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UVC - ASSIGNMENT 3 

  

Plato – The Allegory of the Cave 

 

 

 

Assignment Task:   

Read Plato’s account of the Allegory of the Cave and say whether and why you think it is 

valid today. 

There are various ways you can answer this question. In what sense might we be ‘in the dark’ 

about the world we live in? Are we in some sense collectively manipulated or do we just 

think we are? Does Plato’s image of shadows on a cave wall bear comparison with the 

technological screen? Try to provide sufficient evidence in your answer and take relevant 

quotes from the text. (1500 words) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Sketch of the Cave ©SJSchaffeld, 2017 (Schaffeld, 2017) 
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The five colors blind the eye. 

The five tones deafen the ear. 

The five flavors dull the taste. 

 

Racing and hunting madden the mind. 

Precious things lead one astray. 

 

Therefore, the sage is guided by what 

he feels and not by what he sees. 

He lets go of that and chooses this. 

 

 

 

 

- Lao Tzu Tao Te Ching - chapter 12 -  
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1. Introduction: The cave, the panopticon of our reality 

 “What is real? How do you define real? If you are talking what you 

can feel, smell, taste and see, then real is simply electrical signals 

interpreted by your brain.” – Morpheus in Matrix 1 

 

Plato's Cave is a valid metaphor today (Fig. 1), but too simple. Our life is vastly 

mediated through images flooding into our life. Sophisticated technologies for image creation 

and manipulation blurring the difference between representation of reality and fantasy. 

The modern cave is our real world. It can be seen as a space of surveillance and 

visibility, a panopticon2 where the 'shadows on the wall' imitating, projecting and resembling 

our life.  Through our desires and delusive self-perception, we become more and more 

addicted to consumption of images in our participation of generating hyper-realities. 

This essay will argue how today's 'cave' became a complex staged spectacle3, 

exemplary showing how Documentary represents external reality and how images and 

Reality TV are shifting towards a making of a real as a self-identity.  

The question to ask is whether the created self is a true authentic self or just another 

appearance and shadow on the wall. Would we be able to escape our own cave of self-

delusion? 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
1 transcript from:  (Galactic Archive, 2009) 
2 The term ‘panopticon’ derived from the design of an architectural device for penitentiaries by Jeremy Bentham 

in the 18th century (Mills, 2004, pp. 42 - 48) and was reflected by M. Foucault’s conception of society as prison.  
3 The conception of the spectacle is considered in context of Guy Debord and Marshall McLuhan who predicted 

in the mid 1960s a world mediated by images (Debord, 2016), (McLuhan, Agel and Fiore, 2008) 
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3) Reality represented in reality film  

“But certainly, for the present age, which prefers the sign to the thing 

signified, the copy to the original, fancy to reality, the appearance to 

the essence … illusion only is sacred, truth profane”  

- L Feuerbach (1804 – 1872) The Essence of Christianity, 1843  

 

Our perception of reality is mediated through images. Plato’s idea to escape a 

dependence of resemblance by knowing ‘that the shadows they saw were the real things’ 

(Plato, 2007, p. 241) can be considered as an unsuccessful attempt. Through our constant 

exposure to audio-visual mass media we do experience realities differently. 

Representation of reality is blurred and at times hard to discern truth. It seems rather a 

question of underlying beliefs and assumptions4. McLuhan stated that the medium shapes the 

way we conceive a message. Through the medium’s form we perceive reality, and, as 

Foucault argued, acquire knowledge biased by cultural conventions and ideology 

representing a prevailing worldview of an era (Sturken and Cartwright, 2009, pp. 149, 229 -

233). 

Nevertheless, we rely on representation of external facts through e.g. news 

broadcasting. We tend to trust and rely on informative channels as News TV and 

Newspapers, to distrust commercials for their overtly manipulative nature by selling their 

products through addressing our hopes and desires (Berger, 1972, p. 153). But, we ‘know’ 

that Science Fiction are fictitious. 

So, how we do perceive photographic images that are supposed to represent reality 

e.g. Documentary or Reality TV?  Linda Williams compared how postmodern Documentary 

claim reality and how truthful cinema vérité5 can be. She stated that films like JFK by Oliver 

Stone (1991) are failing to represent a past reality by merely creating a ‘countermyth’ as a 

constructed relativistic narrative. Whereas films like The Thin Blue Line by Errol Morris 

(1987) do not fall into the trap of constructing representations of an inaccessible true reality 

but rather building on subjective divergent viewpoints to evoke memories of the past like a 

palimpsest of fragmented memories as described by S. Freud (Williams, 1993).  

                                                 
4 Chris Argyris explored 1974 approaches in adult learning and established the model of the ‘ladder of 

inference’ stating how our assumptions are shaping our perception of the world and our conclusions we draw 

from that. Past experiences are conditioning our worldview and reasoning. (Wahl, 2016) 
5 At times called observational cinema, term coined 1961 by Jean Rouch, as a combination of improvisation 

with the camera to reveal truth. 
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By contrast, we consider television shows often as entertainment, what Plato 

compared as ‘sensual indulgences like gluttony, which twist their mind’s vision to lower 

things’ (Plato, 2007, p. 246). Are SitComs and Reality TV6 perhaps more than just fiction? 

Howell and Negreiros revealed how film realities distort our perception of actual reality 

through 'convincingly real' presentations (Howells and Negreiros, 2015). For instance, the 

example of the UK police series The Bill (1984-2010) showing a black police officer (didn’t 

exist in UK at that time) and the US series The Cosby Show (1984-92) showing an upper-

middle class black family’s life (significantly different to experienced reality at that time). 

Alternatively, some are arguing that these shows do not pretend to show people’s daily lives 

but that they depend ‘on their ability to credibly maintain that pretence,’(Rhodes, 2011). In 

short, it appears as if these shows have something in common with commercials, addressing 

hope and desires. What leads to the question how much television and documentary are 

manipulating our reality perception and out real lives. 

Debord’s conception of society as a spectacle and that ‘everything that was directly 

lived has moved away into representation’ (Debord, 2016, #1) seem to confirm Plato’s notion 

of relying on appearances and resemblances, that one only need to ‘know what they are 

shadows of’(Plato, 2007, p. 247). But does this reflect how photographic images and Reality 

TV work? 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
6 The Difference between Sitcoms (Situational Comedy) and Reality TV is not so clear. Sitcoms tend to focus 

on comedy as entertainment with often live audiences present. Whereas Reality TV are often casted and apply 

‘Fly-on-the Wall’ technique, extensive documentary film footage edited down to a story (Chandler and Munday, 

2011) 
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4)   Visibility in the cave 

 

“Television is our culture's principal mode of knowing about itself. 

Therefore … how television stages the world becomes the model for 

how the world is properly to be staged.” 

- Neil Postman Amusing Ourselves to Death 

 

Reality TV is a global successful phenomenon: Big Brother, The Bachelor, Survivor 

or I'm a Celebrity...Get Me Out of Here!7. The constitute of social elements, a competitive 

selection process, and an isolated location reminding us of Plato’s cave. They embrace high 

visibility, making the viewer a voyeur (Saye, 2004) and the TV screen a surveillance screen 

as the ‘screen at puppet shows’ (Plato, 2007, p. 241). One gets reminded of the Panopticon 

(Fig. 2) described by M. Foucault when he expressed society’s resemblance with a prison 

(Foucault, 1977). It could be argued that the actors are the ‘shadows on the wall’, under a 

constant belief of being observed.  

 

 

                                                 
7 Big Brother, originated in the Netherlands 1999, is a living together of strangers in an isolated located house. 

The Bachelor (US, 2002 – present) and spin offs as The Bachelorette are around a ‘romantic’ selection process 

of the one wife or husband to be married. Survivor (US, 1997 – 2000), originated 1997 in Sweden, is about 

strangers in a remote location and in charge to find food and shelter between them and competing for the last 

survivor. I'm a Celebrity...Get Me Out of Here! (UK, 2002 – 2016) is about twelve celebrities living together in 

a jungle without luxuries and competing with each other to become the king or queen. All of these Reality TV 

shows were globally deployed with various spin-offs. 

Figure 2: Interior view of Illinois State Penitentiary - Panopticon structure 

(n.A., n.D.) 
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Furthermore, Reality TV and Sitcoms are ‘breaking the fourth wall’8 between the 

audience and the actors. A shared and participatory experience becomes a real. Viewers do 

not rely on representations, they want to engage, to feel part of it, to produce their own 

content. The images should reflect the way they live, although the line between desire and 

illusion and actual, real experience is becoming blurred, a simulacrum as Baudrillard 

described the ‘hyper-reality’ that does not resemble reality but is real in itself (Baudrillard, 

1994, p. 1). Reality TV becomes what Neil Postman expressed as the ‘model for the world’. 

Charlie White9 described this new form of reality the ‘Hybrid Reality’, affecting our self-

identity, as ‘coming out as a different product’ by intersecting private and public life (TEDx 

Talks, 2017a). Because of this, one can argue that Plato is wrong to compare the viewer with 

dreamers’s ‘confusion between a resemblance and the reality which it resembles’ (Plato, 

2007, p. 198).  

McLuhan’s description of television as creating an ‘inwardness, ..reverse perspective’ 

with the viewer as the ‘vanishing point’ (McLuhan et al., 2008, p. 125) seems even more 

relevant to the intense use of smartphones and social media. People get addicted to images 

and become highly visible and on-camera every moment. Nick Couldry10 stated that viewers 

rely on an ‘underlying belief that there exists a true self and 'forget that through viewing 

pleasures, [they] are directly legitimating surveillance itself'’ (Allen and Mendick, 2013, p. 

472). The voyeur becomes the shadow on the wall of the cave, a social panopticon that 

resemble a one-way mirror (Fig. 3). Susan Sontag saw that photographic ‘reality as such is 

redefined – as an item for exhibition, as a target for surveillance.’ (Sontag, 2013, p. 637). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 ‘Breaking the fourth wall’ became a trope in cinema and theatre as a metaphor for overcoming the illusionistic 

separation of staged act and audience. In appeared with modern art and B. Brecht’s conception of alienation-

effect (‘Verfremdungseffekt’) with addressing the audience directly in a kind of meta-narrative coined the term 

(Buchanan, 2010, p. 8). 
9 Charlie White, professor and Head of School at the School of Art at Carnegie Mellon University, and 

photographer, writer and filmmaker who explores the role of the photograph. He argues that the photograph has 

shifted from a commercial and personal object to an extension of the self as a new form of visual language.  
10 Nick Couldry is professor and department head of Media and Communications at the London School of 

Economics and Political Science (LSE) 
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CCTV Surveillance in public areas seems in current times be understandable. But we 

don’t know what is behind the mirror. Today, one relies on Google searches, tweets and 

Facebook for information. Some authors indicate that the assumption of having access to free 

and diverse sources do ignore the influence of algorithms by customizing and filtering news 

and creating a ‘filter bubble’ that shows only a partial and restricted view on ‘reality’. They 

argue the belief of communicating with other humans in social media ignores the reality of 

‘social bots’, a semblance of a reality, a non-real reality (3Sat nano, 2017a, 3Sat nano, 

2017b)11 It seems as if the question in Bladerunner how we can distinguish human beings 

and androids is answered already, as in the virtual world, we cannot12. One can argue that a 

representation of a true external reality as Plato tried to convince us is much more complex. 

Therefore, one can ask how the possession of making a reality impacts our self-perception? 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
11 The German television science channel ‘nano’ explored the effect of the filter bubble with the example of 

how a person get informed about the mood in her neighbourhood in way that enforces her current beliefs, and 

how socialbots can impact opinion polls and the possibility of changes in voting results. 
12 Graham and Ackland are arguing in the pre-print book on socialbots the influence of socialbots in mimicking 

human appearance and their role in social media. Robert W. Gehl, associate professor of Communication at the 

University of Utah describes the role of socialbots as “the action before action that works to shape, modulate, 

and attenuate the attention and memory of subjects”, able to impact the way humans are interacting with each 

other on social media and subsequently potentially also in real life. (Graham and Ackland, 2017) 

Figure 3: One Way Mirror - http://bearglass.info (Glass, 2017) 
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5) Ego and desire represented through images  

 “The real is that which resists symbolization absolutely”   

– Jacques Lacan -  

 

Overall, the engagement and awareness of the self is mediated through images, in 

Reality TV, social media and other forms (Fig. 4). This engagement exposes the human 

sensibility and vulnerability, echoing McLuhan’s (1967) that through a demanding 

participatory involvement one can feel it as a thread in an ‘Age of  Anxiety’ (McLuhan et al., 

2008, pp. 8 - 9, 125).  

The desire of engaging in shared experiences through simulated photographic images 

creates a social face like a mirror of a self in public. The Swiss psychoanalyst C.G. Jung 

called this social face ‘persona’, the mask of a person in society concealing a true self and 

individuality (Jung, 2014, [235] 465-6). The dependence on external images e.g through 

Reality TV experience could also be considered as a mental representation of a self, 

described by Lacan as the ‘Ideal-I’ in his conception of the ‘mirror-stage’ (Lacan, 1949) 13. 

Lacan considered the social reality as the un-real, the realm of what has been symbolized 

through signifiers.  

To conclude, one can argue that the self is actualized through photographic images. 

The external reality, Reality TV becomes the self-reality, a real of a simulacrum. The risk is  

                                                 
13 The ‘mirror-stage’ relates back to the infant who first sees its image in a mirror as an image identification, the 

ego as a dependent upon external objects, on others  

Figure 4: Identity and reality of couples (TEDx Talks, 2017b) 
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that one becomes the mask, that desires are no longer satisfied. At that point Jung 

predicted a breakdown resulting in disorientation and chaos and ending in therapy. 

 

 

6) Conclusion: Images as creating self-identity 

“Is this so hard to belief? Your appearances now are what we call the 

residual self-image. This is the mental projection of your digital self.” – 

Morpheus in Matrix 14 

 

This essay showed how our perception of a reality is mediated by photographic 

images that present us only with partial views of a reality through significations and 

subjective viewpoints. Social constructed opinions and sophisticated technologies are shaping 

our perception through persuasively blurring the line between reality and fiction. Images are 

not any longer a one-to-one representation like the ‘puppet show’ in Plato’s Allegory. 

One can perceive the cave as a one-way mirror, a space of surveillance and high 

visibility, making the viewer a voyeur and at the same time reflecting their behaviour and 

turning them into addicts. As a result, one cannot discern the shadows form real life. 

This essay also argued that human trying to satisfy desires through images and 

appearances. Although one might be aware of differences between the signification of images 

and reality, subconsciously one makes decisions on own beliefs. Reality is perceived from an 

ego point of view, and through projected images a self-identity is created. Reality was and is 

still inside the cave, inside of the person. 

This essay showed that Plato's idea of intelligent reasoning to see truth outside as 

representations seems to be rather a transcendental utopian idea. Humankind is more in a 

stage where realities are created by and for themselves through images, as if to confirm 

Morpheus’ conception of a ‘mental projection of a digital self’. 

  

 

  

                                                 
14 transcript from: (Galactic Archive, 2009) 
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