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ave you ever wondered if you’re the only person in the
world?
If you haven’t, then that question probably sounded a
little bit silly, and maybe even a little bit self-centered, but
if not, then I’d like for you to know that you’re not alone.
Despite the admitted egoism of the idea, I myself have
found myself on more than one occasion wondering how
I know that everybody I talk to, every encounter I have,
is real. Though I came to this question on my own terms,
I’ve found through trial and tribulation that this concern is
not a unique one and that it may in fact not be an entirely
mistaken one either.
It was in 1543 that Nicolaus Copernicus disproved Ptolemy’s geocentric theory that the solar system revolves
around the Earth, establishing instead that it revolves
around the sun under the heliocentric model. However,
perhaps Copernicus’s model was incorrect as well. Perhaps
the solar system is neither geocentric, nor heliocentric, but
egocentric.
To understand the egocentric model, one must cast
aside our scientific basis of reasoning and instead embrace a more humane one: doubt. This line of thought,
as I have known it to be experienced, generally originates
with a common paranoia of the judgement of others. Most
people can relate to the unfortunate uncertainty of what
other people may genuinely think of you in comparison
to how they actually behave around you. A fearful concern
indeed, this thought can manifest itself into an even bigger thought regarding the brain processes of those around
you. Though you may sense a development occurring
within somebody’s mind, how can you ever truly know
what they are thinking? How can you ever truly know
what anybody’s thinking? When considered even further,
one may come to the conclusion that because they don’t
have any true knowledge over the brain processes of those
around them, they have no true basis in believing that anybody has any brain processes at all! Or worse, that perhaps
people do have brain processes, but somehow, they’re all
aware of yours. That even though you may know nothing
about anybody else, everybody else may know everything
about you.
Despite believing I was alone in this Ptolemaic-like concern, there is actually a psychological term for this form of
paranoia: The Truman Show Delusion. There have been
multiple accounts of people believing that they are the

sole victim of elaborate conspiracies: a man who wrote
to the New York Times, believing that 9/11 was a fictional
event fabricated solely to trick him; another who went
to the top of the Empire State Building expecting to find
someone who would free him from the reality TV show he
was trapped in.1 This “delusion” is named after Peter Weir’s
1998 award-winning movie, The Truman Show.
The Truman Show stars Jim Carey as Truman Burban, a
man who, since birth, has unknowingly been the star of a
globally-viewed sitcom known as The Truman Show. His
entire life is filmed before the world, as if he is a fictional
TV character. He is not aware that he lives in an artificial
world, for it is the only world he has ever known. Though
many argue that Truman’s life and conception of reality is
false because it is based on the decisions of the director,
Christof, they fail to acknowledge that, in a sense, so is everybody’s life. Just as Christof played a godlike figure in
directing Truman’s life, isn’t there a similar godlike figure,
some sort of almighty force, running everybody’s life? This
question can be expanded into an even bigger question
over the truth of religion, but for the sake of this paper, I’ll
just identify that almighty force as life. Just like Truman,
from life we are all born into a world, regardless of whether we want to or not. Whether by fate or coincidence, we
meet people, we have new experiences, we encounter
hardships and we encounter triumphs. Just like Truman,
we can’t decide what happens to us, we only get to decide
how we respond. Because of this parallelism, I argue that
Truman’s life was just as real as anybody else’s. When he
finally escapes the show set at the end of the movie, his
life didn’t “become real”, it just continued to be real. Every
experience he encountered on the set was just as genuine
as every experience he’ll experience off set because both
types of experiences are real to him.
Similar to The Truman Show in both its concept and its
content is Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave.” For those unfamiliar with the Allegory of the Cave, it is a demonstration
of Plato’s Theory of Forms, which argues that the physical
world we perceive is not the real world we live in. The Allegory compares people unaware of the Theory of Forms to
prisoners chained in a cave. The only thing the prisoners
can see is a wall. Behind them burns a fire. Also behind
them are secret puppeteers who hold up puppets and other objects to the fire, casting a shadow on the wall of the
cave. Because the prisoners are not aware the puppeteers

strive to improve ourselves and become better in order to
achieve our true goal: perfection. We create a mental ideal
of what a perfection is and we shoot for it, regardless of
whether our ideal is the true ideal or if it is even attainable.
To that same end, we also create a mental ideal of what
reality is, but we’ll never know if we have achieved true
reality. When Truman left his show for the outside world,
his quality of life wasn’t going to improve, but he still left in
hopes that it would. However, we can’t blame him for that.
Perhaps it shows he’s flawed, but in truth that only means
he’s human.
Like Truman and the prisoners in Plato’s cave, we all are
confined to our own realities. We all have our own caves.
For me, my cave is the Main Line, the Philadelphia suburbs. My cave is growing up in America. My cave is being a
white, educated, male. My cave is living in good health. My
cave is being human.
However, these are all caves I’ve at one point left or seen
the alternative to. I’ve traveled before. I’ve seen Bermuda,
Texas, California, Boston. I’ve read books from the point
of view of those of other ethnicities, races, genders, and
socio-economic backgrounds. I’ve been sick with pneumonia and whooping cough. I have a dog and see what life
looks like as a creature other than a human. I’ve attempted
to leave my cave and find the surface and its sunshine, but
I’ve never actually reached it. In reality, I just expanded my
cave. Sure, you can break out of your cave, but you’ll never
reach the surface. You can dig and dig and try to find the
tunnel to the top, but the distance to the top is not coverable by human. In fact, the distance to the top may be
infinite, for nobody has ever reached the top before, and
continued on next page
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are present, they are only aware of the shadows of the objects on the wall, which they consider to be real objects.2
Though both the prisoners in Plato’s cave and Truman in
his show had a perception that those in the outside world
would perceive as artificial, I argue that their perception
was just as real and valid as was everybody’s in the outside world. Neither reality nor artificiality are a physicality
known to human beings. Nobody knows true reality. No
one person can know everything that is true for we all have
some knowledge based in a lie. Even if there was somebody in which everything they knew was true and factual,
they’d still be limited to only everything they know. They
don’t know everything there is to know, and therefore they
don’t know what true reality is. The form of reality that
humans define is a purely abstract conception of the mind,
and therefore, the mental reality that we all define is no
more real or superior to the reality of anybody else. By this
logic, the shadows that the prisoners in the cave saw were
real to them. The objects that the puppeteers in the cave
held were real to them. Truman’s life was true to him. Truman’s audience’s lives were true to them. But were any of
these perceptions true to everybody? No. therefore, none
of them were truly true, and none of them were a true reality. Nobody exists in true reality for nobody knows what
reality truly is.
Upon reaching the exit to The Truman Show, Truman
believed his world was fake, therefore he left it in pursuit
of “the real world.” Little did he know, however, that the
reality he would enter was just as real as the one he had
left. One of the great triumphs and failures of human
kind is our gift for curiosity. We constantly are identifying
problems and asking questions for how to solve them. We

Where are you in Plato’s cave?
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therefore nobody knows how far it is, or if it is even there.
Though it is possible to break out your cave, you’ll still always be in a cave.
When Truman is about to leave The Truman Show, the
director advises him not to. Christof tells him “you [are]
real” and that “there’s no more truth out[side The Truman
Show] than in the world [he] created for [Truman]— the
same lies and deceit. But in [his] world [Truman has] nothing to fear.”3 By telling Truman that he is real, he is putting
Truman on the same plane of reality as himself and everybody in the audience. Everybody is real, even somebody living in an artificial world like Truman. He admits to lying to
and deceiving Truman, but by saying that the outside world
is just as true as his world, he establishes that the outside
world has a foundation of lying and deceit as well. He’s not
just speaking to Truman when he makes this commentary,
he’s speaking to the entire world. We are all living a reality
based on deceit. Nobody knows true reality. Nobody.
It was Rene Descartes who proposed the philosophical
idea of cogito ergo sum—“I think therefore I am.” The only
true knowledge, the only true reality, we’ll ever know is our
own. The only basis for knowing your reality exists is that

you can think, and if you weren’t real you wouldn’t have
thoughts. In this way, everybody lives in their own reality, in their own universe. Though the egocentric model
of the universe lacks factual backing and will likely never
become accepted within the scientific community, it is a
proposition that can also never be refuted by the scientific community. In this way, I argue that Copernicus was
wrong. The world doesn’t revolve around the sun: it revolves around you.
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