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A Humbling Truth About Truth

Truth is like a fog that blankets a town in the morning, where one cannot see farther than
their hand held before them. It is like a crowded street during rush hour, where one only notices
the best dressed lies but not the truth in rags and tatters. At once blatantly beckoning and
invisible to the naked eye, truth serves as both a theme and a source of conflict in William
Shakespeare’s play Othello, which was written in 1604 and set in Venice, Italy. In the tragedy,
the fervent love between a Moorish general named Othello and a Venetian beauty named
Desdemona encounters a multitude of obstacles in the face of jealousy, betrayal, and revenge, all
beginning at the cunning, wicked hands of Othello’s standard bearer, lago. Truth, however,
commences with “Republic VII” by Plato, which delineates the formation of the complex
concept of verity using an allegory that equates being held captive in a cave to being confounded
by a false illusion of truth. The passage describes a cycle of oblivion, realization, and denial that
is applicable to a plethora of scenarios. Truth is also explained by Heilbroner’s “Don’t Let
Stereotypes Warp Your Judgment,” which points out the harmful but prevalent issues of

stereotyping in modern society. Plato’s “Republic VII” and Heilbroner’s “Don’t Let Stereotypes



Fu?2

this unconsciousness of truth the first step on the path to the discovery of truth. As Socrates
states within the excerpt while the prisoners are enchained within the cave, “From the beginning
people like this have never managed, whether on their own or with the help by others, to see
anything besides the shadows that are [continually] projected on the wall opposite them by the
glow of the fire” (Plato 1). By this, Plato encapsulates the servile attitude of individuals in their
process of learning and growing. The prisoners in the cave can see nothing but the shadows

forced before their eyes, but just as shadows are only a reflection of truth, the prisoners’ lives are
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twist Othello’s mind into a warped reality, deluging Othello’s infatuation with Desdemona with
his treacherous plans and wicked beguilement. Seeing no evidence to contradict lago’s claims
that Desdemona was cheating on him, Othello is not only convinced by lago that his wife is
unfaithful, but even convinces himself that such a figure of disloyalty has no place in his life.
Alas, the world of ignorance is not blissful as is commonly said, but rather a dangerous place
where lies take on the semblance of truth.

Following the bliss of incomprehension comes the striking blow of discerning reality,
which Plato reveals as the second step of the journey to truth. Socrates declares, “Watch the
process whereby the prisoners are set free from their chains and, along with that, cured of their
lack of insight” (Plato 3). Although the released prisoner is initially blinded by the brightness of
the sunlight, his eyes soon adjust, and he is now capable of seeing objects as they really are,
rather than seeing only their shadows. In other words, his mind is liberated and enlightened as he
and all he sees are bathed in truth, as his past ignorance and shrouds of doubt dissipate. The
discovery of truth is equally liberating in the real world; when individuals are told the truth for
the first time, it can be shocking, or perhaps even utterly revolting. However, when they come to
realize that established principles are but one among infinite ways of living and perceiving, they
dispel of their preconceived opinions of society, forming new ones that reflect higher moral
standards and a clearer understanding of truth.

This stepping stone of recognizing and exploring the newfound wrinkles and rivulets of
truth is also a significant turning point in the plot of Othello. As limned by Heilbroner, this hard-

to-
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The truth is like a bitter medicine; it is hard to swallow, but if one holds it in his mouth he
will choke. In this sense, Plato and Heilbroner’s principles aptly describe Othello’s reaction to
being told the truth. As Heilbroner notes, “Sharp swings of ideas about people often just
substitute one stereotype for another” (Heilbroner 3). What he is saying that after being
enlightened by the truth, individuals tell their peers that the stereotypes to which they have been
exposed are only an illusion. However, others do not believe what they are being told, and
instead mock those who have seen the “truth,” thus stereotyping those who spread the truth as
liars. This scenario is no different in Othello, when Emilia says to Othello about Desdemona’s
loyalty to him, “She was too attached to her filthy marriage ever to do a thing like that”
(Shakespeare, 5.2.166-167)! Even though Emilia reveals that Desdemona in fact loved him
faithfully, Othello initially still clings to his belief in lago’s supposed truth and Desdemona’s
guilt, bringing up the false evidence of the handkerchief and of Cassio’s “confession.” Therefore,

persuading Othello of the truth proves to be a difficult ordeal, but as the other works have shown,
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within the safe confines of willful ignorance, refusing to venture into the unsafe or the unknown.
However, if one takes the daring step out into the sunlight, he may be blinded for a moment, but

he will no doubt recognize that truth is not meant to be believed or even to be known; it is only

meant to be realized.






