
FILOZOFIJA I DRUŠTVO XXIV (4), 2013.

268

UDK: 16:791-21(049.32)

DOI: 10.2298/FID1304268M

Original scientific paper

Predrag Milidrag
Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory
University of Belgrade

Platonism, Cartesianism and Hegel’s 

Thought in The Matrix Trilogy 

Summary In this article I will try to interpret changes in Neo, the main 
character in The Matrix Trilogy, against the background of the ideas of Plato 
and Descartes, as well as Hegel’s from his Philosophy of History and The 
Phenomenology of Spirit. Although “philosophical” The Matrix Trilogy is 
not long-winded and boring film: instead of talking endlessly, the characters 
are working ceaselessly, and that work is changing them. Contrary to wide-
spread opinion, this interpretation does not find the presence of Descartes’ 
hyperbolic doubt in the first part of trilogy, but first film sees as a pure Pla-
tonism. Nevertheless, there are the Cartesian motifs (e.g. dualism, freeing 
mind from preconceived opinions, acquiring different habits of belief). The 
result of the first film is the position of Hegelian unhappy consciousness. 
This is just a preparation for the key moment of whole Trilogy that is the 
dialogue between Neo and Architect. Neo’s decision to chose to save Trinity 
is interpreted in Hegel’s terms of the infinite right of the subject to satisfy 
himself in his activity and work; because of that, this, sixth Neo is new. After 
showing the differences in the objectives of Neo and Agent Smith, and trans-
formations of the objectives of humans, the third part of the article analyzes 
the very end of the Matrix Revolutions, using Marx’s ideas, with some refer-
ences to Plato and Nietzsche.

Key words: dualism, free will, unhappy consciousness, philosophy of hi-
story, Nietzsche, Marx, Neo, Morpheus. 

There are traces of very diverse Eastern and Western lines of thought in 

The Matrix Trilogy , which speaks eloquently about its richness of ideas. 

Being “philosophical” The Matrix Trilogy is not long-winded and boring 

working ceaselessly, 

and that work is changing them. In this text I will try to interpret chang-

es of the main character, Neo, against the background of some classic 

ideas of the Western philosophy. 

The Matrix Trilogy, Pla-

tonist, Cartesian and Hegelian ideas are clearly recognisable and on 

1  Films The Matrix, The Matrix Reloaded and The Matrix Revolutions are referred 
to as The Matrix Trilogy. The Matrix
With an expression “the Matrix”, I denote sixth virtual world itself. Dialogues will be 
quoted according to the number of a sequel (I, II, III) after which an hour, minute and 
second of their beginning and, if necessary, minute and second of their end will be 
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from Plato via Descartes to Hegel  – and further.

I

a virtual world of the Matrix and the real world. They are strictly divided 

the former on the latter. Either on the level of storyline or on the level 

of image, the beholder is not in doubt about which world he is watch-

ing. That is absolutely the 
doubt which world is “true” and which one is “illusion”. Whether all the 

It is impossible to resist Platonist interpretation of the famous scene with 

a blue and red pill. At its beginning, Morpheus approaches Neo in a phil-

Let me tell you why you’re here. You’re here because you know some-
thing ... that there’s something wrong with the world. You don’t 
know what it is but it’s there, like a splinter in your mind driving you 

that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you from the truth. ... 
You are a slave, Neo. Like everyone else you were born into bondage, 
born into a prison that you cannot smell or taste or touch. A prison 
for your mind (I 0.26.03–27.54).

Morpheus does not try anything else but something what Socrates has 

tried with his midwife skill, to deliver knowledge already contained in hu-

can be told what the Matrix is. You have to see it for yourself” (I 0.27.33). 

There is no doubt in truthfulness of knowledge about what is and what 

isn’t, nor anybody doubts the existence of those who know and those 

who don’t. As a Platonic philosopher, Morpheus knows what the truth 

is (see I 0.28.23).

All this clearly indicates that in The Matrix -

temological questions are out of place. Likewise, there is no space for 

Descartes’ hyperbolic doubt, because the skeptical questions are not a 

constitutive part of cognitive process . 

2  In a single public reckoning about the trilogy, Larry Wachowski, now Lana Wa-
chowski most frequently mentions Hegel; see Wilber 2010.
3  See I 0.31.39, I 0.38.38. Neo also does not pose any questions about what is real. 
He would wonder how it is possible that the Matrix is not reality (I 1.05.38), but he 
would not doubt in fact that it is not reality.
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in mind (see AT VII 22–23), we wonder whether the machines are the 

person doubts her senses, doubts the existence of her body, doubts that 

she dreams, doubts the existence of evil genius, doubts her own abili-

ties, and comes to the proverbial insight “cogito, ergo sum”, but still does 
not “wake” from the world of the Matrix!  You cannot “wake” from the 

world with the aid of hyperbolic doubt; for that, you need someone who 

has already “awoken” – like Morpheus. It does not cross anyone’s mind 

in The Matrix Trilogy that the evil genius perhaps exists, because eve-

ryone among the “awoken” knows if the evil genius is deceiving 
us, then there is absolutely no possibility that we know it is deceiving us, 
but if we, as awaken ones, know it is deceiving us, then we know it. That 

is the fundamental noncartesian setting of The Matrix Trilogy and pre-

cisely because of it, there is no room for hyperbolic doubt – freedom is 

absent, even mere freedom of thought.

The third Platonic element disclosed by the Morpheus’ speech is that the 

world of the Matrix is the world of illusion and that it is used to conceal 

the truth – men are enslaved by machines. Imprisonment of man has al-

ready been described by Plato with his cave allegory from The Republic. 

That explains why the authors have put a strong accent to an inner eye 

through which one can recognise the truth and the essence of things.  

One should not overlook the role of the Oracle, and to make it even 

less ambiguous, Wachowski siblings placed an inscription Know thyself 
above the doors of her apartment in Latin, written in German Gothic 

alphabet.

cannot live without the mind” (I 0.53.21). In order to be alive, the body 

has to be completed by a soul. However, dialectics which pushes the ac-

basic intentions of The Matrix is precisely the separation of the body 

4  In his introduction for a collection of essays, referring to Meditations, Cristopher 

remains but Neo does not pose it; he has not awakened at all, he was awakened.
5  See III 1.29.37; see also Republic 507b–511e and beginning of the seventh book, all 
the way to 519d.
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from mind. The purpose of physical exercises and learning martial arts 

teach it that the body in the 

virtual world of the Matrix is not a body at all, to remove the habit of the 

mind to look upon the body that way and that physical laws the mind 

is used to in the real world are not applicable to the Matrix whatsoever. 

All these are Cartesian motifs. For Descartes, our will is free and is a 

constitutive element of our cognition because we use it in our judge-

-

sary to tear it from confused ideas which stem from the body and its 

union with the soul, and which, together with habits, prejudices and 

preconceived opinions, add up to what Descartes called “teachings of 

nature” (as opposed to “natural light”)

of these teachings from prejudices and preconceived opinions, and ac-
-

ences of the body on will in the process of judgement. This is precisely 

The Matrix Trilogy.  The will 

around which the whole second part of The Matrix Trilogy would re-

is just freedom within the Matrix, freedom of the mind in itself which 

does not bear any consequences in the real world. The mind is free but 

within the categories of the trilogy, that freedom is not also the free-

“Freedom in thought has only pure thought as its truth, a truth lacking 

the fullness of life. Hence freedom in thought, too, is only the Notion of 

freedom, not the living reality of freedom itself. … But here the Notion 

has no content in its own self but one that is given to it. Consciousness 

does indeed destroy the content as an alien immediacy (Sein) when it 

thinks 
from the Matrix, 

6  For the gigantic strength of the teachings of nature, see Meditations, AT VII 18, 22, 
29, 35, 23. For the ways of putting them under control, see AT III 117, IV 296, VII 58, 
and VII 62.
7  “Do you believe that my being stronger or faster has anything to do with my mus-

door, you’re the one that has to walk through it” (I 0.49.50, 0.51.18).
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but he is still free only within the Matrix, the Matrix as such is to him 

still a given entity. 

For the acquired self-consciousness and consciousness about freedom, 

a consciousness about its own split and the dichotomy of the world is 

formative. Neo and Agent Smith are the expression the Hegelian “un-

happy consciousness”, and its constitutive part is duality of the mind 

 

Hegel has already described everything what would take place in The 
Matrix Trilogy -

changeable is opposed to individuality in general; then, being itself an 

-

operative.

II

In the scene of conversation between Neo and commander Hamann at 

the control level of Zion (II 0.35.45–37.06) apparent interdependence 

between the people and machines, masters and slaves is mentioned for 

not mean that they “control” them. Philosophers have a notion for such 

Parallel to the insight about that relationship, the problem of exter-

about the free will – and that is why this question is tirelessly discussed 

ancient times, from the Oracle, and she answers by posing new ques-

-

sence of the free will (II 0.43.45–44.11).

ancient times we do not have a modern concept of will and Morpheus 

8  Hegel perhaps could also be of help with understanding why the liberated men 
in Neo see the Chosen One, one who would liberate the mankind (which is very 

Morpheus’ faith in the Chosen One, see II 0.07.37. 
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-

dents. We have not come here by chance. I do not believe in chance ... I 

do not see coincidence, I see providence, I see purpose. I believe it is our 

fate to be here. It is our destiny. I believe this night holds for each and 

every one of us the very meaning of our lives”.  

external determination, he is free from preconceived opinions about 

what is possible and impossible in the Matrix. We should not overlook 

that equivalent process also takes place with Agent Smith. He sends Neo 

his headphone through which he is connected with the rest of the pro-

grams (II 0.09.02), demonstrating that he is no longer tied to that fun-

no longer an agent of the system, because of you I’ve changed ... a new 

man, so to speak, like you, apparently free” (II 0.50.10). However, as long 

as it is only about the world of the Matrix, freedom of will is only a no-

tion of freedom (or at best an arbitrary will).

Oracle directly associating the whole thing with stopping the machines 

my body without jacking in. Tell me how I stopped four ‘sentinels’ [that 

is, machines] by thinking it” (III 0.26.05). Separation of the mind from 

the body is a metaphysical condition of interaction between the two 

body only under condition that real body is an automaton which works 

well or not, automaton which is my body, but which is as such acciden-

tal, as far as the soul is concerned.  (It would be the same if I had anoth-

er body.) Agent Smith, one program, takes control over Bane (II 31.30). 

Smith’s hardware is replaceable, his body is either not alive (machines) 

or it is irrelevant whether it is alive or not (Bane). What is left with du-

alism as a condition is pure intellect; thus the machines and programs 

9  II 1.37.34–38.01. That is why Morpheus becomes irrelevant in the second part. He 
is an ancient philosopher who does not know what to do with the concept of free 
will, who believes in prophecies and fate, bound to external determinants.
10  “A principle, or rule, or law is something internal which, whatever truth it has 
within it, is not completely actual. … For actuality, there must be a second element 
added – and that is activity or actualization. The principle of this is the will, i.e., 
human activity in general. … The activity which puts them into operation and into 
existence is that which stems from human need, drive, inclination, and passion” 

11  For Descartes’ understanding of the human body, see AT VII 14.
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means for their achievement.  

In the second part, perhaps Meroving’s French language does not point 

to Descartes, but the Architect surely does by using an expression ergo 

-

tween men and machines appear crystal clear. That is why we are quot-

Architect

Neo

Architect -
ing for you. You have many questions, and though the process has 
altered your consciousness, you remain irrevocably human. Ergo, 
some of my answers you will understand, and some of them you will 

-
nent, you may or may not realize it is also the most irrelevant.

Neo

Architect -
tion inherent to the programming of the Matrix. You are the eventu-

unable to eliminate from what is otherwise a harmony of mathemat-
ical precision. While it remains a burden assiduously avoided, it is 
not unexpected, and thus not beyond a measure of control. Which 
has led you, inexorably... here.

Neo

Architect

TV Neos -
tion!

Architect
the emergence of one integral anomaly to the emergence of the next, 
in which case this is the 6th version.

TV Neos

Neo
me, or no one knows.

Architect -

equations.

12  See statements of a program called Meroving (II 1.03.18), but also agent Smith’s 
(II 0.50.35).
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TV Neos -
in’ kill you!

Neo

Architect

its monumental failure. The inevitability of its doom is apparent to 
me now as a consequence of the imperfection inherent in every hu-
man being. Thus, I redesigned it based on your history to more ac-

was again frustrated by failure. I have since come to understand that 
the answer eluded me because it required a lesser mind, or perhaps 
a mind less bound by the parameters of perfection. Thus the answer 
was stumbled upon by another – an intuitive program, initially cre-
ated to investigate certain aspects of the human psyche. If I am the 
father of the Matrix, she would undoubtedly be its mother.

Neo

Architect
whereby nearly 99% of all test subjects accepted the program, as 
long as they were given a choice, even if they were only aware of the 
choice at a near unconscious level. While this answer functioned, 

contradictory systemic anomaly, that if left unchecked might threat-
en the system itself. Ergo those that refused the program, while a 
minority, if unchecked, would constitute an escalating probability 
of disaster.

Neo

Architect
every living inhabitant terminated, its entire existence eradicated.

Neo

TV Neos

Architect
rest assured, this will be the sixth time we have destroyed it, and we 

Architect -
lowing a temporary dissemination of the code you carry, reinserting 
the prime program. After which, you will be required to select from 
the Matrix 23 individuals – 16 female, 7 male – to rebuild Zion. Fail-
ure to comply with this process will result in a cataclysmic system 
crash, killing everyone connected to the Matrix, which, coupled with 
the extermination of Zion, will ultimately result in the extinction of 
the entire human race.

Neo
survive.
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Architect
However, the relevant issue is whether or not you are ready to accept 
the responsibility of the death of every human being on this world. 
It is interesting, reading your reactions. Your 5 predecessors were, 

that was meant to create a profound attachment to the rest of your 
species, facilitating the function of the One. While the others expe-
rienced this in a very general way, your experience is far more spe-

vis-à-vis love.

Neo

Architect Apropos, she entered the Matrix to save your life, at the 
cost of her own.

Neo

Architect
-

vealed as both beginning and end. There are two doors. The door to 
your right leads to the Source, and the salvation of Zion. The door to 
your left leads back to the Matrix, to her and to the end of your spe-
cies. As you adequately put, the problem is choice. But we already 

reaction – the chemical precursors that signal the onset of an emo-
-

tion that is already blinding you from the simple and obvious truth. 
She is going to die, and there is nothing you can do to stop it.

Architect -
ously the source of your greatest strength and your greatest weakness.

Neo

Architect

Neo chooses left doors and salvation of Trinity at the cost of risking ex-

termination of the human kind. Judging by that decision, Neo is new 

Trinity.  We know that because the Architect says that Zion will be de-

stroyed for the sixth time. 

-

 However, the sixth Neo 

13  By the way, the fact that Keanu Reeves plays the sixth version of Neo opens an 

physically, the same as the sixth (we see that based on their reactions on monitors). 

self image. It is the mental projection of your digital self” (I 0.38.28). However, how 

14
The Source”, she tells him (II 0.47.27–47); see also II 0.46.57.
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chooses the salvation of Trinity. Why have the Architect and Oracle 

-

cause they have not realised that this Neo is not determined by the 

body, to a degree and in a way it has determined his previous versions. 

The Architect “can see the chain reaction – the chemical precursors that 

-

ic and reason”, without realising even that mere abstract division into 

reason and emotions is not operative with this Neo. He does not realise 

that human emotions are not mere consequences of occurrences in the 

body, or that there is a third element, the free will as a self-determina-

tion, which is not determined in advance either by insights of reason or 

by the body. The Architect and Oracle are wrong because they have not 

included freedom of will in the equations. Of course they haven’t – be-

cause freedom is incalculable.

Let’s put it in another way. The Architect and Oracle obviously have not 

is human passion”, because “a purpose for which I am to be active must 

subjective individual, to satisfy himself in his activity and work” (He-

there is the individual, not Man in general. It 

-

– vis-à-vis love”. Love, that passion in Hegelian and ordinary sense, de-

termines the sixth Neo more fundamentaly then his previous versions. 

Neo loves Trinity and does not feel love “in general sense”. Thanks to 

determination and self-purpose, the sixth Neo managed to thoroughly 

-

-

sion and their action were motivated exclusively by moral principles, 

“higher” objectives, and obligations towards human race or the claims 

of the Oracle, at the price of loss of Trinity. However, they have not 
achieved their aim -

ter how much they choose “the right thing”, act “rightly” and “morally”, 

they were unsuccessful. Very moral and extremely unsuccessful!

The last Neo has been determined by his own, very personal moment, 

love. Hegel clearly indicates that the categories of morality cannot be 
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applied to world-historical individuals because on the world-historical 

-

-

ing, something which is inwardly involved in what they do but which was 

Neo demonstrated that the whole dilemma posed in front of him – one 

should bear in mind it is posed by programs (the Architect and Oracle) 

– is undeniably false. The following events would show that by choosing 

Trinity, Neo kills three birds with one stone, also saving Zion and termi-

nating the war between men and machines. Bearing in mind the alter-

-

nal determination of the mind. Determining Neo’s will in compliance 

with the Kantian “universal law” of moral imperative (and that is what 

everything is about!) every path led to destruction of Zion. Sixth Neo 

decided “not to be” “moral”, terminating the war in this way. 

Making a decision to save Trinity, Neo becomes world-historical indi-

vidual , and as such he is new because his decision made by free will 

changed the evolution of the Matrix’ development,  leading it towards 

re-evolution.

III

Dualism of the body and soul, whose equivalent is dualism of the two 

gigantomachia of Neo 

and Agent Smith in the third part. Even though liberation is the goal of 

Agent Smith, that goal of his is limited only to himself; in Hegel’s terms, 

-

based, enslaved, neglected and contemptible being...” ). Here also one 

can see how the relation between lord and bondsman works in The Ma-
trix Trilogy.  The initial goal of mankind is of a same kind as the Smith’s 

-

ond is to destroy free men in order to establish the rule. Meanwhile, 

15
16  “That went as expected.” – “Yes.” – “It’s happening exactly as before.” – “Well, not 
exactly”, (II 10.58). See also Smith’s words (I 1.29.17). 
17
18  I am intentionally not interpreting Matrix in categories of relation between lord 
and bondsman from Phenomenology. Who is a philosopher and hasn’t seen in the 

is pointless!
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the men have always consented to be slaves because their life was more 

1.00.43). However, bondsman’s consciousness has progressed – thanks 

to work, it has been educated and transformed, reaching basic insight 

that freedom without machines is an illusion. That is why the goal of 

the mankind has changed (instead of destruction of the Matrix, it is 

now the end of war ). 

The conversation between the Architect and Oracle at the end of third 

part draws special attention both with images and words. In that dia-

logue, the Architect demonstrates skepticism regarding the durability 

of peace with people, adding that those who want to be liberated from 

the Matrix, will be.

The Architect leaves, and on a rainbow-coloured sky a sun appears, 

lighting the scene. If Wachowski siblings did not demonstrate a point-

ed dislike towards any kind of sentimentality, it would be easy to read 

a multi-coloured sky and sun as a total happy ending. Pathos exists in 

The Matrix Trilogy – Morpheus’ speech in front of men in Zion or bat-

tle for Zion for example – but there is not even a trace of sentimentality, 

there is no use of emotions to part audience from their money. Besides, 

does The Matrix Trilogy  Also, the condition 

of its sentimentality is that programs have (very cheap) emotions after 

all, because a sky, clouds, and sun are a creation of one program. What 

-

to tell you how it’s going to begin” (I 2.03.08). At the end of the third 

part, the machines recognised the right of man to be free, just like man 

recognised the right of survival to the machines. That is something new, 

that is a new beginning in their relations.

-

ple, and which are together producing their relationship. If the trilogy 

itself was inspired by Hegel, what comes next in the world of the Matrix 

19
war is over!” (III 1.55.55–56.12).
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the last antagonistic form of the social process of production. ... This 

social formation brings, therefore, the prehistory of human society to 

a close”, Marx says in A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy 

that, for Marx, only after the revolution a true history of the mankind 

begins, undetermined by alienated certainties of the class society and 

exploitation, but which is the result of dis-alienated and free creative 

activity of man.  Insomuch, the sun from the end, but also the Archi-

tect’s skepticism regarding the durability of peace with men, mark a be-

ginning of something unseen before in the world of the Matrix, a begin-

ning of creation of a (new) world of men and machines. 

—

Perhaps such “Marxist” reading is not so incredible, as witnessed by 

Lana Wachowski towards the end of the mentioned interview, where 

-

enced her and her brother, “is perhaps more of a Marxist then I am” 

(Wilber 2006). 

-

Zarathustra
is my morning, my up now, up, you great noon!’ – Thus 

spoke Zarathustra and he left his cave, glowing and strong, like a morn-

However, what is truly the most beautiful (because it tells us about 

openness and richness of this artwork) – is that one question remains 

Matrix Revolutions, why is the 

says about seeing Neo again “I suspect so. Someday” – refer to the men 

the future, overmen (Übermensch)

20  “The coincidence of changing of circumstances and of human activity of self-
changing can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary practice”, 
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-

then, are the revolutions in Matrix Revolutions

(Translated from Serbian by Goran Gocic)

Primljeno: 22. novembra 2013.
Prihvaćeno: 10. decembra 2013.

Literature

Films and Screenplays

The Matrix, 1999, SAD, Warner Bros, The Wachowski Brothers. 

May 2011).
The Matrix Reloaded

(retrieved 17 May 2011).
The Matrix Revolutions

(retrieved 16 October 2010).

Other

Adam P., Tannery C. (publ. par), Oeuvres de Descartes.
text marked with AT, after which volume and pages are stated)

Aude Lancelin (Internet), “Baudrillard décode ‘Matrix’”, Le Nouvel 

(retrieved 1 August 2010).
Grau, Cristopher (ed.) (2005). Philosophers explore The Matrix, Oxford, 

Hegel, G.W.F (1977). Phenomenology of Spirit. Translated by A. V. Miller with 
Analysis of the Text and Foreword by J. N. Findlay, F.B.A., F.A.A.A.S. 

Hegel, G.W.F. (1998), Introduction to The Philosophy of History. With 
selections from The Philosophy of Right. Translated, with Introduction, 

Irwin, William (ed.) (2002). The Matrix and Philosophy: Welcome to the Desert 
of the Real. Chicago and La Salle, Open Court.

Marx, Karl (1975). Early Writings. Translated by Rodney Livingstone and 

Nietzsche, Friedrich (2006). Thus Spoke Zarathustra A Book for All and None. 
Edited by Adrian Del Caro, Robert B. Pippin, translated by Adrian Del 

Taking the red Pill. Science, Philosophy and 
Religion in 



PLATONISM, CARTESIANISM AND HEGEL’S THOUGHT IN THE MATRIX TRILOGY PREDRAG MILIDRAG

282

Matrix’, Midwest studies in Philosophy
Wilber, Ken (Internet), ‘The Many Meanings of The Matrix’, Interview with Lar-

-

Predrag Milidrag

Platonizam, kartezijanizam i Hegelova misao u trilogiji Matriks

Rezime

iz  i Fenomenologije duha -

dosledni platonizam. No, u njemu ima kartezijanskih motiva (npr. duali-

sticanje novih navika verovanja). Rezultat prvog dela jeste hegelovska ne-
-

-
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