
International Journal of Latest Research in Humanities and Social Science (IJLRHSS) 

Volume 02 - Issue 08, 2019 

www.ijlrhss.com || PP. 111-119 

111 | Page                                                                                                                      www.ijlrhss.com 

 

A Contemporary Reinterpretation of Plato’s Notion of Reality 
 

Felix Ayemere Airoboman 
B.A. (Philosophy) University of Benin 

Benin City, Nigeria  

M.A. (Philosophy) University of Ibadan 

Ibadan, Nigeria  

Ph.D (Philosophy) University of Ibadan 

Ibadan, Nigeria 

Senior Lecturer 

Department of Philosophy 

Faculty of Arts 

 University of Benin 

Benin City, Nigeria  

 

Abstract: This essay is a contemporary rethinking and analysis of Plato‘s notion of reality and its implications 

for contemporary world. It traces the route to Plato‘s notion of reality to Heraclitus, Parmenides and Pythagoras, 

and then makes a briefsurvey of Plato‘s theories of Forms, the divided line, the allegory of the cave and 

reminiscence and draws the connections between them. The study locates the points of intersection 

betweenPlato‘s cave and the real world, and between Plato‘s time and contemporary time. It inquires into why 

people are attracted or dragged to unreality and why they often pitch tent with unreality and find it easier to 

adapt to it rather than to reality. It argues further that despite the problems associated with unreality, it has some 

relevance to those who are accustomed to it. It then inquires into possible difficulty which will characterize the 

lives of those who are already adapted to unreality when detached fromit -the bliss of falsehood - and exposed to 

the pain of truth.It contends that in concrete term appearance or unreality has some roles to play in the 

understanding of reality. It then explicates some of these roles.  Conclusively, it cautions against being trapped 

in unreality because of the difficulties involved in detaching from it and in knowing that one is actually 

entrapped in it. 
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Introduction 

Aristocles Ariston, who is famous by his nickname Plato, is an Athenian whom few individuals, if any, 

have had more influence on Western thought (Moore and Bruder, 2011: 38). ThisPlato (Press, 1999: 32) is one 

of the major figures in the entire history of Western philosophy. The core of his philosophy is a vision of reality 

with two levels.The first level is the lower level of change and materiality which is derivedthrough sensations. 

This level is capable only of shadow of reality. The second level is the higher, unchanging, immaterial level. 

This is the ideal or formal level, which is more and truly valuable, knowable, and real and is, therefore, the 

proper focus of human life and activity. Plato‘s notion of reality spans through some of his dialogues.  

Plato‘s… dialogues… seem to teach us—about Forms or Ideas, the immortality of the soul, 

the perfect society, the nature of love, knowledge, and virtue, the value of poetry, rhetoric, 

sophistry, and philosophy…Plato wrote dialogues that are not only repositories of 

philosophical argument, but also works of consummate literary and dramatic art in which his 

vision is enacted rather than asserted (Press, 1999: 32-33). 

 

The dialogues respond in part to pre-Socratic thought. While Plato‘s theory of Forms is derived from 

Eleatic monism and Parmenidean rationalism; his theory of sensation and the sensible world is derived from 

Heracliteanism (Press, 1999: 35-36).Plato is interested in the inculcation of orientations, attitudes, and practices 

rather than of particular beliefs. 

The primary orientation of Plato‘s philosophy is about questions of morality, ethics, and politics, rather 

than questions of logic, epistemology, and metaphysics, although they may be used to project his primary 

concern.The various interrelated themesoffered by Plato (Press, 1999: 42-43) provide among others criticism of 

other purveyors of wisdom; it projects philosophy as the right way to wisdom and as the care of one‘s soul. It 

also projects philosophy as aiming at proof rather than persuasion, and at knowledge rather than ignorance or 
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mere opinion. These project the sorts of things philosophers are supposed to concern themselves with and about 

the nature of philosophy itself. 

A panoramic understanding of Plato‘s notion of reality therefore requires traversing his dialogueswhich 

contain his theory of forms, the allegory of the cave,theory of divided lineand reminiscence from which they can 

be gleaned.These theories explainPlato‘s conception of, and distinction between appearance and reality.These 

among others were postulated by Plato to draw attention to the fact that the world we are living in is a world of 

passing phenomena; it is a world where things appear to be what they are not; and in summary it is a worldin 

which most of our activities in daily life are either illusions in themselves or are based on illusions.This 

impliesthat most of our human engagements are nothing but pursuance of shadows. 

By expositing his notion of reality Plato is also inevitably demonstrating his rationalist thought, vice 

versa. He uses thevarious theories on the one hand to establish certitude in knowledge and on the other hand to 

establish the fact that most of the things we think we know are not what we think they are. He uses them to 

teach how to journey from our initial habit and acquaintance with the unreal to the real. 

 
The Route to Plato’s Notion of Reality 

Plato‘s notion of reality is an amalgam of Parmenides‘ constancy, Heraclitus‘ flux and Pythagoras‘ 

mathematics and Orphism. Plato agrees with Heraclitus that everything is in flux.He situates this in the world of 

appearances or particulars that are always changing.He also agrees with Parmenides that everything is 

permanent. Plato situates this permanency in the universal reality, which is unchanging, timeless and 

immutable.To Pythagoras‘ mathematics, he owes his stability, precision and exactness of reality. 

Plato‘s theory of reality arose partly as reactions to skepticism and relativism of knowledge (Moore and 

Bruder, 2011: 42-43). Against the skeptics who doubt the possibility of knowledge, Plato holds that knowledge 

is possible and against the relativists who submitted that knowledge is relative,Plato holds that knowledge is 

objective and universal. He demonstrates this insome of dialogues already mentioned.  

 
Plato’s Notionof Reality 

Plato‘s notion of Reality is derived from his metaphysics and epistemology. These concern existence 

and knowledgediscussed in severalof his dialogues. Themost famous dialogue is The Republic. 

TheRepublic(books 5–7) givesPlato‘s best-known account of the Theory of Forms (Moore and Bruder 2011: 

40).Plato‘s view on Forms are also expressed in his Phaedo, Parmenides, (§§ 126–37) and, Timaeus. According 

to Plato‘s Theory of Forms, things that are real are not the objects weencounter by sensory experience but 

Forms, and these Forms can only begrasped intellectually.Here, Plato tends to be giving Socrates‘ account. 

―Plato‘s Socrates famously defends the thesis that the true objects of knowledge (epistēmē) are ―forms‖ (eidē) or 

―ideas (ideai). Things in the phenomenal world are knowable only inasmuch as they ―imitate‖ or ―participate in‖ 

the forms. The Forms are true reality…. Knowledge of the Forms is gained through dialectic‖ (Preus 2007: 

209).The theory of Forms is in principle completely general. 

For instance, when a Greek geometer demonstrates some property of, say, circularity,he is not 

demonstrating the property ofsomething that could actually be found in the physical world (Moore and Bruder 

2011: 38-40).Circularity is not in the physical world: what you find are thing or objectsthat approach 

perfectcircularity but are not perfectly circular. For a geometer the property of circularity, is ideal, it is about an 

idealthing. Circularity,then, is an example of a Form. Like circularity, beauty is a form in which all particular 

things that is beautiful imitates.Forms are not something encountered directly in thephysical world.What is 

encountered in the physical world is always some object orother, (a house or a statue or whatever), which 

participate in the Forms in degrees. Formsare not something you meet up with; rather, you meet up with objects 

which in varying degrees possess themor, as Plato said, ―participate‖ in the Formbeauty, circularity, justice, 

largeness, catness, goodness, wellness,  and so on.The Forms are not ideas or concepts insomeone‘s mind 

sincethe Forms exist independent of the human mind, though the mind could know them. They are non-material. 

This is why it may not be very correct to call Plato‘s theory of Ideas or Forms idealism, since these Ideas, 

though not material, are not mental or mind-dependent.The Forms are ageless,unchanging, 

unmoving,indivisible,universal and absolute, unlike particular things which participate in them, thatage in 

time,change by alterations, move or is divisible.Plato equated the Forms with true reality. For Plato there are 

many Forms. According to him only the Forms are truly real. Why?  

A thing is beautifulonly to the extent it participates in the Form beauty, just as it is circular 

only ifit participates in the Form circularity. Likewise, a thing is large only if it participatesin 

the Form largeness, and the same principle would hold for all of a thing‘sproperties. Thus, a 

large, beautiful, round thing, oaktable,… for instance—couldnot be beautiful, large, or round 

if the Forms beauty,largeness, and circularity did not exist. Indeed, if the Forms oak and table 
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did notexist, ―it‖ wouldnot even be an oak table. Sensible objects—that is, the thingswe 

encounter in sensory experience—are what they are only if they sufficientlyparticipate in their 

corresponding Forms. Sensible objects owe their reality to theForms, so the ultimate reality 

belongs to the Forms (Moore and Bruder 2011: 40). 

 

Plato‘s position here is that the world we live in is not the real world. It is a world of appearance, of 

particular things participating in the Forms. 

Plato does not reject the objects we see and touch as real. But Plato‘s position is that they have a lesser 

reality because they can only approximate theirForm and thus are always to some extent flawed.Any particular 

thing willalways bedeficient in nature compared with its Form. And, as any particularthing owes whatever 

degree of existence or perfectionit has to its Form, sothe Forms limits a thing to the thing it is. A thing is what it 

is in degree due to the extent it participates in its Forms. Thus, Plato introduced into Western thought a two-

realmconcept. On the onehand, there is the realm of particular, changing, sensiblethings. This is the realm of 

appearance, the realm of the visible world.This realm Plato likened to a cave. It is the realmof flawed and lesser 

entities. Consequently, it is also, for those who concern themselveswith sensible things, a source of error, 

illusion, and ignorance. On the otherhand, there is the realm of Forms. This realm is eternal, fixed, and perfect. 

It is the source of allreality and of all true knowledge (Moore and Bruder 2011: 41). The world of Forms 

contains the essences of things in which particular things participates. Despite the ―manyness and diversity‖ of 

particulars ―there is one and the same Form or Idea by virtue of which they are thought,‖ (Press, 1999: 44) and 

are called what they are. 

Plato believed that some Forms, especially the Forms truth, beautyandgoodness, are of a higher order 

than other Forms. The reason is that you can sayfor example, of theForm circularity that it is beautiful, but you 

cannot say of the Form beauty that it iscircular. So the Form beauty is higher than the Form circularity(Moore 

and Bruder 2011: 41). Now, how is the Forms related with the divided line and the allegory of the cave in 

understanding reality? We begin with the divided line. 

The Theory of the Divided Line is used by Plato to distinguish between knowledge and mere belief or 

opinion. Knowledge is concerned with absolutes, that is, with the Forms. Knowledge of particulars is not 

absolute knowledge. It is a bunch of opinions capable of being riddled with error. It is closer to ignorance than 

to knowledge. In Plato‘s Divided Line, the upper part of the line represents knowledge (that is objective, 

universal, absolute, immutable and eternal) and the lower part represents opinion (that isparticular, mutable and 

relative). For Plato, the highest form of knowledge is obtained through the use of reason because perfect beauty 

or absolute goodness or the ideal triangle, for examples cannot be perceived (Moore and Bruder 2011: 44). Now 

how didPlato‘s explain his two-realm philosophy with his allegory? 

Plato also ―illustrateshis dualistic theory of reality by his famous Allegory of the Cave, at the beginning 

of Book VII of The Republic‖ (Lavine, 1984:27).He asks us toimagine a cave in which some prisoners are 

boundso that they can look only at the shadows  casts of objects on the wall in front ofthem. Because the 

prisoners cannot see the objectsthemselves, but only the reflections of the objects,they regard the shadows they 

seeas the true reality (Moore and Bruder 2011: 41).But imagine one of the prisoners escape from the cave.In the 

course of time and tutoring, he would be able to see things as they are. He would become awareof the big 

difference between things in themselves and the shadow of images he had always taken for reality.If he returns 

to the caveto tell the prisoners how things really are, they wouldthink his brain has been addled. If he attempts to 

free any, they would kill him. This difficulty issometimes faced by philosophers or those who have seen the 

truthand decide to tell others about it.While the Cave represents the human condition of ignorance, education 

serves as ‗‗turning the soul around‘‘ to focus on thought.The allegory accounts for philosophers as those who 

love truth and apprehend the Forms in their rational order(Press,1999: 49). Part of Plato‘s contention here is that 

knowledge is not sense based.  

There are some possible reasons for this position (Moore and Bruder 2011: 44).Judgments of length, 

for example, involve making comparisons with rulers or tape measures, and comparing is a mental activity; they 

are not sense based. Another reason why knowledge is not just sense perception is that you can retainknowledge 

even afteryou are no longer sensing a thing. A moreimportant reason in Plato‘s view is that knowledge is 

knowledge of what is. Because theobjects of sense perception are always changing, then, the knowledge of 

object of senseperception cannot be one and the same. Plato was certain that knowledge must be concerned with 

what is truly real.This means that the objects of knowledge are the Forms becausethe objects of sense perception 

are real only to the extent that they ―participate‖ inthe Forms.This is essentially Plato‘s theory of knowledge, 

elaborated on inTheRepublicwith the Theory of the Divided Lineand in the Myth of the Cave.In some dialogues, 

notably Meno, Phaedo, and Phaedrus, Plato presents a theory that knowledge of the forms is innate, and that 

learning is a matter of recollecting the forms (anamnēsis)( Preus2007: 210). Here Plato goes Pythagorean.  
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On the Connection among the Theories 
In identifying the connections between the theoriesof the divided line and cave, Samuel Stumpf and 

Donald Abel write that  

Plato intends his story of the cave to be a dramatic presentation of the theory of knowledge set 

forth more abstractly in his previous image of the divided line. The correspondences are as 

follows. The prisoners who mistake the shadows of artificial objects for reality are on the 

bottom section of the line. Their mode of though is imagining, because they believe that 

images (shadows) of images (the artificial objects) are fully real. The prisoner who is released 

from his chains and, upon seeing the artificial objects that cast the shadows, believes those 

objects are real, attains the level of belief. The ascent of the prisoner from inside the cave to 

the world outside represents the move from the visible world to the intelligible world, from 

opinion to knowledge. The real objects outside the cave stand for the forms. The liberated 

prisoner‘s experience of these objects through their shadows and reflections in water stands 

for thinking, the mode of thought that experiences the other Forms. Seeing the actual objects 

symbolizes intelligence, the mode of thought that grasps the forms directly and in their 

relation to all reality. The highest achievement of the released prisoner is to see the sun. The 

sun represents the form of good. Just as the sun causes the visibility and existence of the other 

objects outside the cave, so the form of good causes the intelligibility and existence of the 

other forms (Stumpf and Abel, 2002:37). 

 

There is no parallel in the simile of the divided line to the last part of the allegory of the cave, that 

explains what fate would likely meet the released prisoner if he returned to the cave and tried to tell the others 

about things more real than the shadows on the wall (Stumpf and Abel, 2002:37) or to try to free any of them.  

Pertaining to the relation of the cave with theory of Forms, Jan Saenred am writes that 

[t]he Allegory of the cave just like the Theory of Forms, illustrates that the material world of 

change known to us through sensation does not possess the highest and most fundamental kind 

of reality. In addition, the Allegory of the Cave is an attempt to explain the philosopher's place 

in society. The allegory may be related to Plato's Theory of Forms,according to which the 

"Forms" (or "Ideas"), and not the material world of change known to us through sensation, 

possess the highest and most fundamental kind of reality. Only knowledge of the Forms 

constitutes real knowledge (Saenredam, 2014). 

 

Jostein Gaarder writes that when you see a shadow, you assume that there is something casting the 

shadow. But what is casting the shadow is of course infinitely more beautiful and sharper in outline than the 

blurred shadow. Plato believed similarly that all natural phenomena are merely shadows of the eternal forms or 

ideas. But most people are content with a life among shadows. They give no thought to what is casting the 

shadows. They think shadows are all there are, never realizing even that they are, in fact, shadows (Gaarder, 

1996:89). And so they pay no attention to enduring thingswhichcast the shadows.
 

Jostein Gaarder continues that what Plato was illustrating in the Myth of the Cave is the philosopher‘s 

road from shadowy images to the true ideas behind all natural phenomena. He was probably also thinking of 

Socrates, whom the ―cave dwellers‖ killed because he disturbed their conventional wisdom and tried to light the 

way to true insight. In addition to these, the Myth of the Cave illustrates Socrates‘ courage and his sense of 

pedagogic responsibility (Gaarder, 1996:90).Plato‘s point is that the relationship between the darkness of the 

cave and the world beyond the cave corresponds to the relationship between the shadow cast of the natural 

world and world of ideas.But the question now is:whatoftenattracts people to illusion?What are the sources of 

our errors?  

 
Impairment of Reality in the Present 

Most often there is something always dragging people away from recognizing and adapting to reality in 

our time just as it was in Plato‘s time. While do most people tend to be more favourably disposed to appearance 

than to reality? Conversely, why do people find it difficult to adapt to reality than to appearance? These may be 

due to the influence of culture and tradition, the result of first contact and the fact that life of appearance tends to 

be easier. Francis Bacon may call them idols. We shall now explain them in details. 

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was instrumental in effecting a major shift in mentality from a 

contemplative to an empirical approach to the nature of the physical world (Gaukroger, 2003: 634). His doctrine 

of the ‗Idols of the Mind‘ which is contained in the second part of the ‗Great Instauration‘ aims at ridding the 

mind of preconceptions and guides it in a productive direction.  This is necessary because, until we understand 

http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_Forms


International Journal of Latest Research in Humanities and Social Science (IJLRHSS) 

Volume 02 - Issue 08, 2019 

www.ijlrhss.com || PP. 111-119 

115 | Page                                                                                                                      www.ijlrhss.com 

the nature of the mind‘s preconceptions, we cannot know in what direction we need to lead its thinking. In other 

words, various natural inclinations of the mind must be purged before the new procedure can be set in place 

(Gaukroger, 2003: 638). Bacon identifies these bad habits of thought as ‗Idols‘. By ‗idols‘, he means bad habits 

of mind that cause people to fall into error (Russell, 1945: 544). These idols are either innate in the mind or in 

language, or are acquired from a corrupt culture. The enumeration of the idols is one of the most famous parts of 

Bacon's philosophy.With this doctrine, Bacon provides an account of the systematic forms of error to which the 

mind is subject. They explain why we are often draggedaway from reality. 

For Bacon, there are some errors or preconceptions that are inherent in human nature.These errors lead 

to the habit of expecting more order and regularities in nature than is actually to be found.(Gaukroger, 2003: 

638). In inquiries, there is also the tendency to ignore counter-examples to one‘s theories; to extrapolate from 

striking cases with which one is familiarto all other cases.The human mind is not satisfied with perfectly good 

fundamental explanations; it mistakenly and constantly searches for some more fundamental causesad 

infinitum.According to Bacon, we tend to believe true what we would like to be true. Our fascination with a 

particular subject leads us to over-hasty generalization. Most often, our minds focus on either differences, or on 

resemblances, while a balance is thus difficult to attain naturally. Bacon adds that some minds are overly 

attracted to antiquity and some to novelty.Besides, there are those who are concerned wholly with material 

constitution at the expense of structure and those who are concerned wholly with structure at the expense of 

material constitution.Sometimes our errors are acquired from a corrupt scientific culture and its perverse rules of 

demonstration (Gaukroger, 2003: 638)either by investigation or indoctrination. 

Generally, we do not want to encounter any setback, misfortune or hitches whatsoever in our 

endeavours. When these happen we attribute unrealistic causes and then engage in searching forsolution where 

it cannot be found without knowing and facing the fact that these occurrences are parts of the furniture of 

reality. This distances us from reality.In addition to these errors, there are personal prejudices. These are our 

personal idiosyncrasies, limitations, likes and dislikes, which colourize our perceptions, understanding and 

interpretation of reality. This may further be compounded with deficiency in language and language use due to 

inadequacy in themastery of it in comprehending, explaining and communicating reality. We are therefore faced 

―with the tyranny of words and the difficulty ofescaping from their influence over our minds‖.Parts of the errors 

which drag us away from seeing reality as it is ―are those that have to do withreceived systems of thought‖. We 

are also faced with error ―which consist in thinking thatsome blind rule… can take the place of judgement in 

investigation‖ (Russell, 1945: 544). Rules and theories do concoct their reality in place of true reality. In this 

way they impede reality.  

Traditional culture also inhibits our knowledge of reality. In the realm of culture people are 

embellished in cultural mentorship. In the course of time, they acquired habits, beliefs and world views, 

garnished with values and myths. Whatever conflicts with theseviews are treated with scorn, and are out rightly 

rejected as suspicious. The ideologues ofsuch new,contrary viewsare regarded as deviants,as people who pervert 

values, truth or reality,as fomenters of troubles and as destroyers of cultural sanctity. In this way tradition blurs 

reality.What these show so far is that we are in bondage either of politics, science, technology, media or culture. 

This is a depiction of death of reality as Lawrence Dawson (1996) would want us to believe. 

Harry Lamer‘s (2007) work also indicates why people are addicted to unreality.Lamer asks us to 

imagine having lived your life on a basis of a supposedtruth – be it in science, religion, culture, philosophy, 

ethic or even politic – then finding out one day that everything you ever believed in was wrong, completely and 

utterly untrue. Would you be able to accept it? Lamer offers that person brought up on a fixed worldview will 

find it difficult to accept another highly contrasting outlook, thus resisting and even rejecting the possibility of 

change and self-discovery.Even when people come to term with reality, that is, even when they are 

disillusioned, sometimes, they resistchange and reject adaptation to reality.One of the reasons is fear of the 

unknown. As compelling as change may be, we find reasons to justify our own existences counter to the facts 

that change has presented us with. We find ways to explain the discrepancies in our lives, rather than to consider 

looking at things from a completely different point of view.Lamer (2007) tells us that life and history are littered 

with such examples. In the modern world, there are many cultural and ethical clashes; there is the obvious 

irreconcilability of different religions.So many of us are incapable of considering that what we see may not be 

what actually is.In our 'real' world, we may very well be like the prisoner in Plato's Cave. Our minds 

aremanacled to our own version of reality, while feasting our eyes on the shadows. Any attempt to be taken out 

of the 'shadowed' world of appearance into the 'real' world do most often presents some tragic difficulties.We 

are unable to accept―the perceived debauchery of this ―Brave New World.‖‖These fears are to some extent due 

to the fact that ―not everyone who makes the transition to find an alternate truth – can actually survive it‖ 

(Lamer, 2007). Sometimes truth is not our friend. 

For those who have been addicted to cave life and have tasted, enjoyed and benefited from its 

ignorance, alluring, enticement, emptinessand fantasies, (incontemporary time)―the real worldrevealed‖ to them 
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would be ―darker and bleaker‖, ―a sunless hell‖ ruled by inferiors, incompetents and rivals, ―as compared to the 

beautiful illusion cooked up by deceptions(italicized mine)to continue their enslavement of the human race‖ 

(Lamer, 2007). Examples in this category includepoliticians and other leaders who,after attaining relevance 

would want to justifystatus quoto maintain and sustain this relevance. People support existing ordernot because 

they project truth or reality, but mainlyto benefit or to continue benefiting fromit.But has unreality any real 

benefit? 

 

The Relevance of Unreality 
This section will center onthe relevance of unreality, including the role of appearance in 

comprehending reality.To some people, the life of unreality may have some relevance. For example, ―[t]he 

Matrix (of the cave allegory-mine)forces us to confront the possibility that the real world may not even be better 

than the illusion that has been pulled over our eyes‖. We have to make a consciousdecisionbetween accepting 

the bliss of falsehood in favour of the pain of truth (Lamer, 2007). The benefit derived from living in the cave 

constitutes the problem of detaching from the cave.Sometimes, there is dilemma in coming to term with and 

accepting reality whether in Plato‘s cave or in concrete existence and whether in Plato‘s time or inour time. The 

prisoners in the cave are not aware that they are in prison. They enjoy and fancy the existence which they know 

and with which they are accustomed. Now, would it be just to detach them from this blissful life to expose them 

to harsh, difficult and discomfort realities of life?  According to Lamer, this moral dilemma also ―faces us even 

outside of the real world (our own ‗real world‘). Do we try to cure mentally ill patients only to bring them the 

harsh realities of life? Or do we let them be – in their own beautiful, dreamy, self-made world – much like in 

The Matrix‖ of the cave?(Lamer, 2007).Just as it is unlikely that normal people would want to take the position 

of the lunatic like the liberated prisoner in Plato‘s cave, so most lunatics would unlikely want to change their 

position and take the place of normal people just like Plato‘s cave dwellers.The reason is that like the cave 

dwellers, most lunatics would conceive of themselvesas highly placed, wealthy, influential, powerful, 

authoritative, reverenced, impeccable, successful, progressive, fulfilled and happy, and they enjoy and fancy that 

state of their life.Tothe lunatic, he is normal and probably, every normal person is abnormal, just like the cave 

dwellers who pitied the liberated prisoner for a worse state of life; only to be cured to face the uncongenial 

existential realities of real life ofdrudgery,penury, crushing responsibility,absurdity and nothingness, andthe 

consciousness that he was once a lunatic. From this it is clear that freeing prisoners from the cave is analogous 

to curing a lunatic and thereby making him to leave his blissful world to face the harsh realities of normal life. 

From the point of view of some other philosophers,ignorance can shield people from absurdity, 

nothingness, anguish, torment, danger, harm and evil of real life.  For example, Jean-Paul Sartre illustrates this 

in a conversation which ensues between Oreste, Jupiter and Egisthe the king of Argos in a play titled Las 

Mouches. Here the incompetence ofthe people of Argos todiscover their freedom or to know that they are free 

shields them from the anguish of freedom. Their eyes were veiled by Jupiter to prevent them from seeing their 

freedom and its consequent anguish (of responsibility). But Oreste who was able to unveil himself came to term 

with the reality of his freedom and is now seized in anguish, a consequent of knowledge of his freedom. Oreste, 

having discovered his freedom wants to unveil the people of Argos to discover their freedom too despite the 

consequences this might have on them. But Jupiter pitied the people and tells Oritse: ―You are going to give 

them a gift of solitude and of shame, you are going to tear from their eye the veil with which I had covered 

them, and you are suddenly going to show them their existence, their obscene and futile existence which was 

given them for nothing‖(Sartre, 1943: 235).  Jupiter wondered what the people of Argos would do with such 

freedom. But Oreste retorted by insisting that he has no reason refusing them the despair which he himself has 

possessed since it is their lot. In the contention of Oreste, since they are free, they should do whatever they want 

with their freedom. For him, ―human life begins on the other side of despair‖ (Sartre, 1943: 236; Omoregbe, 

1991B: 96-97). The lesson which Jean-Paul Sartre wants to impart with this discourse between Jupiter and 

Oriste on veiling and unveiling the people of Argos is that people‘s ignorance of their freedom shields them 

from the responsibilities of freedom. The moment people discover their freedom, that is, the moment they come 

to term with reality, their lives would no longer be meaningful. This mean the knowledge of reality makes life 

meaningless in some ways. The implication of this is that even when one is liberated like the liberated prisoner 

in Plato‘s cave, this liberation is a burden.But do we want to be veiled in order to escape the burden of freedom 

or do we, like the people of Argos need to be unveil only to carry the burden of the existentialist freedom? 

The relevance of ignorance for peaceful, happy and holy living was also expressed by Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. According to Rousseau, man was good by nature but was corrupted by society and its institutions 

which result from leaning and civilization. By nature the ancient people‘s manner of things were concerned with 

nobility, morals and virtues, but modern manners make people conform to luxury, eloquence and vain glories. 

Cleverness and logic have respectively replace honesty and usefulness. While ingenuity is lavished withrewards, 
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virtue is left unhonoured or even punished. Since in his contention, ―the progress of the arts and sciences always 

leads to the corruption of morals and the decay of society‖ (Stumpf, 1994: 293-295; Rousseau, 1750: parts 1 and 

2; Rousseau, 1987: 1-21), it mean learning and civilization have not benefitted mankind.  

The arts and sciences have done more harm than good to mankind. They have corrupted 

morals…. Learning and civilization brought moral degeneration and their advancement only 

succeeds in making things worse… men were better and morally happier when they were in the 

state of nature, but with the beginning of learning, studies have replaced virtues, learned men have 

replaced virtuous men… ―Since learned men began to appear among us, good men have 

disappeared‖‖ (Omoregbe, 1991A: 50).  

In the opinion of Rousseau, nature did not intend man to pursue learning and civilization. She had protected man 

from the danger of leaning with a happy and innocent ignorance (Omoregbe, 1991A: 50-53). Human problems 

result when they got out of this happy and innocent ignorance by pursuing learning and civilization. The evil 

among men originated from organized society with its introduction of private property and its consequent class 

distinctions, economic dysfunctions, greed, deprivation, and eventually social disorder.  

In the opinion of Rousseau, it is the arts and sciences that detached mankind from the ignorance with 

which nature protected him. This suggests that ignorance is a shield. The idea behind using Rousseau here is not 

to subject his position toscrutiny but to demonstrate his expression of belief that ignorance has merits of 

peaceful and happy living and probably, when projected to our time could help in organizing people‘s life and in 

achieving a well-ordered society. Following Rousseau, do we want to be protected, like theancients, with happy 

and innocent ignorance but only to be eluded with the benefitsof learning and civilization or do we want to be 

detached from the protection of nature only to face the perils of learning and civilization?This is a dilemma. 

 Again, consider infants.Would it not bebetter for them to remain in infancy and enjoy the privileges of 

always being provided with biscuits, sweets, ice cream and in fact with all the necessities and luxuries of life 

without stress, instead of being brought up to adulthood of a strenuous and laborious life, to take full charge and 

responsibility, and to be faced with the challenges of life? After all, after all said and done, of what relevanceare 

the strains and difficulties and even of the hustling and bustling of life?This may be why most people, including 

politicians and others occupying influential positions,would not dare to contemplate or even confront the 

possibility of contrary views. Theywill prefer to live in their own comfort zone.  

As Lamer would want us to believe, even if all the elements of reasoned debate are present, the very 

prospect of facing the 'truth' as compared to your perceived 'truth' will undoubtedly prove daunting. Hence from 

the cave example, the very idea of being completely right or wrong is not exactly true. ―Whatever is your 

worldview, however flawed it may be, you must still have had a basis with which you derive your viewpoint. In 

Plato's Cave, the shadows seen by the prisoners may have been a projection (or part thereof) of the real world 

behind them. Nonetheless, the shadows are still real. The wall is real, as are the chains that shackle them‖ 

(Lamer, 2007).We can infer from this Lamer‘s submission that reality is the basis for appearance sincethere 

cannot be appearance without reality.This mean whatever appears must be appearance of something since 

therecannot be appearance of nothing. But for sure,not all appearances are real. And where it is not real, it 

misrepresents reality.Nevertheless appearance remains a characteristic ofrealityand it plays some role in 

comprehending reality.Whatever is real must appear in some ways. 

In your world, your immediate environment is real, as are your families and friends. It is the 

ideas conveyed to you, or your own interpretation and perception of your environment that 

stand to question. In Plato's Cave, the prisoners take to giving names to the shadows that 

appear on the wall.They say, "Look! There is a book!" Or, "The man is holding a sword!" But 

those are not men or books or swords – they are shadows. They are just projections of the real 

things behind them. The prisoners give the shadows names because it is the only way they can 

define their perception of their surroundings! It does not mean that the shadows, wall and 

chains (and for that matter, themselves) are not real!(Lamer, 2007). 

 

In other words, when two men, for example, look at the shadow of a sword and call it a sword, they are 

not wrong as such. It may be a shadow of a sword.But it can only be a shadow of a sword because there is a 

sword in the first place. From this, one thing is sure, and that is: only a sword can cast a shadow of a sword onto 

the wall. Thus when the first man sees a real sword for the first time, he is able to relate to the shadow and thus 

deduce the connection (Lamer, 2007).He now knows that what he has seen before now is only a shadow and not 

a real sword. And he has an edge of broader knowledge over the man who has seen only the real sword, that the 

sword can cast a shadow.In other words, there is always a basis with which to connect to the real world 

regardless of how small ones worldview is just as the acquaintance with the shadow of the sword connects the 

man to the real sword in his first encounter with the sword in the real world. What is required of us is that we 

must arm ourselves in readiness to change our previous but erroneous views when experience reveal otherwise 
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and be amenable toknown realities as opposed to illusionsto enable us to come to term with what is hitherto 

unknown. 

 

Conclusion 
From the discussions made above, it is clear that most of the dialogues from which Plato‘s notion of 

reality can be gleaned are enlightening conversations of imaginary scenarios which mostly describe the 

ignorance of humanity trapped in societal conventions. As individuals we all have enticements which impel us 

to live a comfortable, happy and familiar life. But in reality, we are prisoners of the truth (Srivastava, 2013). We 

are attracted to illusions. We prefer living a dull, mundane life and blindly follow the set social norms, than 

question or challenge the authenticity of the shadows that we have been used to since childhood. The one who 

does question is often ridiculed and despised. The lesson Plato wants to impart here is that to come to term with 

reality, we need to think beyond the set norms,and then, question questionable conventions and keep 

accumulating new experiences and knowledge, despite the fact that the society often condemns, prosecutes and 

ridicules those who challenge the seeming appearances and face the truth. 

Another implication in Plato‘s contention as we present him here is that most often (and not in our 

making) we do not know reality.He usessome of his numerous dialogues to show that the world is a world of 

passing phenomena andmost often the things we think we know are not what we think they are.He also uses 

them to distinguish between things that are real from those that are unreal, to establish certitude in knowledge, 

and to teach us howto journey from our initial habitof acquaintance with the unreal to the real.“Rather than to 

fix our eyes on a blank wall, it is time to break the shackles in our mind and turn around to embrace the 

splendour of truth‖ (Lamer, 2007). His expectation is that we need to be reformedin order to overcome our 

natural inclinations, passions and so on, to enable us come to term with reality. 

It may be correct to say that Plato‘s metaphysics formed the model for Christian theology.Platonic 

dualismwas incorporated into Christianity and transmitted through the ages to our thought today.This thought 

still lingers and affects our views on virtually every subject.Plato‘s ingenuity coupled with his deep 

understanding of human nature enables him to project a scenario which shows mankind the true picture of an 

imaginary world. We comprehend the world around us by our experience of physical objects, but it would be a 

mistake to limit ourselves to the conventional thoughts indentured by our stubbornness towards change. Plato is 

thus calling us to open-mindedness, questions conventions and accept change when it is clear that our habits and 

actions are guided by unreality. 

Why Francis Bacon clarifies what impairs our ability to see and understand things as they are and thus 

offers some reasons why we are often attracted and addicted to unreality, Harry Lamer elucidates in addition to 

that the relevance of unreality to those who are already attracted and accustomed to it and who benefit from it 

and fancies in its pleasure and alluring. Without doubt there are some possible difficulties to be faced by people 

when detached from this unreality or the bliss of falsehood with which they have been accustomedand when 

exposed to the pain of truth with which they have been unaccustomed. For example, those already addicted to 

life of insanity and childhood, ignorance, debauchery and drunkenness will find the real life unpleasant, boring, 

moribund, and inhospitable when forced into them. Nevertheless this should not scare us from coming to term 

with reality. Here, appearance is construed as not completely useless, but as a characteristic or as an indicator of 

reality because appearance is always appearance of something and not of nothing.  

 Finally, this work is not in any way an encouragement of unreality nor does it favour it. It only 

drawsattention to the difficulties those who are engrossed or ensnared with it faces in coming to term with it and 

in detaching from it. Therefore, it is a call to be cautious in order not to be entrapped in it because of the 

difficulties involved in detachingfrom it and in knowing that one is engulfed in it. It is a challenge to preventing 

attractiveness to unreality ab initio when we are able to do so to prevent any engrossmentin it. 

  

References 
[1]. Dawson, L. (1996). The Death of Reality. Idaho: The Paradigm Company. 

[2]. Gaarder, J. (1996). Sophie’s World: A Novel about the History of Philosophy. New York: Berkley 

Books. 

[3]. Gaukroger, S. (2003).Bacon.The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy.2Ed. N. Bunninand E. P. Tsui-

James.Eds. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 634-643. 

[4]. Lamer, H. (2007).Plato's Cave and its Relevance to the Modern World. Retrieved from 

http://vethtiche.newsvine.com/_news/2007/05/11/713587-platos-cave-and-its-relevance-to-the-modern-

world 

[5]. Lavine, T.Z. (1984). From Socrates to Sartre. New York: Bantam Books. 

[6]. Moore, B.N. and Bruder, K. (2011).Philosophy: The Power of Ideas. 8Ed. New York: McGraw-Hill.  



International Journal of Latest Research in Humanities and Social Science (IJLRHSS) 

Volume 02 - Issue 08, 2019 

www.ijlrhss.com || PP. 111-119 

119 | Page                                                                                                                      www.ijlrhss.com 

[7]. Omoregbe, J. (1991). A Simplified History of Western Philosophy, Vol. 3. Lagos: Joja Educational 

Research and Publishers Ltd. 

[8]. Omoregbe, J. (1991). A Simplified History of Western Philosophy, Vol. 2. Lagos: Joja Educational 

Research and Publishers Ltd. 

[9]. Plato. (1952). The Republic. Reprinted in The Dialogues of Plato.  B. Jowett. Tran. In Great Books of 

the Western World.Vol. 7. R.M. Hutchins. Et.al. Eds. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 295-441. 

[10]. Plato. (2002). Opinion and Knowledge.S.E.Stumpf and D.C. Abel. Eds. Elements of Philosophy: An 

Introduction. 4Ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher Education. 29-43. 

[11]. Press, G. (1999).Plato. In The Columbia History of Western Philosophy. R.H. Popkin. Ed. New York: 

Columbia University Press. 32-52. 

[12]. Preus,A. (2007).Historical Dictionary of Ancient Greek Philosophy.Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, 

Inc. 

[13]. Rousseau, J-J.(1750). Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts.Parts 1 and 2.Reprinted in Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. (1987). The Basic Political Writings ofJean-Jacques Rousseau. D.A. Cress. Tran. P. Gay. 

Intro. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company. 

[14]. Russell, B. (1946). A History of Western Philosophy and its Connection with Political and Social 

Circumstances from the Earliest Times to the Present Day.New York : Simon and Schuster. 

[15]. Saenredam, J.  Allegory of the Cave.Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. Retrieved September 2014 from 

"http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Allegory_of_the_Cave&oldid=614411540"  

[16]. Sartre, J-P. (1943). Les Mouches. Paris: Gallimard.  

[17]. Srivastava, S. (2013).Plato's Allegory of the Cave: Meaning and Interpretation. Retrieved 

fromhttp://www.buzzle.com/articles/platos-allegory-of-the-cave-meaning-and-nterpretation.html 

[18]. Stumpf, S. (1994).Philosophy: History and Problems. 5Ed. New York: McGraw Hill Inc. 

[19]. Stumpf, S.E. and Abel, D.C. Eds. (2002).Elements of Philosophy: An Introduction. 4Ed. Boston: 

McGraw-Hill Higher Education. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Allegory_of_the_Cave&oldid=614411540
http://www.buzzle.com/articles/platos-allegory-of-the-cave-meaning-and-nterpretation.html

