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UVC - ASSIGNMENT 3 

To the assessors 

 

My assignment 3 essay went through another steep learning curve. I posted my initial draft 

for peer review in the OCA discuss forum and with various feedbacks received through the forum as 

well directly through email I decided eventually to re-write completely my assignment before 

submitting it to my tutor.  

My reflection on peer review is available on my learning blog at: 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=2064 and the my very first draft can be accessed at: 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/wp-

content/uploads/2017/08/Stefan513593_UVC_Assignment3_DRAFT.pdf or at my leaning blog at: 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1289  

This submission includes the annotated first draft and my final edit based on tutor’s 

feedback received. I amended my assignment essay with corrected Harvard referencing and some 

text adjustments as highlighted under ‘Response to feedback and discussion’. 

My preparatory work for this assignment is available on my learning blog (Menu > 

Assignment 3) at: http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?cat=13 (scrolling down the page) 

 This submission package is also available on my learning blog at: 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=3628 (Menu > Assignment 3 – top entry)  

 

With best regards, 

Stefan J Schaffeld 

 

  

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=2064
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Stefan513593_UVC_Assignment3_DRAFT.pdf
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Stefan513593_UVC_Assignment3_DRAFT.pdf
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1289
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?cat=13
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=3628
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Tutor Report  

 

Attached my tutor’s formative report on assignment 3  



 

 
Formative feedback 
  

Student name       
  

 Stefan Schaffeld Student number                    
  

 513593 

Course/Unit Visual Studies 1: 
Understanding 
Visual Culture 

Assignment number           
  

 3 

  
  
Overall Comments  

This is pretty good stuff.  There are some linguistic problems that you might be able to sort out but 
good proof reading but given that you are not writing in your native language you have done 
really well…check it though.  I haven’t corrected all the mistakes as that seems heavy handed, and 
I am no linguist at all! 

 
Feedback on Assignment   

Most of what I want to say is in the annotations.  If you opt for a video tutorial there are things that 
we can discuss arising from them though. 

You make your points well in appropriate language and each point follows logically from the last. 

Good proof reading is vital to all formal writing and all the more so if that writing is not done in 
your first language.  I am willing to make all the corrections that I can if you so wish but I would 
rather deal with the content, which is good, at least in the first instance. 

You have made good use of the research you have done and chosen appropriate authorities to 
substantiate your assertions.  My comments about Harvard referencing , which you have used, is 
so that I don’t forget to point out to you that now we are part of UCA we need to use their version 
of Harvard (it isn’t a set in stone system and most institutions have their own slight variations) 
which may differe in some details from the previous OCA standard and/or other versions of 
Harvard that you might be used to. To this end I have given you a link to the relevant douments via 
the OCA Student website Resources section. 

My own views do not necessarily coincide with those expressed here but that is immaterial, it is 
the strength of your argument that is vital. 



Some of my annotations are intended to be provocative rather than critical.  I think it important to 
raise competing ideas wherever possible to keep you thinking! 

Sometimes I find that clarity is enhanced by reading fiction.  It seems to me that Haruki Murakami 
has much to add to the contemporary understanding of truth, reality and so on, in particular I think 
that his Hard Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World is relevant to Plato’s Cave. 

  

  
Feedback on Coursework 

It seems to me that you are entering into the coursework with all due enthusiasm and 
thoroughness. 

You seem to be getting the point of the projects and developing a good understanding of the 
underlying concepts.  

  
Research 

You seem to be very thorough in your researches and picking relevant extracts to use in your work 
to underpin your arguments. 

   
Learning Logs or Blogs/Critical review/essay 

The blog is easy to navigate and contains pretty much what we are looking for at this stage. 

  

  
Suggested reading/viewing 

 Harvard referencing: 

https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/academic-referencing  (you may need to cut and 
paste this link into your browser as it is password protected and the hyperlink seems to be 
disabled) 

John Protevi’s essay on Deleuze: 

http://www.protevi.com/john/LearnDR.pdf  

Haruki Murakami’s novel: 

Murakami, H., 2003. Hard Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World. London: Vintage 
 
 

https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/academic-referencing
http://www.protevi.com/john/LearnDR.pdf


Pointers for the next assignment 
● Reflect on this feedback in your learning log/blog. 
● Given that ‘Difference-in-itself’ is signalled we can assume that Deleuze is particularly 

important and so this essay might be helpful to you 
● Think about the image from both a stucturalist (clues and signs within the image) and  a 

post-structuralist point of view. 
● Don’t just pick one and ignore the rest, do some research into all of them before making 

your choice  
  
  

Tutor name  Peter Haveland 

Date  22/09/2017 

Next assignment due  27/10/2017 

  
 
 

http://www.protevi.com/john/LearnDR.pdf


Stefan J Schaffeld - #513593  UVC – Assignment 3 
 

5 

Tutor annotated assignment essay 

 

Attached my first draft essay with tutor’s annotation  
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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) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 1 of 14 

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 - 



Stefan J Schaffeld #513593 
UVC- Assignment 3 

Page 4 of 14 

 

 

 

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) 

Comment [H1]: Good introduction. 

Comment [H2]: The OCA/UCA require 
references to conform to the Harvard 
system, this applies to all formal documents 
but is not necessary for learning logs, bolg 
posts and the like. Later on in this essay you 
are doing this, so this is just a reminder. 
Footnotes like this can be a useful tool.  Just 
be sure that you do not mix up the two  
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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. 

Comment [H3]: Good quote to use here 

Comment [H4]: Images alone or with 
other things? 

Comment [H5]: Just check ou the 
formatting of this in the UCA guid that I 
have given a link to in Suggested Reading. 

Comment [H6]: good 

Comment [H7]: is? 

Comment [H8]: This is not a clear as it 
could be you might want to re-write it. 

Comment [H9]: Perhaps…let’s see what 
you make of this later. 
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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) 

Comment [H10]: Hmmm…is Plato 
perhaps being too ascetic for today’s world 
(or even his own?)  

Comment [H11]: Actually there was a 
black policeman  in Carlisle in the 1830s 
but ignoring that exception and one or two 
other possibilities, the first black PC in 
Britain is usually thought of as Norwell 
Roberts who started his career, I think, in 
1967 

Comment [H12]: Which…. 

Comment [H13]: Good question 
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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. 
 

Figure 2: Interior view of Illinois State Penitentiary - Panopticon structure 
(n.A., n.D.) 

 
 
 
 
 

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. 

Comment [H14]: ? 
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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) 

Comment [H15]: Are you suggesting 
that the viewers of reality TV don’t see it as 
unreal or that they do imagine it to be real 
or that they don’t care either Way? 

Comment [H16]: This is an interesting 
thought 

Comment [H17]: But why is 
photography any sort of reality at all? 



Stefan J Schaffeld #513593 
UVC- Assignment 3 

Page 9 of 14 

 

 

 

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 

 

Figure 3: One Way Mirror - http://bearglass.info (Glass, 2017) 
 

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) 

Comment [H18]: Why? 

Comment [H19]: I wonder if we are not 
underestimating the general public’s 
intelligence? 

http://bearglass.info/
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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). 
 

Figure 4: Identity and reality of couples (TEDx Talks, 2017b) 
 

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 

Comment [H20]: good 
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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’. 

 
 
Total word count:1593 (without content list, header, header quotes, footnotes, bibliography) 

 
 
 
 

14  transcript from: (Galactic Archive, 2009) 

Comment [H21]: interesting 

Comment [H22]: ‘has shown’ I think is 
better 

Comment [H23]: good 

Comment [H24]: from 

Comment [H25]: ‘This essay has also 
argued that humans try to satisfy desires 
through images and appearances’ is perhaps 
a better rendering. 

Comment [H26]: good 

Comment [H27]: if the created realities 
are so lifelike as they can be today how are 
we to know which is the real one and does 
it matter? Which is the dream, as in the 
“Amy’s Choice” episode of Dr Who 
(episode 7 episode 5) 
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Response to feedback and Discussion  

 

My initial reflection on tutor’s feedback is available on my learning blog (Menu > Reflection 

on Journey) at: http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=2636 (2017/10/02). 

---- 

I am pleased with my tutor’s overall positive feedback acknowledging my rigid editing 

process in writing the assignment essay. I felt much more in my zone of reading, researching and 

critical thinking and to create convincing argumentations that also resonate with me personally. In 

reflecting on how I could possibly further improve my assignment I decided to keep it mainly as it is 

besides some corrected language errors and Harvard referencing. Additionally, I modified some 

specific points: 

• I decided to delete the term cinema vérité from my argumentation as it would not give 

further depth and possibly would only confuse the reader with additional terminology. 

• I revisited my argument of the ‘non-factual’ black police officer in The Bill (1984-2010) 

showing into showing it as one subjective viewpoint related to the arguments by Howells 

and Negreiros. 

My tutor raised some relevant questions for me to reflect on further without taking them into 

account as additional arguments in my essay. Therefore, I do highlight a few aspects here as point 

of discussion.  

• Plato as being too ascetic for our time?  

The question of entertainment as part of human life and human condition is perhaps too 

alienated for Plato. His life was possibly too engaged in his thoughts and being separated 

from a life lived by his fellow citizens. A gap that Plato himself criticized in The Republic 

when he stated that the knowledgeable people who have seen the form of the sun and the 

form of the good need to return to the cave to live with the 'prisoners'. Did Plato do the 

same in his life? In the same book he found the lower desires e.g. drama as rather 

'disgusting' and something to overcome. This question does raise further questions of 

authenticity of a writer, an artist and her/his works. On the one hand 'practice what you 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=2636
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preach' and on the other hand to embrace life and to enjoy fun things and popular culture. 

 

• Reality in TV and experienced reality, intelligence of general public versus ignorance? 

My tutor raised this provocative question related to my arguments on Reality TV. Examples 

are social bots in social media pretending human responses and relating it to Plato's 

description of the general public as 'dreamers' who cannot discern between 'semblance and 

reality'.  I am wondering about the relevance of that question as I can see people behaving 

and reacting at times quite differently in their life. One can enjoy 'nonsense' shows and be a 

critical person at other times. For me this is somehow related to the aspect of human 

psyche and conditions. As I argued in my essay, the social masks that one wears may 

conceal a true self (see C.G. Jung) and the social reality as such my appear un-real (see 

Lacan). I could see this discussion also leading towards an argument for representation of 

something to be represented, being present. Or towards an argument of 'difference in 

itself', i.e. both aspects are just different forms of actualization, to argue with Deleuze (as I 

explored deeper in assignment 4) 
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Assignment essay (assessment edit) 

 

The following document is my slightly adjusted UVC assignment 3 taking into account some 

topics as highlighted under ‘Response to feedback and discussion’ 
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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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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: 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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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, 2007:241) 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, 2009:149, 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, 1972:153). But, we ‘know’ that 

Science Fiction is fictitious. 

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

e.g. in Documentary or Reality TV? Linda Williams discussed the reality claims of 

postmodern Documentary and 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).  

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 

                                                 
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) 
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things’ (Plato, 2007:246). But could SitComs and Reality TV5 perhaps be 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). The authors 

give the example of the UK police series The Bill (1984-2010) showing a black police officer 

and the US series The Cosby Show (1984-92) showing an upper-middle class black family’s 

life. Both films tend to convince us of a ‘normality’ whereas such representations might be 

just exceptions. Alternatively, some could argue 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. Which 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, 2007:247). But does this reflect how photographic images and Reality TV 

work? 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
5 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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  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!6 – all addressing 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, 2007:241). 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. 

 

 

                                                 
6 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’7 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, 

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

Charlie White8 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, 

2007:198).  

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

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

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

and become highly visible being on-camera every moment. Nick Couldry9 stated that viewers 

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

pleasures, [they] are directly legitimating surveillance itself'’ (Allen and Mendick, 2013:472). 

The voyeur becomes the shadow on the wall of the cave, a social panopticon that resemble a 

one-way mirror (see Fig. 3). Susan Sontag saw a shift in how photography is perceived as a 

‘reality .. redefined – as an item for exhibition, as a target for surveillance.’ (Sontag, 

2013:637). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 ‘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: 8). 
8 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.  
9 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 is quite common in public areas today, as protection and as 

warning. 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)10 It seems as if the question in Bladerunner how we can distinguish human 

beings and androids is already answered - as in the virtual world, we cannot11. 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? 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
10 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. 
11 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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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., 

2008:8 - 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) 12. 

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  

                                                 
12 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. 

 

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 13 

 

This essay has shown 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 from real life. 

This essay has also discussed how humans try 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 each 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’. 

Total word count:1512 

(without table of content, header, header quotes, in-text quotations (6%), footnotes, and 

bibliography) 

  

                                                 
13 transcript from: (Galactic Archive, 2009) 
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