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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 an 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 
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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: Reality Perception a question of power 

 “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 Allegory of the Cave 2 is an interrogation of how we perceive reality and what 

we consider as knowledge. Uncertainty of what is true, questioned by Morpheus in the film 

Matrix. It addresses the confusion between a natural world and a world of simulation and 

construction. Plato named it the transition from the world of sight to intelligible knowing 3. 

This essay will look at three qualities of knowledge (external, internal and contextual) 

and compares the Allegory with options to experience reality and truth. Knowledge derives 

first from perception as a human condition of reflection and representation seeking for 

meaningfulness. Ambiguous mental images and deferred signification defers truth. 

Knowledge is also based on power, power to do something or power as control over others4. 

Plato’s Allegory is also a question of education and empowerment. This essay will 

show how the ‘cave’ can enable critical thinking and an embodied experience. 

Through seeking meaning, this essay will challenge poststructuralist notions of 

relativism and disintegrations5, embracing Plato’s notion of being a ‘lover of wisdom’. 

 

 

  

                                                 
1 transcript from:  (Galactic Archive, 2009) 
2 The Republic, 514a - 521b (Plato, 2007, pp. 240 - 248) 
3 Ibid. ‘until its eye can bear to look straight at reality.’ 
4 Gregor McLennan states that power is possession (people and things can ‘possess power to act in certain 

ways’). (Bennett, 2005, p. 274) Contrary to knowledge and wisdom that according to Plato one cannot possess 

and as a ‘lover of wisdom’ can only seek for. 
5 I am not going further in detail on post structuralist or deconstructivist conceptions in this essay. Those are 

outlined comprehensively in (Pooke and Newall, 2008, pp. 90 - 114) 
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2) Knowledge of reality a representation through media  

“The real is that which resists symbolization absolutely”  

– Jacques Lacan 

 

Understanding conditions of knowledge and ways of reality representation relates to 

an understanding of methods of representation and reproduction through language and 

technology6 New perspectives of social interaction help to obtain a critical perspective in a 

world of difference and divergent opinions to avoid ignorance and a fall back into dreams 7. 

Technologies do extend the naked eye and human mind8 since the Renaissance. 

Language is constituted of combined words, with symbolic and arbitrary signs that relate to 

other signifiers and external meaning (Chandler, 2017). The significance is ‘not inherent in 

the identity as object’ (Potts, 2003, pp. 20 - 34).  

Meaning derives from divergent viewpoints, constructed significations, interpretations 

and theories, partly driven by ideology9. Representation depends on a model or origin that 

can be represented, either verbally or visually, ‘the actual figures they draw cast shadows and 

reflections in water’ (Plato, 2007, p. 239)10 But those images are only a partial representation 

of reality. Is nothing to be represented what is than happening in the cave? Baudrillard 

describes the ‘puppet theater’ as a simulation, and as simulacrum of a real without a model 

(Baudrillard, 1994, pp. 1 - 7). What is left is the ‘desert of the real itself’ (Baudrillard, 1994, 

p. 1) 11 

 

                                                 
6 e.g. photography, film, internet, YouTube and customized media, augmented an virtual reality devices 
7 A metaphor that Plato used in book VII: ‘isn't dreaming simply the confusion between a resemblance and the 

reality which it resembles, whether the dreamer be asleep or awake?’ The Republic, 476c (Plato, 2007, p. 198) 
8 e.g. linear perspective, photography, film. Foucault stated that 'it is important to remember that each new form 

of visual technology builds on the codes of previous technologies but that each constitutes a kind of epistemic 

shift as well' (Sturken and Cartwright, 2009, p. 189) 
9 The dualism between lower and higher levels of knowing reality is one conception of Plato ‘the ordinary man 

knows the difference between substance and shadow in the physical world, ..[but their] moral and intellectual 

opinions often bear as little relations to the truth as the average film or television programme does to real life’ 

(Plato, 2007, p. 240) 
10 The Republic, 510d 
11  Baudrillard described three orders of simulation: The first as mask and artifice of a model, the second as loss 

of reality like the expression in Borges Fable the map is not the territory, or as here the desert of the real, and the 

third as a real without a model, a hyper reality. His description of simulation is mirrored in Matrix when 

Morpheus explains Neo in the construct, the computer program that ‘You’ve been living in a dreamworld, Neo. 

This is the world as it exists today.’ Speaker: ‘Welcome to the desert of the real’ transcript from: (Galactic 

Archive, 2009) 
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The life in Plato’s cave is full of signifiers and representations12. However, the 

objective truth of reality is inaccessible, a mere transcendental idea reachable only as mental 

image by the ascent of the human mind. After return, one is left with verbal explanation - as 

another vehicle for representation and signification13. 

 

 

  

                                                 
12 The shadows on the wall can be seen in context of Peirce's semiotics as indexical signs, pointing to the 

location of the puppet show and as iconic signs as they resemble the objects in the ‘show’ although flattened 

(Chandler, 2017, pp. 40 - 54) 
13 The Republic, 520b-d. Plato described the difference after return as ‘you will see a thousand times better than 

they do and will distinguish the various shadows, and know what they are shadows of, because you have seen 

the truth about things admirable and just and good’.(Plato, 2007, p. 247) 
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3)   Perceptive knowledge and embodied experience 

“A continued process of abstraction ...do not always bring us closer to 

the fullness of a situation, they may take us further away from its full 

meaning” - Mark Johnson 14 

 

Plato’s description of the ascent towards knowledge and truth is related to bodily 

awareness in analogy with the world of knowledge. 

He describes the sensations of the freed prisoner who ‘dazzled to see properly’, 

‘dazzled by the glare’ and ‘blinded by darkness’ (Plato, 2007, pp. 242-243)15. The confusing 

transition from dark to light, from resemblances of real objects to truth, and vice versa goes 

alongside a walk with ‘unsighted eye’ (ibid, p.244) (Plato, 2007, p. 244)16.The paradigm of 

sight makes one believe of perception a ‘the simple act of opening our eyes and seeing what 

is out there’ , empirical observable facts (Wahl, 2017). 

Plato’s dualism of sight and knowledge is keeping a reasoning mind separate from the 

body. The human needs and desires as part of the ‘inferior’ world of sight hinders one to ‘see’ 

the truth17. Deleuze criticized Plato’s conception of a transcendental idea of knowledge based 

on a dualistic model for its lack of real experience (Deleuze, 1983, p. 51). Plato’s model is 

indeed a representational based on analogies and model-copy viewpoints. Deleuze as well as 

Lyotard are proposing difference against copy and consensus as the essence of knowledge 

and experience. (Belsey, 2002, pp. 87 - 93) A perspective that will be looked at in the next 

chapter. 

The superior world of knowledge, epistême and noesis, is knowing and understanding. 

Through dialectic and reasoning one moves from the darkness through shadows, reflections 

and objects eventually in ‘seeing’ wisdom through the power of the form of the good. 

Nevertheless, Plato describes an embodied experience of moving through the 

                                                 
14 (Johnson, 2008, p. 270). Johnson explores how the human body as one entity constituted as biological 

organism, ecological, phenomenological, social and cultural body influences our perception and making of 

meaning. He explored together with Lakoff how conceptual metaphors create knowledge (Lakoff and Johnson, 

1980) 
15 The Republic, 516a - 517a 
16 ibid, 518a 
17 Plato refers with a bitter taste to ‘the type of man commonly called bad but clever... have small minds, but 

their sight is sharp and piercing enough in matters that concern them; it’s not that their sight is weak, but that 

they are forces to serve the evil.’ idib, 519a (Plato, 2007, p. 246) 
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transition phases of dark and light, an unsettling zone of confusion for body and mind. One 

has to turn to see clearly ‘the mind as a whole must be turned away from the world of change 

until its eye can bear to look straight at reality’ (Plato, 2007, p. 245)18 The body is ‘forcibly 

dragged up the steep and rugged ascent’ and ‘the process would be painful one’ (ibid, 

p.242)19. 

Irony of history, although the world today is getting more de-materialized the 

embodied experience is becoming important again. Especially with new technologies of 

picture taking and seeing as social interaction. Susan Sontag describes in her essay On 

Photography that ‘real is what one is experiencing’ (Sontag, 2013, p. 534) and ‘having an 

experience becomes identical with taking a photograph’ (ibid, p.545).20 

  

                                                 
18 ibid, 518d 
19 ibid, 516a 
20 Another approach toward awareness of the bodily temporal-spatial movement and creating meaning and 

knowledge through presence and taking ownership of self-experience and social interactions is the project Pure 

Land AR, a project led by Sarah Kenderdin restoring through Augmented Reality with tablets the experience of 

cave pictures in the Chinese Buddhist caves of the Mogao Grottoes at Dunhuang 

 (Schreibman, Siemens and Unsworth, 2016), (CyArk, 2013) 
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4)  Contextual knowledge and power of representation  

‘Culture is the arts elevated to a set of beliefs’ – Thomas Wolfe 

 

Knowledge is a process and a prevailing condition, mediated by representational 

frameworks. Plato belief that intelligible knowledge can transgress assumptions and beliefs is 

just another belief21 challenged by Foucault and others who consider a cultural and 

ideological bias22 as the ‘accepted, dominant mode of acquiring and organizing knowledge in 

a given period of history’23 Was Plato just naïve in his appraisal of the power of the good? 

Knowledge and reasoning is not only a temporal but also spatial condition of 

experience. The ‘puppet show’ in the cave is a simulation, controlled by the cavemen. It 

allows people to satisfy their desire for pleasure with ‘careless acceptance of appearances’ 

that make ‘too ignorant and weak to establish harmonious order governing their indignation 

and their appetites’ (Plato, 2007, p. xxvi). Plato’s metaphor of the cave represents a normal 

life of ordinary people, not only in ancient Athens. 

The puppet show in the cave is the dominant representational framework in the cave. 

Cinema and television spaces are modern ‘caves’. It is a familiar space one can relax and ‘sit 

in his old seat in the cave’ (ibid, p.243)24. A passive immobile spectator, a 'discarnate man' in 

front of the screen as McLuhan described it  (Freeland, 2003, p. 137), Seduced and absorbed 

by appearances of simulated realities, 'forced to serve evil' in Plato’s description of human’s 

weakness (Plato, 2007, p. 246) 25 

Nevertheless, this comfortable space enables the ascent towards wisdom. But to get 

out of the comfort zone, support and power of others is needed, to release them ‘from their 

                                                 
21 There is reiteration of assumptions and beliefs and the way our assumptions are shaping our perception of the 

world and our conclusions we draw from that. Past experiences are conditioning our worldview and reasoning. 

This is called the reflexise loop in the model of the ladder of inference first articulated by Chris Argyris and 

continued by Peter Senge, an illustration of Foucault’s episteme and the practical application in creative an 

critical thinking(Wahl, 2016) 
22 Plato considered the inquiry into truth, the epistêmê, as the realm of the intelligible knowing, a process of 

reasoning towards a first principle and essence, independent of assumptions and beliefs (The Divided Line, The 

Republic 509d – 511e (Plato, 2007, pp. 235 - 240) Foucault argued that the epistême, the acquisition of 

knowledge is based on cultural conventions and ideology that represents a prevailing worldview of an era. 

(Sturken and Cartwright, 2009, p. 149) Foucault is appropriating the expression by Francis Bacon ‘Knowledge 

is power’ (Bennett, 2005, p. 276) 
23 A notion also supported by Mitchel stating that ‘knowledge is better understood as a matter of social 

practices , disputes, and agreements, and not as the property of some particular mode of natural, unmediated 

representation’.(Mitchell, 1987, p. 30) 
24 The Republic, 516e 
25 ibid, 519a 
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bonds’ and to be ‘dragged up the steep (ibid, 242)26. An educated group of leaders will 

explain the world, kind of masculine perspective.27 Education28 means for Plato the liberation 

of the intelligible mind as ‘the capacity of knowledge is innate in each man’s mind’ (ibid, 

p.245)29 But knowledge as information became also a new vehicle of power 30 

The modern caves are filled with shadows of mass media, reality TV. Morpheus 

question of the real is getting blurred and undiscernible. Even documentary as cinema vérité31 

do provide us with new constructed (Williams, 1993). And Reality TV is presenting us with 

realities different from empirical reality. Although, they are persuasive and ‘convincingly 

real’ (Howells and Negreiros, 2015, pp. 237 - 262). Reality perception is further distorted by 

constant flow of commercials fueling our appetites and desire for pleasure in a dreamland and 

'escape from the real in the realms of imagination and fantasy' as  ‘simulating not an illusion 

of the real but affirming the whole realm of sensation' (Camille, 2003, pp. 45 - 46)  Thus one 

need to be awake to discern what and for whom knowledge of reality is presented32 

New approaches are trying to overcome a unidirectional control of reality by 

empowerment and giving control of knowing and understanding back to the subject. The 

prisoners in the cave are released and able to ascent. A more critical interrogation of 

underlying assumptions and beliefs33, new democratic technologies to take ownership and 

                                                 
26 ibid, 515c 
27 those became knowledgeable after their ascent, educated by the ‘power of the sun’ and the ‘form of the good’ 

(ibid, 517b) (Plato, 2007, p. 244) . But they need to return, to ‘get used to seeing in the dark’ to share common 

space in the darkness and to explain the others what shadows are representing. The epistêmê, the knowing and 

understanding becomes a technê, a professional skill ibid.(520b-d, p.247). See also footnote 13. 
28 Knowledge is education for Plato. Through education people become liberated (‘the mind as a whole must be 

turned away from the world of change until its eye can bear to look straight at reality’ ibid.(p.245) and with 

intelligible reasoning they will see the power of the mind and ultimately truth. But this cannot be injected into 

human’s mind but has to be experienced ‘we must reject the conception of education professed by those who 

say they can put into the mind knowledge that was not there before -rather as if they could out sight into blind 

eyes’. Not all people are willing to get educated, some need to get ‘forcibly dragged up the steep and rugged 

ascent’ as ‘the process would be painful one’ ibid.(p.242) 
29 ibid, 518c 
30 The power of multinational corporations e.g. Alphabet company as knowledge 'beholder' of 'big data 

knowledge' and provider of 'customized' information through algorithms and surveillance of consumer 

behaviour. It seems that the capability of knowing is further repressed through a restrictive access versus wider 

diversity. The concept of information representing human intelligence as the expressed by the Transhumanists 

that is being strongly criticized as human intelligence is constituted not of information but emotional 

intelligence, vulnerability, responsive and participatory mindfulness, and embodied consciousness 

(Spiekermann, Hampson, Ess, Hoff, Coeckelbergh and Franck, 2017) 
31 At times called observational cinema, term coined by Jean Rouch, a combination of improvisation with the 

camera to reveal truth. 
32 Anna Freadman distinguished representation as between ‘standing for’ and ‘speaking for’ (Bennett, 2005, pp. 

306 - 309) 
33 see footnote 21 
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control as user-producer (social media, YouTube)34 and new postmodern documentary films 

are building on differences and multiple subjective perspectives. (Williams, 1993). 

  

                                                 
34 Whereas, the raise of self-produced content was described by John Hartley (2009) as ‘the increasingly 

democratic system of viewer choice and participation seems also to require increasing silliness’ and Mark 

Andrejevic (2009) challenged the optimistic notion of democratic interactivity of new media as ‘surveillance 

with a commercial face’ (Howells and Negreiros, 2015, p. 259) 
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5) Conclusion: Reality is experience 

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

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

– Morpheus in Matrix 35 

 

This essay covered aspects of reality perception and power, and how we can make 

meaning in today’s ‘cave’ in a technology surrounding space as familiar as our daily life and 

home. 

Objective truth of reality is inaccessible to experience and knowledge cannot be 

stored. The essence of truth is a transcendent idea in Plato’s ‘form of the good’. Nevertheless, 

it infers responsibility36. Verbal and visual images as reflections and shadows can only 

partially represent aspects of reality. Knowledge is not subjective but rather obtained through 

divergent viewpoints, as collective subjective interrogation through constructed significations 

and interpretations. Interactive knowledge is based on difference, a critical interrogation of 

signifiers and revealing underlying assumptions and beliefs. The balance of a meaningful 

human life constitutes not only of reason and information but also of desire and satisfaction, a 

spiritual life37 and a responsive and participatory mindfulness,  

Plato’s ‘cave’ is a reminder for us that an uncritical attitude, ignorance and pleasure in 

appearances would take us back to a dreamland, where we cannot discern simulations from 

reality a world. Technologies are a mean with a purpose, not an end in itself. It can control us 

or we can take control. But we need to stay awake with a full body awareness.  

 

(Total word count: 268 + 605 + 524 + 1109 + 268 = 2774  - 167/quotes => 2607 )  

                                                 
35 transcript from: (Galactic Archive, 2009) 
36 The Republic, 517c (Plato, 2007, p. 245) Plato concluded the Allegory of the Cave that 'the final thing is the 

form of the good; once seen, it is inferred to be responsible for whatever is right and valuable in anything,’ 
37 (Losin, 1996, p. 54) The author interrogates Plato's compelling curriculum of education that still forms the 

basis for liberal arts education. 
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