
Can Ignorance Be Bliss? Humanity’s Search for Truth 
 
 

Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you any 

experience you desired. Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate 

your brain so that you would think and feel you were writing a great 

novel, or making a friend, or reading an interesting book. All the time you 

would be floating in a tank, with electrodes attached to your brain [...] Of 

course, while in the tank you won’t know that you’re there; you’ll think 

it’s all actually happening [...] Would you plug in? (Nozick 42-43) 

It’s an interesting question, asked in this form by Robert Nozick in Anarchy, State, and 

Utopia, but also posited by many others in many other forms. In fact, its roots can be traced all 

the way back to Plato, who, in Book VII of his Republic, develops the Allegory of the Cave, a 

thought experiment that reveals the potentially painful journey from the world of shadow illusion 

to the real world of the startlingly bright sun (504-505). While the connection between the two 

scenarios may not seem immediately apparent, especially given that they, prima facie, come 

across as suggesting opposite conclusions, they really are connected. They and the reactions 

people have to them reveal many aspects of human nature and intuition, with regard to 

humanity’s need for truth or lack thereof. 

Moreover, both scenarios are posed, in one form or another, by the films The Matrix 

(1999) and The Truman Show (1998) to their audiences, as both films involve characters existing 

in simulated realities within the “real” world––realities in which they have no idea they are 

living, at least at first. In The Matrix, humanity is trapped in a computer-generated world called 

the Matrix. A few characters manage to get out, and some of them try to free the rest of humanity 

while one betrays them in order to be reinserted. The Truman Show is the story of Truman 



Burbank, the unwitting star of a television show of centered around his life––even from his very 

conception. He does not know he is in the show, and all of his “friends” and other acquaintances 

are actually actors paid to keep him oblivious while the public watches his life. Interestingly, in 

both stories, the simulated realities in which the characters live are, in many respects, better than 

and preferable to the real world on the outside, and this detail creates additional nuances for the 

questions that the films pose. 

So what are those questions? This paper will focus on two main inquiries. The first and 

more counterintuitive of the two is: Why would someone choose to enter into a simulated reality, 

deciding it is preferable to the real world? I say this question is counterintuitive because most 

people intuitively would not give up the real world to enter into such a dream world, and indeed 

this is Nozick’s main point (Nozick 44). But there are compelling reasons to do so, as 

exemplified by Cypher, the betrayer in The Matrix, and by the characters in The Truman Show 

that try to convince Truman that he should be satisfied with his existence inside the set of a 

television show. The second question is a sort of opposite to the first: Why would people want to 

leave a simulated reality for the outside, especially when the simulation is, in many ways, 

preferable to it? By examining the ways in which the films’ characters react to their situations, as 

well as secondary philosophical works and analyses of both films, we can gain insight into 

possible replies to the two questions, and in doing so we will uncover aspects of the human 

condition pertaining to our need for truth or our willing to sacrifice it. 

Why would someone choose to enter into a simulated reality, deciding it is 

preferable to the real world? The key to understanding this question (and the other) has to do 

with the nature of truth and what aspects of truth humans do or do not value. For example, is a 

proposition or reality true merely because people agree that it is? Or is there some metaphysical 



value to these things that give them truth? Since it is impossible to experience or witness 

metaphysical truth (or proving it is possible would at least require arguments too extensive for 

this paper) we must concentrate on how we can or cannot know the truth of things. Christof, 

Truman’s television show’s creator and controller, answers the problem in one statement: “We 

accept the reality of the world with which we’re presented. It’s as simple as that” (The Truman 

Show). This statement implies that experience is all that matters to humans, since we accept the 

truth of our experiences, and so it implies that we know the truth of our reality based on our 

experiences. 

If this were the case, then it would seem that we should have no reservations in opting to 

plug into Nozick’s experience machine, deciding to be inserted into the Matrix, or signing up to 

be the unknowing subject of a television show. The decision would be made easier by 

determining that we might in some ways prefer a simulated reality to the outside world. For 

example, in The Truman Show, Marlon, Truman’s best friend, or at least the character played by 

the actor paid to be his best friend, says as a response to Truman’s desire to travel to Fiji, “Went 

all over. Never found a place like this, though,” and Christof claims of the differences between 

the outside world and his fabricated one, known as Seahaven, “There’s no more truth out there 

than there is in the world I created for you. Same lies, same deceit. But in my world, you have 

nothing to fear” (The Truman Show). It would make sense to prefer a world in which we had 

physical protection, like the protection that Christof, at least in theory, gives Truman, and to 

prefer a world that is said to be better than any place in the world, especially if all that matters to 

us is our perception of our reality. 

We can find reasons to choose a simulated reality over the real world in The Matrix as 

well. After being released from the Matrix, the characters inhabit a spartan hovercraft called the 



Nebuchadnezzar that travels underground beneath the Desert of the Real, and on the ship the 

only food they consume is a snot-like gruel that contains all the nutrients the body needs. 

However, the character Cypher decides that he would prefer the experiences of the Matrix to 

those of the real world: “You know, I know this steak doesn’t exist. I know that when I put it in 

my mouth, the Matrix is telling my brain that it is juicy and delicious. After nine years, you 

know what I realize? Ignorance is bliss.” No one would deem it farfetched to prefer a succulent 

steak of the Matrix to the liquid snot of the real world, and if we extend this idea to all the 

experiential differences between the two realities in which the Matrix is preferable to the real 

world––and there are many––our inclinations tell us to follow Cypher’s example. Another 

character, Mouse, admits that the gruel does not have everything the body needs, which also ads 

credibility to the claim that there are legitimate reasons to prefer the Matrix to the real world. 

The argument for choosing to stay in the Matrix goes further, but to understand it we 

must first revisit and outline Plato’s Republic and the Allegory of the Cave, since it parallels The 

Matrix story. In Book VII, Plato sets up the following scenario (paraphrased): There is a cave 

open to the sun at one end and a closed wall at the other. At the bottom of the cave there are 

prisoners tied so that they cannot move or turn their heads to see anything other than the cave 

wall. Behind them is a short wall in front of a path, and on the path there are people walking 

back and forth carrying objects above their heads. Behind them is a fire, and the fire is causing 

the carried objects to cast shadows on the cave wall, so that all the prisoners can see are the 

shadow projections––not the people carrying them, though, because they are hidden by the wall. 

Since the prisoners had no choice all their lives but to stare at the shadows, they would think that 

the shadows themselves are the real objects and not that they were projections of those objects. 

However, if a prisoner were to be freed, he would not believe that the real objects were any more 



real than their shadows, and if he were to make it all the way out of the cave his eyes would hurt 

to look at the sun, the true source that lets him see all images (504-505). 

As stated, this parable parallels The Matrix. When Neo, the main character, is freed from 

the Matrix for the first time, he asks, “Why do my eyes hurt?” To which his mentor Morpheus 

(also the name of the Greek god of dreams) responds: “You’ve never used them before.” From 

this obvious reference to Plato’s Cave, we can see how the journey from illusion to “knowledge” 

can be rather painful, and people might prefer to remain in the would of illusion. Most directly, 

in The Truman Show, Christof claims at one point, “[Truman] can leave at any time [...] If he 

was absolutely determined to discover the truth, There’s no way we could prevent him [...] 

Ultimately Truman prefers his cell.” Linda A. Mercadante, writing for the Journal of Religion 

and Film, explains this idea in another way: “As their knowledge of the situation grows, the 

characters [...] experience risk, pain, and uncertainty” (para. 5). The experience of being in the 

dream worlds could, in some ways, be more desirable and easier than an existence the real 

world––a preferable prison, as Christof might say. 

We could ask, though, whether Truman or the prisoners in the cave could really choose to 

discover the world outside their illusions. These scenarios ask, phrased as such by David Thomas 

and Garry Gillard, the following question: “Do we have free will, or is everything we do 

determined in some way?” And they answer, “As it is not possible to know for certain one way 

or the other, the only possibility is to act as if we have free will” (117). Therefore we might be 

able to throw out the question of free will and say that, since we cannot know if our will is free, 

we should concentrate on our preferences for desirable experiences. 

It would seem then, that there is good reason to plug into the experience machine for life, 

if we accept that experiences are what matter most to humans. We could potentially gain better 



experiences and avoid the potentially painful search for truth. In this way, we could claim that 

we base our conceptions of truth in reality on our experiences, since we would be willing to give 

up the traditional conception of the “real world” for the preferable world of the experience 

machine. However, this decision intuitively does not sit well with most people, and so we must 

move on to the second question to uncover what matters to us other than our experiences. 

Why would people want to leave a simulated reality for the outside, especially when 

the simulation is, in many ways, preferable to it? This question is actually the main question 

that The Truman Show set out to answer. In fact, Peter Weir, the film’s director, said in an 

interview that one reason he was so intrigued by its script was that he was intrigued by “the 

novelty of someone wanting to escape from paradise” (Galagher 111). However, as shown, it is 

asked by both films as well as by Robert Nozick, although in other forms. So it is at this point 

that we return to Nozick’s work to discern the question’s answer, since he breaks it into three 

more manageable parts: “First, we want to do certain things, and not just have the experience of 

doing them [...] A second reason for not plugging in is that we want to be a certain way, to be a 

certain sort of person [...] Thirdly, plugging into an experience machine limits us to a man-made 

reality [that is] living our lives for us” (43-44). Putting all three parts together will give us a 

fairly complete answer to the question––and to what might matter to humans beyond mere 

experience––but we shall address them out of Nozick’s order, from most simple to most 

complex: issues with control, issues with doing, and finally issues with being. 

Control. The most simple objection people have to inserting into a simulated reality is 

that people generally are uncomfortable with letting other people control their lives. Even though 

we may not be able to tell if we really have free will and so should act as if we do anyway, we 

still cannot deny that a simulated reality has to be controlled by some sort of mastermind, 



machine or human. Indeed the characters in both films actually say directly that the simulated 

realities are forms of control. Most bluntly, Morpheus in The Matrix, says, “What is the Matrix? 

Control. The Matrix is a computer-generated dream world built to keep us under control.” The 

Truman Show’s Marlon says of Truman’s Seahaven, “It’s all true––merely controlled.” Of 

course, the legitimacy of Seahaven and of the Matrix are what we are in the process of doubting, 

but we cannot possibly disagree with Marlon and say they are not under constant control. Every 

sort of simulated reality would have to be under similar control; someone or something must be 

doing the simulating. 

So what is unsettling about living and making ever single decision under someone else’s 

control? The answer is mostly intuition, but Immanuel Kant provides what can be used as an 

explanation of this intuition. Through a long line of reasoning, Kant claims that we intuitively 

accept as an inescapable moral principle what has become known as the Formulation of 

Humanity: “Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the 

person of another, always at the same time as an end and never simply as a means” (36). This is 

really just a version of the Golden Rule we all learn in kindergarten, but it reflects why we feel 

that there is something wrong with being controlled by others, especially unwittingly. According 

to Onora O’Neill, “To use someone as a mere means is to involve them in a scheme of action to 

which they could not in principle consent” (1). For a controller to determine every situation to 

which a person would be subject would be to involve that person in a scheme of action to which 

they could not in principle consent, and thus it would violate Kant’s Formula of Humanity. 

Although this is only relevant if we accept the Kantian theory of morality (accounting for all 

theories would go outside the scope of this paper), it does give us at least one reason why being 

unknowingly subject to another’s control is intuitively wrong, and so Truman and the people 



trapped in the Matrix are justified in wanting to escape their simulated realities. This shows us 

that we need more than to think we have free will, we need to know we do; therefore, we have 

one reason why simulated realities such as those we have been examining are insufficient for 

human existence. 

Doing. Nozick claims that we want more than the experiences of doing things and that we 

actually want to do them. He derives this claim from the idea that we secondarily want to have 

the experience of doing certain action or to think we have done them because first we had the 

desire to really do them (43). Simply put, we want to affect the way things are in the world, to 

perhaps leave them better than we found them, but we cannot do this if we merely experience 

that we are making such decisions or having such effects if they are not actually happening. We 

can see this worry expressed in both films. 

In one scene of Truman’s television show, Truman decides to test the people around him 

by clapping unexpectedly to see if they react or look in his direction. They do not and continue 

with their routines, and this is symbolic of the way that Truman has no real effect on the world 

around him since his world is carefully controlled (The Truman Show). A similar theme exists in 

The Matrix, as Neo, the savior of humanity, only can have an effect on the Matrix and shape it to 

his will (which implies having an effect on the controlling mechanisms of the Matrix which do 

exist in the real world) once he realizes it does not exist. “Do not try and bend the spoon,” one 

child says. “Instead, only try to realize the truth [...] There is no spoon.” Neo cannot affect the 

world when he still believes he is trapped in a controlled environment. The characters cannot 

actually do actions until they leave their simulated realities, either physically or mentally, and so, 

in accordance with Nozick’s reasoning, their desire to do such actions implies their desire to not 

exist in their dream worlds. Therefore, on the basis of both films, we can see that Nozick is 



correct in stating that having a real effect on the world matters to humans more than the 

experience of it. 

Being. Nozick claims humans want more than the experience of have certain qualities or 

being thought of in a certain way; they want those characteristics to actually apply to them (43). 

David P. Hunt, in “The Sleeper Awakes: Gnosis and Authenticity in The Matrix,” gives a 

powerful example to illustrate this point: 

Imagine an elderly woman, contented with life, whose joy rests on the 

belief that her only child is prospering in a distant country; imagine further 

that this belief is false and that she never discovers the truth: her son is in 

fact childless, divorced, indigent and homeless, sobering up only long 

enough to write the weekly letters in which he tells his mother what she 

most wants to hear. (104) 

While the woman herself may be happy, many would agree, according to Hunt, that her life is 

rather sad, since her happiness is based on a delusion (104). Truman, too, exemplifies this point 

when he questions the authenticity of his own life upon discovering that he is in fact imprisoned 

in a simulated reality. “Was nothing real?” he asks, to which Christof responds, “You were real” 

(The Truman Show). Of course Truman rejects Christof’s answer by stepping out of the 

television set and into the outside world, but the question remains as to why it matters that 

Truman (the “True Man”) was not real as long as he thought he was. (In this section we will 

focus on The Truman Show because it provides the best examples for our discussion, but the 

claims can be made for any sort of simulated reality, including that of The Matrix.) 

The answer has to do with authenticity. According to the works of sociologist Erving 

Goffman, “To live in an authentic world, one must know the extent to which performance 



dominates our daily lives” (Castle para. 14). By these terms, then, it is not possible to live in an 

authentic world or to situate yourself according to your surroundings if you do not know to what 

extent your surroundings are authentic themselves. This worry is more basic than it sounds, and 

it is put best by philosophy professor William G. Smith, who asks, “Was [Marlon, Truman’s 

supposed best friend,] really Truman’s friend?” (73). Truman certainly believes that Marlon has 

been his best friend for as long as he can remember, but “Marlon vow[s] that he is speaking the 

truth but is shown to be relaying Christof’s words.” Moreover, Truman’s wife, Meryl, “is simply 

an actress obsessed with her career, promoting products and having Truman’s child” (Galagher 

112). Can a person really have friends if those he believes are his friends are not authentic? It 

makes perfect sense that we would answer with an emphatic no. This answer adds credibility to 

Hunt’s elderly woman example and to Nozick’s point that we want to be a certain way, to be 

situated in society a certain way, rather than just experience being that way. 

There are reasons for this preference. R. Douglas Geivett, in “Escaping into Reality: 

What We Can Learn from The Truman Show About the Knowledge Enterprise,” claims that “we 

prefer people who are truthful over people who are not” (75), and this is because “we rely on 

each other for much of our knowledge” (86). If the people from whom we gain our knowledge, 

both of the world and of ourselves, are inauthentic, either purposefully as in The Truman Show or 

inadvertently due to their own delusions as in The Matrix, then it is impossible for us to know for 

sure anything about anything. Therefore we have a reason why believing we are a certain way or 

are situated in the world a certain way is not enough, a reason why we desire to actually be that 

way, to really posses those characteristics. Thus, we have supported Nozick’s remaining point 

and determined that actual being is valued by humanity above the experience of being. We now 

have sufficient reasons to understand why people would want to escape a simulated reality, even 



if the conditions that would be experienced in that reality are preferable in some ways to the real 

world. 

Can ignorance be bliss? Should it be? From the first question we addressed, we saw 

that, yes, there are reasons for accepting a simulated reality over the real world, as exemplified 

by some of the characters in The Matrix and The Truman Show. The experiences that would be 

gained in a simulated reality could, without a doubt, be preferable to those of the real world, and 

the quest to find truth for those who care to could be rather difficult or painful. But we have also 

seen that the two films sufficiently answer our second question and show that, no, ignorance 

cannot be bliss. The ideas that we are uncomfortable living under another’s control, that we want 

to do certain things, and that we want to be certain ways show that there is more about the truth 

of our realities that matters to us than we can glean merely from our experiences. The answer to 

the question “Should ignorance be bliss?” seems to align with the second point of view, that it 

cannot and therefore should not. However, ultimately the decision of whether or not to plug into 

any of the discussed simulated realities must be left up to each individual, lest we violate the 

Formulation of Humanity. As Morpheus says in The Matrix, “I can only show you the door. 

You’re the one that has to walk through it.” 
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