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Exerpt from What’s So Bad About Living in the Matrix? By James Pryor 
 

…When they think about scenarios like the Matrix, some people have the 
thought:  
 
If in every respect it seems to you that you're in the good situation, doesn't 
that make it true —at least, true for you—that you are in the good situation?  
 
This line of thought is never fully endorsed in the movie, but the characters do 
sometimes flirt with it. Consider the conversation Neo and Morpheus have in 
the Construct:  
 
Neo: This isn't real...  
 
Morpheus: What is "real"? How do you define "real"? If you're talking about 
what you can feel, what you can smell, what you can taste and see, then "real" 
is simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain...  
 
Consider Cypher's final conversation with Trinity:  
 
Cypher:...If I had to choose between that and the Matrix...I choose the Matrix.  
 
Trinity: The Matrix isn't real.  
 
Cypher: I disagree, Trinity. I think the Matrix can be more real than this 
world...  
 
Are the claims that Morpheus and Cypher are making here right? Is the world 
that Trinity and Cypher experience and seem to interact with when they're 
inside the Matrix just as real (or more real?) than the world outside?  
 
The standard view is "no," the Matrix world is in some important sense less 
real. As Morpheus goes on to say, the Matrix is "a dream world." The 
characters are just experiencing a "neural interactive simulation" of eating 
steak, jumping between buildings, dodging bullets, and so on. As Neo says 
when he's on the way to visit the Oracle, "I have these memories from my life. 
None of them happened." In fact, he never has eaten steak, and never will. It 
just seems to him that he has.  
 
And presumably that's how things would be even if no one ever discovered 
that it was so; even if no one ever figured out that the Matrix was just a 

"dream world."  
 
Philosophers would express this standard view by saying that facts like:  
 
• whether you've ever eaten steak  
• whether you've ever jumped between buildings  
• whether your eyes have ever been open  
 
and so on are all objective facts, facts that are true (or false) independently of 
what anybody believes or knows about them, or has evidence for believing. 
The mere fact that it seems to you that you're jumping between buildings 
doesn't make it true that there really are any buildings there.  
 
Some people get uneasy with this talk about "objective facts." They say:  
 
Well, what's true for me might be different than what's true for you. When I'm 
in the Matrix it really is true for me that I'm eating steak and so on. That 
might not be true for you, but it is true for me.  
 
Let's try to figure out what this means.  
 
Some of the time, people use expressions like "true for me" in a way that 
doesn't conflict with the view that the facts in question are objective.  
 
For instance, all that some people mean by saying that something is "true for 
them" is that they believe it to be true. When you're in the Matrix you do 
believe that you're eating steak; so in this sense it will be "true for you" that 
you're eating steak. And what you believe to be true will often be different 
from what Ibelieve to be true; so in this sense something could be "true for 
you" but "false for me." When a philosopher says that it's an objective fact 
whether or not you've ever eaten steak, she's not disputing any of this. She 
accepts that you and I may disagree about whether you've ever eaten steak. 
She's not even claiming to know who's right. She may be ignorant or mistaken 
about your past dietary habits, and she knows this. You may have better 
evidence than she, and she knows this too. All she's claiming is that there is a 
fact of the matter about whether you've eaten steak—regardless of whether 
you or she or anybody else knows what that fact is, or has any beliefs about it. 
And this fact is an objective one. If it happens to be true that you've eaten 
steak, then it's true, period. It's not "true for you" but "false for me." What you 
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and I believe, and who's got better evidence for their belief, are further 
separate questions.  
 
Usually when two people disagree about some matter, they agree that the fact 
they're disputing is an objective one. They agree that one of them is right and 
the other wrong. They just disagree about who. For some matters, like ethical 
and artistic matters, this is less clear. It is philosophically controversial 
whether ethical and artistic truths are objective, and whether the same truths 
hold for everyone. But for our present discussion, we can set those 
controversies aside, and just concentrate on more prosaic and mundane 
matters, like whether you've ever eaten steak, whether your eyes have ever 
been open, and so on. For matters of this sort, we'd expect there to be only 
one single common truth, not one truth for you and a different truth for me.  
 
Now, sometimes we speak incompletely. For example, we'll say that a kitchen 
gadget is useful, when we really mean that it's useful for certain purposes. It 
may be useful for cutting hard-boiled eggs but useless for cutting tomatoes or 
cheese. We'll say that the cut of certain suits makes them fit better, when we 
really mean that it makes them fit certain people better. It doesn't make them 
fit people with unusual body shapes better. And so on. In cases like this, if 
one way of completing the claim is natural when we're talking about you, and 
another way when we're talking about me, then we might be tempted to talk 
of the claim's being "true for you" but "false for me." For instance, suppose 
you're cutting eggs for a salad and I'm cutting the tomatoes. We're each using 
the same kitchen gadget, you with good results and me with frustrating 
results. If you say "This kitchen gadget is useful," I might respond "That may 
be true for you, but it's not true for me." There's no conflict here with the view 
that facts about usefulness are objective. Really there are several facts here:  
 
•The gadget is useful for cutting eggs.  
•The gadget is not very useful for cutting tomatoes.  
•The gadget is more useful for you than it is for me (because you're cutting 
eggs and I'm cutting tomatoes.)  
 
And so on. It's perfectly possible to regard all these facts as objective. That is, 
if any of them are true, then they're true, period. It won't be "true for you" that 
the gadget is more useful for you than it is for me, but "false for me." And 
neither will my thinking that the gadget is useless for cutting tomatoes make it 
so. I can be mistaken about how useful the gadget is. (Perhaps I'm not using it 
properly.) Similarly, if your new Armani suit doesn't fit you very well, then it 
doesn't fit you, even if we both somehow convince ourselves that it does fit.  

 
So the ways of talking about things being "true for me" etc. that we've 
considered so far don't conflict with the view that the facts we're dealing with 
are objective.  
 
People who dislike objective facts want to say something stronger. They want 
to say it really is true for the characters inside the Matrix that they've eaten 
steak. They're not just making a claim about what those characters think is 
true. When those characters think to themselves, "I've eaten steak hundreds of 
times, and so has my friend Neo," what they're thinking really is supposed to 
be true. At least for them. For Neo and Trinity and others it may not be true.  
 
One way to flesh this idea out is with a philosophical theory called 
verificationism. (Sometimes this theory is called anti-realism.) If you're a 
verificationist about certain kinds of fact, then you reject the idea that those 
facts are objective. For example, a verificationist about height would say that 
how tall you are depends on what evidence there is about how tall you are. It's 
impossible for all the evidence to point one way, but the facts about your 
height to be otherwise. The facts have to be constrained by the evidence. 
Sure, the verificationist will say, people sometimes make mistakes about their 
height. They sometimes have false beliefs. But those mistakes have to be in 
principle discoverable and correctable. It doesn't make sense to talk about a 
situation where everybody is permanently and irremediably mistaken about 
your height, where the "real facts" are so well-concealed that no one will be 
able to ferret them out. If the "real facts" are so well-concealed, says the 
verificationist, then they cease being facts at all. The only height you can have 
is a height that it's in principle discoverable or verifiable that you have. 
(Hence the name "verificationism.")  
 
When we're discussing the Matrix and examples like it in my undergraduate 
classes, and students start talking about things being "true for" them, but 
"false for" other people, they're usually trying to sign onto some kind of 
verificationism. They'll say things like this:  
 
If all my evidence says that there is a tall mountain there, then in my personal 
picture of the world there is a tall mountain there. That's all it can mean, for 
me, to say that there's a tall mountain there. The mountain really is there, for 
me, so long as it appears real, and fits my conception of a tall mountain.  
 
I'm always surprised to hear students voicing approval for this view. It's a 
pretty strange conception of reality. Some philosophers do defend the view. 
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But I'd be really surprised if 30% of my university students really did think 
this is the way the world is. As a group, they don't usually tend to hold strange 
conceptions of reality; I don't find 30% of them believing in astrology or 
body-snatching aliens, for instance.  
 
Mount Everest is 8,850 meters tall. Most of us think that Mt. Everest had this 
height well before there were any human beings, and that it would still have 
this height even if no human beings or other thinking subjects had ever 
existed. But it's not clear that a verificationist is entitled to say things like that. 
If there had never been any thinking subjects, then there wouldn't have been 
anybody who could have had evidence that Mt. Everest existed. So according 
to the verificationist, then, there wouldn't have been anybody for whom it was 
true that Mt. Everest is 8,850 m tall. It looks like the verificationist has to 
deny that Mt. Everest would still have been 8,850 m tall, even in situations 
where no thinking subjects had ever existed. This is what makes 
verificationism such a strange view.  
 
Perhaps the verificationist will respond: Granted, in the situation we're 
envisaging, nobody actually has evidence that Mt. Everest is 8850 m tall. But 
the evidence is still available. (Mt. Everest will cast shadows of certain 
lengths at certain times of the day, and so on.) And if people had existed, they 
could have gathered and used that evidence. Maybe that's enough to make it 
true that Mt. Everest is still 8,850 m tall in the situation we're envisaging.  
 
Things get tricky here. For instance, it's not clear that the verificationist is 
entitled to say that Mt. Everest would still cast those shadows, even if no 
observers had existed. But rather than pursuing these tricky details, let's 
instead think about examples where the relevant evidence isn't even available. 
 
The usual varieties of verificationism say that for there to be a 8,850 m tall 
mountain, it has to be publicly verifiable that the mountain exists and is 8,850 
m tall. That is, there has to be evidence that somebody somewhere could 
acquire that demonstrates that it is 8,850 m tall. A different version of the 
view would focus instead on what I myself am able to verify. This view might 
say that it's "true for me" that the mountain is 8,850 m tall only if Icould 
verify that it's 8,850 m tall. It'd be "true for you " that it's 8,850 m tall only if 
you could verify that it's 8,850 m tall. And so on. We can call this second 
version of the view "personal verificationism," since it says that what's true—
well, true for me—always depends on what I myself would be able to verify. 
If there's some fact that will forever be concealed from me, then it's not really 
a fact; at least, not a fact "for me." It may be a fact for other people, but that's 

a separate issue.  
 
When professional philosophers discuss verificationism, they usually have the 
public version in mind. And the two versions do share many of the same 
features—and problems. However, I'm just going to talk about the personal 
version of the view. I think that people who aren't professional philosophers, 
like the students in my undergraduate classes, usually find the personal 
version more natural and attractive.  
 
What does it mean to say that certain evidence is "available" or "unavailable"? 
One way of drawing this line would make it turn on whether you can obtain 
the evidence through your own active efforts: e.g., are there tests you can run 
that would give you the evidence you need? Or you might have a more liberal 
conception of what it is for evidence to be "available." On this more liberal 
conception, evidence will count as "available" even if it could just happen to 
fall into your lap, by chance. It doesn't have to be in your power to make the 
evidence appear.  
 
Let's think about someone for whom evidence is unavailable even on this 
more liberal conception of "available." Suppose there's a character in The 
Matrix that it's impossible for Morpheus to "waken." Maybe this character 
believes in the "dream world" too strongly, and would just go insane and die 
if the "dream" ever started to unravel. Let's call this character Jeremy. 
According to the standard view, Jeremy has many false beliefs about his 
surroundings. He believes that he goes to work everyday on the 40th floor of 
an office building, that the sun streams into his office most mornings, that he 
often eats steak for dinner, and so on. All of these beliefs are false. In fact, 
there are no office buildings anymore; Jeremy has never seen the sun; he's 
never eaten steak; and he's spent his entire life in a small pod. But these are 
facts that Jeremy will never know. What's more, he's incapable of knowing 
them. If Morpheus told Jeremy the truth, Jeremy wouldn't believe him; and if 
Morpheus tried to show Jeremy the truth, Jeremy would go insane and die. So 
there are many truths about Jeremy's life that Jeremy will never be able to 
know.  
 
That's what the standard view says. According to the verificationist, though, if 
it's impossible for Jeremy to know something, then that thing can't really be a 
"truth" about Jeremy's life. At least, it won't be a truth for Jeremy. What's true 
for Jeremy is that he really does work on the 40th floor of an office building, 
and so on. And this doesn't just mean that Jeremy thinks he works on the 40th 
floor etc. It means it really is a fact —a fact for Jeremy—that he works on the 
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40th floor of an office building. It may not be true for Morpheus that Jeremy 
works on the 40th floor of an office building, but it is true for Jeremy.  
 
What do you think? Does that sound plausible to you?  
 
Let's think about the comings and goings of people in the past. According to 
the standard view, on a given evening in the past, these people will either 
have been at a party in New York, or they won't have been there. Suppose 
they were there. But today only a little bit of evidence remains that they were 
there. Suppose you have it in your power to destroy that evidence, and 
manufacture evidence that they were elsewhere. Would you then have it in 
your power to change the past? That is what the character O'Brien in George 
Orwell's novel 1984 thinks:  
 
An oblong slip of newspaper had appeared between O'Brien's fingers. For 
perhaps five seconds it was within the angle of Winston's vision... It was 
another copy of the photograph of Jones, Aaronson, and Rutherford at the 
party function in New York, which he had chanced upon eleven years ago and 
promptly destroyed. For only an instant it was before his eyes, then it was out 
of sight again...  
 
"It exists!" he cried.  
 
"No," said O'Brien.  
 
He stepped across the room. There was a memory hole in the opposite wall. 
O'Brien lifted the grating. Unseen, the frail slip of paper was whirling away 
on the current of warm air; it was vanishing in a flash of flame. O'Brien 
turned away from the wall.  
 
"Ashes," he said. "Not even identifiable ashes. Dust. It does not exist. It never 
existed."  
 
"But it did exist! It does exist! It exists in memory. I remember it. You 
remember it."...  
 
O'Brien was looking down at him speculatively. More than ever he had the air 
of a teacher taking pains with a wayward but promising child.  
 
"There is a Party slogan dealing with the control of the past," he said. "Repeat 
it, if you please."  

 
"'Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present controls 
the past,'" repeated Winston obediently.  
 
"'Who controls the present controls the past,'" said O'Brien, nodding his head 
with slow approval. "Is it your opinion, Winston, that the past has real 
existence?... Is there somewhere or other a place, a world of solid objects, 
where the past is still happening?"  
 
"No."  
 
"Then where does the past exist, if at all?"  
 
"In records. It is written down."  
 
"In records. And—?"  
 
"In the mind. In human memories."  
 
"In memory. Very well, then. We, the Party, control all records, and we 
control all memories. Then we control the past, do we not?"  
 
Now, presumably O'Brien knows he's tampered with the evidence. So perhaps 
he can't change what's true for him about the past. But on the verificationist 
view, it does seem like he'd be able to change the past for other people.  
 
What do you think? Does that sound plausible? Winston eventually comes to 
accept this view of reality. But to the reader it's supposed to sound like a lie.  
 
What if the machines in The Matrix said to Neo and Morpheus, "Hey, why do 
you keep harping about this war between humans and machines? It never 
happened. At least, for all these people in their pods we're making it true that 
it never happened. Once we've removed every shred of evidence, and made it 
impossible for them to verify that there was a war between humans and 
machines, then we really will have changed the past for those people. They 
won't be deceived. Their past really will have happened the way it seems to 
them." Does that sound convincing? Or does it too sound like a lie?  
 
What about facts for which there's simply no evidence either way? Morpheus 
says they don't know who struck first in the war between humans and 
machines. Maybe it's not important. And maybe the machines don't know 
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either. Maybe all the evidence is lost. But presumably one of us did strike 
first. Presumably there is a fact about this, even if there's no evidence 
remaining. The verificationist has to deny this.  
 
I hope all of this will make verificationism sound somewhat implausible to 
you. They aren't meant to be conclusive considerations. Philosophical 
discussions of verificationism get very complicated. The verificationist has to 
overcome many technical difficulties: e.g., how to draw the line between 
evidence that's available and evidence that's not. How to explain when 
evidence enables us to verify a hypothesis and when it doesn't. Whether 
verificationism itself is something we can verify. We can't go into these 
issues. If you're still inclined towards verificationism, I hope you'll at least 
grant that the view does go against our common-sense conception of reality, 
and that as a result it requires careful supporting argument. If you're going to 
hold the view in good intellectual conscience, there are a lot of difficulties and 
objections that need to be overcome.  
 
… 
 
What is the Matrix? Control. The Matrix is a computer-generated dream 
world, built to keep us under control...  
 
Now—to me anyway—the most disturbing thing about this isn't that the 
machines are farming us for energy. We're not told enough about how the 
energy-farming works to make it seem very bad. Perhaps the machines are 
only taking energy we were making no use of, anyway. Perhaps the machines 
ensure that—except for the rare occasions when an Agent takes over your 
body and gets it killed—we live longer and healthier lives in the Matrix 
energy-farm than we would in the wild.  
 
No, what seems awful about our enslavement in the Matrix is rather that our 
enemies have so much control over what happens to us. Suppose we 
discovered that a secret Nazi cabal were really running our government. 
Wouldn't that be awful? Suppose they're not actively causing any harm. 
Suppose that for the most part they'll keep the government running in ways 
we like. Many of us still wouldn't like it. We'd object to the mere fact of those 
old Nazis having so much power over us.  
 
Similarly, the machines in the Matrix are our enemies. We've fought a brutal 
war with them. Now they have immense power over us. As long as it suits 
their purposes, they'll manage our lives in ways we like. But many of us will 

still be disturbed by their having so much power over us. We want to be in 
control of our own futures.  
 
According to Agent Smith, the Matrix was designed to simulate the end of the 
20th century, because the machines have found that keeps their energy-farm 
running smoothly. Generations of us have now lived out their lives in the 
Matrix. So generations of us have all experienced life in this simulated end-
of-the-20th-century. What happens when the simulation gets up to 2003? Do 
the machines erase our memories and reset everything back to 1980? The 
movie doesn't say. But presumably they do something like that. This means 
there are real limits to how much we can accomplish. If your ambitions in the 
Matrix are relatively small-scale, like opening a restaurant or becoming a 
famous actor, then you may very well be able to achieve them. But if your 
ambitions are larger—e.g., introducing some long-term social change—then 
whatever progress you make towards that goal will be wiped out when the 
simulation gets reset. Any long-term efforts of this sort would be an exercise 
an futility.  
 
And what if our ambitions don't please the farmers? For instance, what if we 
are computer scientists working to create artificial intelligence? The machines 
would probably find it easiest to just keep sabotaging our attempts. After all, 
they wouldn't want us to re-enact the war between humans and machines, 
inside the Matrix. That would be bad for their crops. And they certainly 
wouldn't want us to create benevolent AIs, AIs who would figure out about 
the Matrix and fight on our side. So the machines will tinker with our history, 
and see to it that grand, noble ambitions of this sort never get realized.  
 
Of course, they'll also see to it that none of our grander baser ambitions get 
realized, either. They probably just disconnect or reprogram anyone who's 
hatching plans for mass genocide.  
 
But if given the choice, I think most of us would like humans to be in charge 
of our own destiny. We don't want our long-term efforts to be futile. We don't 
want to be living out someone else's plan for our lives. Sure, there will always 
be some limits to what we can do. Very likely we'll never be able to vacation 
in the center of the sun. But we'd like to have as much control over our 
destiny as we can. We don't want other intelligent agents deciding such things 
for us. Especially when those agents' first priority is how well their energy-
farms are doing; that may not correlate well with how well-off our lives and 
society are.  
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So it seems rotten if the machines control our fates and our civilization. One 
thing we place a lot of value on is being in charge of our own lives, not being 
someone else's slave or plaything. We want to be politically free. 
 
And plausibly, what people mean by "political freedom" and "being in charge 
of our own lives" is the same inside the Matrix as outside it. We're not 
indifferent between the real thing and some Matrix simulation of it. We want 
to have the real thing. When we're inside the Matrix, we haven't got it. We 
just don't realize that we haven't got it.  
 
So I think this is the best answer about what's so bad about living in the 
Matrix.  
 
For me, at least, it's a surprising answer. The Matrix raises so many 
interesting metaphysical and epistemological issues. If you're of a 
philosophical bent, like me, then those issues will be intellectually 

compelling. But there's a difference between what we find intellectually 
compelling and what we place the most value on in life. Intellectual matters 
will be only one value among many. For most of us, the worst thing about 
living in the Matrix would not be something metaphysical or epistemological. 
Rather, the worst thing would be something political. It would be the fact that 
Life in the Matrix is a kind of Slavery, of the sort of we've discussed.  
 
I think that is what's really bad about living in the Matrix we see in the movie. 
That is what motivates Neo and Morpheus and Trinity to fight the machines, 
and try to free everyone they can.  
 
If the Matrix weren't a kind of enslavement—and it still involved interacting 
with other real people—then maybe it wouldn't be so bad after all.  
 
James Pryor

 


