, the difference between actors and spectators. Rancière considers
Brecht as the contemporary heir of Plato with regard to the first critique, challeng-
ing Aristotle’s catharsis as the dominant feature of tragic theatre by means of a dia-
lectical form of theatre that turns the stage into a laboratory of truth. He considers
Artaud the advocate of the second critique, radicalizing Aristotle’s emphasis on
affects against Plato’s logocentrism, by blurring the boundary between actor
and spectator in his theatre of cruelty. However, beyond the ostensible difference
between the greater degree of distance in Brecht’s defamiliarization and the col-
lapse of distance in Artaud’s vitalistic theatre, there lies, for Rancière the same
Platonic presupposition and the same reformist impulse that wants to turn theatre
into a figure of the commons: “the active body of a community enacting its living
principle.”24 In other words, the distance that both Brecht and Artaud would like to
eliminate is reproduced by the very presupposition that works as the engine fueling
their mutual desire to surpass it. Brecht wants knowledge to triumph against the
self-absorption of the spectator in the cathartic seduction of the performance.
Artaud wants to shatter spectators from their passivity in order for them to realize
their coconstitutive role as coproducers of the scene, through their own affective
engagement with the performance. In both cases, theatre is designed to do some-
thing to someone, a deed that already excludes its recipients from its field of action,
as they must be either enlightened by Brecht or mobilized by Artaud. Just as pol-
itics appears in pedagogy, whenever the claim to equal intelligence breaks the
policing logic that differentiates the ignorant from the possessor of knowledge,25

politics appears, too, in the theatre, whenever the claim to equality breaks with the
gap that separates the actor from the spectator.26

Badiou, likewise, conceives politics and theatre isomorphically,27 yet he
endorses the very assumption that Rancière criticizes, claiming that “the point
from which a politics can be thought—which permits, even after the event, the
seizure of its truth—is that of its actors, and not of its spectators.”28 Privileging
the actor over the spectator, it is important to notice that both Rancière and
Badiou share a political conception of the theatre as redistributing the sensible
through interruption and reject the political conception of the theatre as assembling
the community. Neither Badiou nor Rancière believes in the old republican con-
ception of the theatre as recreating the conditions of possibility for the community
to come together in its artificial space. Nothing holds the community together.
There is no shared identity with which to repair the conflicts of the Real on the
artificial stage of the Imaginary. Politics and theatre are both about disidentifica-
tions, about refusing the principles of identity that govern one’s location in the
structure of perception/production. This much they share, and as much as the
“common” in communism grounds neither a principle of collective identity nor
some kind of human essence, equality in democracy is also not a principle of uni-
fication, but a contingent act of verification by which an order gets denaturalized
and is replaced “with the controversial figures of division.”29

The difference between their respective approaches to the politics of aesthet-
ics, and between the isomorphic relationships they both establish between theatre
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and politics, lies elsewhere. For Rancière, the nonidentity of the actor on the stage,
which allows for one actor to play multiple roles, refers to the impropriety of the
demos, that can “be ‘elsewhere’ than at their ‘own workplace,’”30 to cite
Hallward’s persuasive interpretation. As roles are supplementary to their perfor-
mative closure in the politics of theatre, and words are supplementary to their
semantic restriction in the politics of literature, the staging of the people refers
to this inexhaustible excess that can never be closed off by the count of the
parts that constitute the community in Rancière’s theory of the political. Politics
is just the creation of a stage for the appearance of such a supplementary part to
perform its dissensual interruption of the otherwise fully naturalized count.31

The stage of the people makes visible that other stage, whose hegemony depends
on not being seen as a stage at all. The confrontation between the “nonstage” of the
police, which seeks to naturalize its rule by hiding its representational deficit, and
the stage of the people, which verifies the equality of everyone in the exposure of
the uncounted, inevitably results in the public delegitimization of those in posi-
tions of power and relegitimization of those unrecognized speaking positions. In
other words, the stage is always a conflictual stage. But Rancière sees in theatrical
performance the very same process of verification at work that he sees in politics
and in literature: the verification of an equal capacity among anonymous people to
make sense of the performance, the text, and the event.32

On the contrary, Badiou’s disidentification depends, more concretely, on a
particular feature of the theatre, the intermission:

This number in my rhapsody is of capital importance: here I propose a prac-
tical measure, not so much a reform (I have two reforms with enormous con-
sequences up my sleeve, see below) as much as a conservative or preservative
measure. A “do not touch!” that is all the more intensely felt insofar as what is
at stake has already been affected a lot. Everything I have just said indeed
comes down to a plea for maintaining the intermission.33

Do not touch the intermission! The imperative guarantees the temporal gap
by which the audience is divided, makes room for the artificiality of the perfor-
mance to appear, for the unaccounted to take place in the interval that separates
one act from the next. Whatever happens during this interval cannot be scripted
in the text, as the event can never be absorbed by the symbolic order. In such a
way, the intermission guarantees, for Badiou, the public function of the theatre,
understanding, as he does, “publicity” in its ancient sense, as defining the space
of equal exposure to contingency that belongs to nobody. This public function
should not be understood as if providing a pedagogical service for civic training,
as theatre is sometimes understood in certain romanticized accounts of Greek trag-
edy. The public function of the theatre is that of undoing the separation between its
two spaces of collective being, as something of one space travels into the other and
acts upon it with unexpected consequences.

If Rancière is not committed to this specific feature of the theatre it is
because the ability of the performance to interrupt a prior distribution of spaces
lies instead in the theatre’s capacity to confront its own pedagogical myths. For
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Rancière, theatre can verify the axiom of equality by undoing the presuppositions
that govern all attempts to recreate artificially the community in the theatre, a fea-
ture it shares with all other aesthetic forms. For Badiou, theatre engages in a polit-
ical function rather obliquely, by fulfilling an ethical imperative while facilitating
the audience to address their lives in unhabitual ways, destabilizing the border that
separates the world of work from the work of leisure, the world of acting from the
world of the intermission.

Unlike Rancière’s dismissal of Plato’s drama as a policing laboratory,
Badiou wants to reconcile its egalitarian maxims with its inegalitarian aesthetics
in a sort of dialectic solution. In consequence, he challenges two dramatic features
of the Socratic dialogue in his hypertranslation of Plato’s Republic: first, the sub-
stitution of the Chorus by the philosophic hero; second, the numerical restriction of
the audience, probably the most elitist aspect of Plato’s drama. In relation to the
first challenge, Badiou wants to retain the heroic dimension of the philosophical
type, in the form of a disciplined militancy, but he also wants to universalize it
in the oxymoronic form of the “proletarian aristocracy.” As regards the second
transformation, Badiou resolves the tension between the semantic and the pho-
netic, the policing distribution that separates logos (speech) from phone (voice),
and the proper from improper body of knowledge, by breaking with the homoso-
ciality of the audience and including a woman, Amantha, in the dialogue—in lieu
of Adeimantus of Collytus—as well as by making Socrates’s interlocutors some-
thing more than mere yes-men in response to his questions.

At the heart of this troubling of the spatial border between production and
performance, labor and action, there is an undertheorized link between Plato
and Marx. In Rancière’s articulation, Marx repeats Plato’s critique of democracy.
Behind a political fiction, the citizen of the bourgeoisie, real human essence hides,
communism as a classless society. For Marx, too, democracy reduces every human
endeavor to an exchangeable enterprise in the marketplace, and Badiou and
Rancière both agree with Marx and Engel’s diagnosis of the present, in The
Communist Manifesto, according to which all relations of authority have been dis-
solved “in the icy waters of egotistical calculation.”34 This aspect of Marx’s
thought does not trouble Badiou, who celebrates it and seeks to strengthen it.
For Rancière, however, this hatred of democracy is symptomatic of an oversight
on the part of both Plato and Marx, in which they miss democracy’s political scan-
dal: the axiom of equality of all with everyone. The “everyone” that Rancière seeks
in the demos of Greek antiquity, however, was never a realization of democracy.
Democracy, understood as the rule of the demos—that is, in Rancière’s language,
the rule of the supplementary part, of those improperly suited to rule—also had its
supplement: women, slaves, foreigners, and metics (resident aliens) were never a
part, nor were they ever “the part of those who had no part”35 in the Greek polis.
This part who had no part, according to Rancière, governed in Athens on the basis
of their sole improper property, that is, the freedom that belonged to the totality of
the community. Women, slaves, foreigners, and metics, nevertheless, were not
free, yet they also troubled the border that rendered the polis unaccountable to
them, and that disqualified their speech as mere noise.
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If Badiou’s blindness to this supplementary part comes from a too sympa-
thetic interpretation of Plato, Rancière’s blindness comes from an antagonism
that delivers itself too easily to the demos of antiquity. Yet it is the rule of that
very supplement, of those both improperly suited to rule and not free, that, I
claim, is at the center of the allegory of the cave. Badiou and Rancière both
miss it, but it can be recovered if Plato’s text is properly placed in its historical
moment. As I mentioned earlier, the institutionalization of injustice was not just
a problem of class exploitation. More concretely, the problem figures first as a
problem of imperial conquest. Neither Rancière nor Badiou focuses on this
Plato, the one who makes colonization the birthplace of injustice and the founding
soil for the need of philosophy, the one who at one point in the Republic proposes
to abolish slavery, a measure carefully restricted only to the Greeks, but who also
designs the first philosophical eugenic project through the “noble lie.”36

Plato’s recourse to the plasticity of drama—as particularly suitable to per-
suade the audience into an unhabitual turning of their gaze toward the material
conditions of their enjoyment of freedom—makes room for this interpretation,
but it also produces a paradox. Why would Plato have recourse to the dramatic
form that he also disparaged as the greatest depository of poetic lies? Alexander
Nehamas claims that he did so because drama “was the established form of
Socratic literature at the end of the fifth and the beginning of the fourth century
BC.”37 Such an explanation, however, is insufficient to the extent that Plato’s
text, unlike other established forms of Socratic literature, engages in a political
contestation over the literary form itself, throwing such normalcy into crisis.
Interested in the politics of aesthetics as much as in the aesthetic of politics,
Plato—himself a poet before he became a philosopher—granted that in the effort
to persuade the masses to shift their sight in a particular direction, the techniques of
the Sophists and the poets were more suitable than those of the philosopher. Poets
had the ability to “approach and handle the beast,”38 to understand its passions and
pleasures, as he claims pejoratively in the Republic, it is almost as though he is
conceding to one of Gorgias’ paradoxes regarding tragedy’s deceptive superiority
over philosophy’s nondeceptive truth:

Tragedy, by means of legends and emotions, creates a deception in which the
deceiver is more honest than the non-deceiver and the deceived is wiser than
the non-deceived.39

The gap that separates fiction from reality is troubled, in Plato’s Republic, by
the very invention of a truth told in fiction. Plato’s legacy is not just that of the
distance that separates, the distance that, Rancière suggests, is mimicked in the the-
atres of Brecht and Artaud. Plato’s legacy is also that of the confusion of aesthetic
forms, of their mélange, that Rancière celebrates elsewhere as the signature of the
politics of aesthetics.40 Having questioned theatrical allegories on the basis of the
literal meanings articulated in them, the crimes that they glorified, and the forms of
violence that they heroized, Plato tests the ability of his theatre to convey a reality
whose nonmediated visibility might be too blinding to reveal without poetic medi-
ation. Knowing that the sun can easily blind a soul unprepared to receive its light,
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Plato employs an allegorical language, one that circumvents the potential rejection
of too immediate a link between the freedom of the demos and the slavery of the
nondemos in the caves, yet inscribed precisely in a narrative that calls for the vul-
garity of such literal translation. At its most emancipatory, Plato’s text refuses the
separation of the assembly and the space of appearances from the caves of the
polis, from the mines in which slaves were exploited in order to provide for its
enlightened minority. When the philosopher returns to the marketplace of opinions
he sees people in chains, and those chains are not just some allegorical subtext but
the very material conditions supporting the speech that circulates “freely” in the
marketplace. The deceived, those who look for the chains, as they are fully
absorbed in the allegory of the cave, are wiser than the nondeceived, because
they have a greater chance of reaching those enslaved in the mines that support
the material prosperity of the Greek polis and its presumable “freedom” of speech.

Plato’s dramatic playfulness troubles not only Rancière’s interpretation but
also Badiou’s. The interplay of fiction and reality, of act and intermission, is
inverted in the allegory. As synecdoche, the allegory of the cave becomes the
“intermission” of the polis that brings its Real in the form of an Imaginary, its the-
atrical interruption. It is by means of this allegory that fictional time gives room to
historical time, that the mines of the Greek polis morph into the caves of the alle-
gory and, as Socrates tells Glaucon, the “strange prisoners” of the allegory appear
“just like us.”41 This is a mimesis that interrupts its mimetic impulse, as it no lon-
ger reproduces greater distance from the historical reality through its very efforts at
reaching closer resemblance to it, but does the opposite. The allegory facilitates a
short circuit to the reality of slavery by means of the greater distance that it takes
from it. Borrowing from Simon Critchley and JamiesonWebster’s interpretation of
Hamlet’sMousetrap, which they read as the intrusion of historical time into myth-
ical time through the lenses of Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt’s interpreta-
tions,42 I claim a similar political function for Plato’s allegory. The allegory of
the cave effectuates a similar temporal disjunction, one in which the foreignness
of antiquity becomes more troubling than its ahistorical fixation in the Western
canon for what it might offer toward an understanding of the global dependency
of immaterial labor in the Global North upon material labor in the Global South.43

THE CONTEMPORANEITY OF PLATO’S DRAMA: A SHAKESPEAREAN

DETOUR
“The time is out of joint,” says Hamlet after learning from his father’s ghost

of the murder committed by he who now wears his crown. In their Communist
Manifesto, Marx and Engels, like Shakespeare, portray a haunting specter of the
past that continues to live in the present as the means by which to uncover the struc-
tural contradiction of the social order. The ghost, this posthumous survival of a
dead social order, is the sign of the contemporary as the political “contradiction
between a society’s archaic conception of itself and the actual dominant forces
within it.”44 The ghost is the gaze of the present from the perspective of the future,
as already passé, as postmortem. Martin Harries is right when he says that in
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Hamlet, “the Ghost in the mine is a spirit of capitalism,” of the emerging future
rendering the present past, while serving too as a meeting place for different
times to interact.45 Echoing though not citing Marx, Agamben also links the con-
temporary not only with temporal disjunction but also to he (sic) “who firmly
holds his gaze on his own time so as to perceive not its light but rather its
darkness.”46

Rancière’s hyperhistorical Plato, as the philosophical spokesman for an
Athenian oligarchy dressing itself in the robes of aristocratic virtue, becomes
the ahistorical Plato behind the curtain of every policing order. Badiou’s Plato
goes the other way: Plato moves from one historical context to another, from
the fourth century BCE of Athens to the twenty-first century CE of Paris, only to
be further entrenched in the privileged ahistorical position that The Republic con-
tinues to occupy as the foundational text of political philosophy. Repeating the
classicizing gesture by which the conditions of production of a text are effaced,
the unseen darkness of Plato’s text in the past is problematically iterated in the pre-
sent, and the current forms of extractive capitalism displacing the geography of
emancipatory praxis under conditions of neoliberal globalization today remain
unexamined in Badiou and Rancière’s interpretations.

As Marx claimed in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852),
the problem with using old costumes is that it can not only magnify the task but
can also mummify it. This is the difference between the tragic and the farcical,
the difference between the tragic end of the real French Revolution in the empire
of Napoleon, and the farcical end of the imagined July Revolution in the Second
Empire of Crapulinski. Having seen how the awakening of the dead that previ-
ously served the purpose of glorifying the new struggles was now parodying the
old, how that which magnified the task in imagination was now functional to tak-
ing a flight from a solution in reality, Marx concluded that

the social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry from the
past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself, before it has stripped
off all superstition in regard to the past. Earlier revolutions required world-
historical recollections in order to drug themselves concerning their own con-
tent. In order to arrive at its content, the revolution of the nineteenth century
must let the dead bury their dead.47

In the absence of a metanarrative of history as progress, such a solution
seems less reassuring, as the dead haunt the present not only from the past but
also from the apocalyptic scenario now central to the dominant genre of futurity,
in the face of ecological devastation wrought by the unstoppable machine of cap-
italist accumulation. Ghosts visit us not only from the past but also from the future,
forcing the new revolutions to come to terms, once again, with their world-
historical recollections in ways that undercut their hallucinatory effects.

A broader and more inclusive world-historical recollection might be the nec-
essary antidote, one that, as Agamben suggests, firmly holds the gaze on the time
so as to perceive its darkness. This is precisely Buck-Morss’s critique of the
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problematic contemporaneity of communism, vis-à-vis the work of Badiou.
Buck-Morss argues:

Badiou is modern, au courant, but he is not contemporary, not against the cur-
rent. By returning to the Western tradition, yet again ‘putting on the Mask of
St Paul’ (Marx!) in order to speak politically of the rupturing power of the
event, the pragmatics of his action reinforces that tradition and obliterates
change, weakening the messianic, political power of the present that he
intends to affirm.48

Buck-Morss criticizes Badiou’s Eurocentrism, which looks archaic after
decades of anticolonial struggle, decolonization of knowledge, and production
of theory from the Global South. Rather than the French Revolution being the
foundational event of modernity, Buck-Morss argues for a different constellation,
Hegel and Haiti, to move from the French Jacobins of Michelet’s history to the
Black Jacobins (1938) of C. L. R. James in Saint-Domingue.49 This constitutes
a more radical rupture with the collective imaginary, and might be the antidote
to the mummifying risks of invoking lethal pasts or delivering oneself to deadly
futures.

Badiou understands the ideological operation of communism as “the imag-
inary projection of the political real into the symbolic fiction of History, including
its guise as a representation of the action of innumerable masses via the One of a
proper name.”50 The One of a proper name, however, does not articulate the innu-
merable masses evenly, as the imaginary projection of the real into the symbolic
continues to leave behind those who relate to Western history not through its
field of lightness but through its minefield of darkness.51 Another symbolic
order already governs the projection of the political real into the symbolic fiction
of history, a history that continues to be glued to Western stories, that continues to
“resurrect our own dusty thinkers of the past for a post-secular present defanged of
religion’s revolutionary power.”52 This is Buck-Morss’s most recent invitation,
that we might rescue “the progressive moments in present-day religious writers,”
like Sayyid Qutb and Ali Shariati—“whose political actions we have neglected to
see, but who belong objectively to our time and who are, in the uncomfortable
sense, our contemporaries.”53

This is not just a critique of the Eurocentrism of Badiou. Indeed, one could
easily defend Badiou against such charges by highlighting his active engagement
with Organisation Politique since 1985, an organization that supported undocu-
mented immigrant workers mostly from non-European countries; or by his choice,
as a playwright, of Ahmed as the heroic figure of the philosopher, without relaps-
ing into conventional forms of orientalism; or by referring to his uncompromised
Maoism. Philosophy, however, in its political history and intellectual genealogy,
continues to draw its poetry from a very limited European archive, reproducing
the very darkness that supports the unparalleled privilege of Western authors as
the providers of light.54

Like Badiou, Rancière has also accommodated non-European events and
subaltern histories into his theoretical corpus, and the most resonant example of

98

Theatre Survey

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040557416000703 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0040557416000703


a democratic action in his Hatred of Democracy is no longer May 1968 but the
civil rights movement in the United States. Rancière celebrates the Montgomery
Bus Boycott as having “really acted politically” in their refusal to accept the polic-
ing order, the system that legitimized the distribution of places according to the
so-called one-drop rule under the Jim Crow laws.55 But how blood was able to
organize such a distribution of the sensible in the United States was beyond the
scope of Rancière’s work. Trained in a Marxist tradition, Rancière was able to
translate the language of parts, and the part that has no part (the Athenian
demos), into the Marxist language of classes, and the proletariat as the dissolution
of all classes—which achieved the very same identification of “‘the count of the
uncounted’ with the whole of the community.”56 But if the rich in Athens were
able to “reduce the natural domination of the nobility, based on the illustrious
and ancient nature of their lineage, to their simple domination as wealthy property
owners,”57 thus subsuming the nobility of the blood into the material wealth of the
rich, the opposite trajectory—the trajectory that investigates the racialized origins
of social classification—had no place in his theory, a history extensively docu-
mented by decolonial theory.58

Diachronic translation, which focuses on these subject positions instead,
accommodates (rather better than hypertranslation, I argue) this rather more chal-
lenging and inclusive contemporaneity of Plato’s drama, while being equally com-
mitted to the axiom of equality and to an ethical-political view of the militant
intellectual. According to Kenneth Reinhard’s introduction to Badiou’s The
Republic, “by calling this book . . . a hypertranslation, Badiou suggests that it
goes above and beyond the usual assumptions about the work of translation, taking
its text to what we might call a sublime—hypselos (ύψηλός )—place of new topo-
logical proximities, unmappable according to the conventional metrics of history
and geography.”59 The topological proximities that Badiou maps onto Plato’s
Republic, notwithstanding their unconventional character with regards to the met-
rics of history and geography, are quite conventional when seen through their sym-
bolic geography. As Buck-Morss suggests, Badiou’s Republic, if not Badiou’s
philosophy as a whole—the same cannot be said about his dramatic work—partic-
ipates in all kinds of Eurocentric erasures, and the Plato of Badiou’s work remains
the Plato of the Western tradition, the Plato onto whom Europe continues to project
a mythical historicity, the Plato who never posited the imperial question at the cen-
ter of the political project of undoing injustice.

Hypertranslation might bring other metrics to play, but the history and geog-
raphy that continues to be overlooked in the topological proximities that animate
Plato’s text in Badiou’s work significantly limit its political potential. Something
similar happens with Rancière’s constant invocation of Plato as the ghostly pup-
peteer behind every future theatre of shadows, behind every new policing effort
to reproduce hierarchy. The diachronic translation that I propose below makes
Plato into our contemporary not by turning the cave of antiquity into the movie
theatre of modernity, as Badiou does, but by first addressing our historical dis-
tance, the gap that renders one epoch untranslatable into another. My diachronic
translation seeks those other historical and geographic sites by focusing precisely
upon this gap and by being attentive to Plato’s own historical context. Borrowing
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from Kant’s analysis of analogies as invested not in the semantic correspondence
between two things but in the “similarity between two relations in wholly dissim-
ilar things,”60 I seek in the mine of today’s Global South the political relation artic-
ulated in Plato’s allegory of the cave, that which refuses to separate intellectual
from material production and, by extension, the theatre from imperialism and
slavery.

The caves of Greek antiquity are certainly not equivalent to the mines of
today’s transnational capital, yet the reanimation of the allegory from this point
of view does attend to the functional equivalent of the allegory, to the “unlived”
cave in the text, as the lived mine of its metatext connects it with the Marxist
ghost in the mine as the site of critical intellectual labor, thus allowing us to inter-
rogate the material basis of today’s dramatic productions. The historical juxtapo-
sition that the allegory facilitates turns, today, toward the intensive use of
extractive industries by contemporary forms of capital accumulation and their sub-
sequent legitimation of forms of neocolonial power, which are at the center of the
material reproduction of the imperial polis in what Timothy Mitchell has appropri-
ately called today “carbon democracy.”61 According to Saskia Sassen:

More than 200 million hectares of land are estimated to have been acquired
from 2006 to 2011 by foreign governments and firms according to Land
Matrix, . . . the most comprehensive network of researchers on this subject.
Much of the purchased land is in Africa, but a growing share is now in
Latin America and, a first since the postwar era, in several countries in
Asia, notably Russia, Laos, and Vietnam. Finally, the buyers are increasingly
diverse, including purchasers from countries of origin that range from China to
Sweden, and firms from sectors as different as biotechnology and finance.62

The systemic change represented by these new patters of acquisition, char-
acteristic of intensive mining particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, has led Sassen to
speak no longer of social exclusion but of “expulsions” taking place at the sys-
temic edge of capitalism’s new phase of global destruction.63 Such is the present
reality alongside which the allegory of the cave acquires an alternative contempo-
raneity. Unlike Badiou’s hypertranslation, my diachronic translation of Plato’s
allegory, my own effort at making Plato into our contemporary, does not turn
the colonial and decolonial question into a footnote to the analysis. It expects a
broader constellation of political history to resonate with the text, one in which
the Egyptian papyrus on which Plato wrote his Socratic plays breaks with the
Eurocentric geography of his drama; one in which the influence of Persian philos-
ophy in Plato’s work, too, invites a reassessment of radical political Islam, in
response to Buck-Morss’s invitation; and one, finally, that makes the allegory
operative in a different geography for a more radical critique of the present of
global capitalism and its asymmetrical impacts in the South.
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A DIACHRONIC TRANSLATION OF PLATO’S ALLEGORY OF THE CAVE: THE

SPIRIT IN THE MINE
Unlike wealthy foreigners and metics, and upper-class Athenian women,

slaves were almost entirely excluded from the Festival of Dionysus, with the
exception of the eight slaves in public service seated, presumably, with the
Council.64 Yet the labor that made possible the performances at the Festival of
Dionysus in Greek antiquity was the labor of those who were enslaved by the
polis and its oligarchic class.65 A. H. M. Jones claims that Athenian democracy
was parasitic neither on the empire nor on slavery, as both were neither sufficient
nor necessary conditions for democratic rule. Athens, nonetheless, appropriated
the land and labor of foreign territories in order to improve its material conditions,
to become luxurious, as Socrates says of the feverish city. The proof that democ-
racy was not parasitic on slavery lies in the class that owned most of the slaves.
According to Jones, two-thirds to three-quarters of the citizen population owned
no slaves; rather, they were owned by the twelve hundred richest families,
which were also the families that funded the theatre during the festivals.66 The
state also owned slaves, whom it employed largely in the mines, but the slave pop-
ulation was not a material necessity for the demos, for those who were free yet
poor. Slavery was, however, a material necessity for the sustainability of Plato’s
own social class, the Greek oligarchy, the class that funded the work of the trage-
dians that Plato ultimately subordinated to philosophic supervision in The
Republic: “In industry, and particularly mining, slaves were employed on a larger
scale,” says Jones, giving as example the case of “the wealthy Nicias in the fifth
century,”who is “said to have owned 1,000 slaves, who he let out to a mining con-
tractor at 1 obol a day. . . . In the fourth century another mine concessionaire owned
thirty slaves, which was probably a more usual number.”67

Badiou’s communism and Rancière’s democracy have yet to come to terms,
within their own resolute commitments to equality, with the colonial and decolo-
nial question, with the gendered and racialized history of class exploitation at its
origins. The colonial question appears in Plato’s Republic and reappears in
Plato’s Laws. This is also the question that changes most radically the historical
and geographical landscape of emancipatory politics and deepens the axiom of
equality to which both of them are committed. The diachronic translation of
Plato’s allegory for which I advocate makes Plato’s text both more foreign and
more contemporary. My focus on the mines that sustain the material luxury of
the Greek polis invites the allegory to inform our understanding of other historical
contexts relevant to the problem of emancipation, such as the historical context of
colonial modernity—that is to say, to the mines in which the Spanish and
Portuguese empires looked for gold and silver to fund their colonial enterprises.
The allegory then serves to interrogate the postcolonial status of today’s mines,
in which disposable labor in the Global South is employed by transnational extrac-
tive industries in order to produce the stages, digital screens, and electric batteries
that light today’s theatres. Slaves worked in the mines of Greek antiquity in order
to produce the capital that subsidized the Festival of Dionysus, where comedies
and tragedies were performed for the entertainment of the Athenian elite,
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Plato’s class. The foundation of philosophy in the feverish city calls attention to
the interdependency between the free and equal public speech of the marketplace
and the enslavement of the majority in the underworld of the mines, which are
taken outside visibility and made into silent spaces of confinement. However crit-
ical such an acknowledgment of democracy’s exclusion is, Plato’s allegory also
gives to philosophical discourse the structural form of that which it criticizes, as
the metals in the mines also provide Plato with the myth by which he naturalizes
hierarchy. As a specialized form of knowledge, philosophy acquires the technical
attributes of the excavator, that of extracting the metal from the soul of the individ-
ual in order to organize the distribution of bodies according to the degree with
which appetites are subordinated to reason. The gold that Socrates rejects, when
he proposes the socialization of the means of production, he also celebrates
when it performs the function of naturalizing inequality through the first biopolit-
ical project designed by a philosopher, the “noble lie” with which the philosopher
guarantees the biological reproduction of the ruling class.68 Basanos, the Greek
word for both truth and torture, betrays Western philosophy’s historical depen-
dence upon the violent devices by which free and slave, citizen and noncitizen
tried to manage its always-unstable border.69

Since Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto, the mine continues to be a
powerful topographical site for rethinking the axiom of equality beyond its con-
ventional geographies and academic texts. Even as I wrote this essay, we heard
of the latest aggressions (intimidation of the community, disregard of their rights,
etc.) committed by the Colombian state against black autonomous organizations in
La Toma, Cauca, organizations primarily led by courageous black women who
continue to struggle against the exploitation of gold on their land by transnational
industries and the government. Incidents like this are not isolated, but rather are
constant. For just one other example among many, one could look to South
Africa where, in August 2012, the police killed thirty-four miners and wounded
seventy-eight more workers who were protesting against their labor conditions
in the mine owned by the British company Lonmin, an incident that took place
on the twenty-fifth anniversary of a nationwide South African miner’s strike dur-
ing the apartheid period. As Plato’s drama travels, and students all over the world
continue to read the text in their own contexts, coming from other historical back-
grounds and facing other forms of violence as part of their everyday lives, includ-
ing that of Eurocentrism itself, the topographical proximities mapped onto Plato’s
allegory need to accommodate a more challenging geopolitical world and a more
contentious contemporaneity. After years of decolonial criticism, working toward
the active manifestation of the equality of intelligences in the dynamic search for
those voices, contexts, and events that have been pushed to the margins of the
European canon, if included at all, Plato’s contemporaneity might paradoxically
lie in a more literal reading of his allegories. Might it be possible, then, to read
the foreign legislator of the Laws—the only character to have replaced Socrates
as Plato’s main conceptual character in his dialogues—as the sans-papiers in
France, as the undocumented immigrant in the United States, as the migrant
worker for whose inclusion Badiou’s own activist organization, Organisation
Politique, fought? The wager of this text is that such a vulgar literalization of
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Plato’s allegories might be politically and ethically more radical for a renewed
investment in the communist figure of the militant intellectual than either the
full condemnation or endorsement of Plato’s text in Rancière and Badiou’s
defense of the axiom of equality. Ultimately, my reading makes use of Badiou
and Rancière’s investments in Plato’s drama as occasions for a productive interro-
gation of the relationship between ethics and politics in the figure of the militant
intellectual, but it seeks to displace this figure into a different geography, a differ-
ent world-historical reality, centered around the experiences of the Global South.
The provocation of this text is to reinvest the allegorical fictions with facts that
have been ghosted, so that maybe we can start listening to the stories that speak
in the caves of the Global South.
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