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Peter Weir’s sarcastic science fiction flic featuring Jim Carey as the titular Truman Burbank is as blunt is some respects as it is sardonic. A vehicle for double entendre and hidden meaning, the premise of this movie is that Truman lives his life in a reality show – everyone else is actors but him. His every interaction is organised by the corporation that ‘adopted’ Truman. With words being fed to the actors that play the parts of his closest people there is an unshakeable feeling as the show goes south throughout the movie leading to Truman’s discovery that his whole life has been a lie, the events get more and more surreal, as the facade proves to be unsustainable and breaks a forth wall Truman was not even aware existed.
There is something to be said for the idea that the character Christof – who is the creator of the Truman show as revealed mid-to-late movie – could be an analogy for God, Jesus or a similar figure within a system of belief. It is not uncommon within religious communities to hear some form of the phrase ‘God has a plan for me” this ideological intention can be applied easily to Truman in that a lot of his life is the product of the plans of a higher power – in this case, Christoff. At every turn attempt are made to control Truman’s life and even his personal worldview. From the manufactured boat incident in which he and his father get caught in a storm and his father dies – done with the express intention of creating within Truman a fear of the water. (to some success though the climax of the movie is brought about as he overcomes this.) To draw further into this comparison, there is even a moment in which not unlike one of religion may see adversity in one’s life as a test sent by God of their faith, Truman is tested at work. He is offered an assignment above his level, the only requirement of which is that he take a ferry off the island. While Truman’s boss is quite pushy about him taking the job, he doubles back after noticing a derelict boat not unlike the one he lost his father in, filled with water in the shallows. This all happens while an individual on the boat and the ferry ticket sales men watch on expectantly. The upkeep of such a method is sustained in such scenes as when a young Truman announces to his school class he wants to be an explorer and his teacher pauses, and then proceeds to tell him something to the effect of “the world has already been discovered” to try and dissuade him from such thinking.
The problem with comparing Christof with God is that in terms of hierarchical structure when one thinks about it, Christof is not a god in that he does not answer to no one. In a scene in which he is being interviewed he admits a crucial fact. And this is that the revenue which funds the show comes entirely from product placement (which is a whole other point). This means that he is answerable to the groups whose advertising he relies on for the maintenance of the show. As we see in modern social media, when an individual who represents both content and branded commodities does something controversial this can cost them both their viewership and their means of revenue.
However; there are loads of moments, some key some not in which biblical references can be observed. Firstly, the scene after he has gone missing in which his mother declares that he would come when she called because of their close relationship – smacks of the commandment honour thy parents (Exodous 20:12) then there is the closing scene in which Truman is besieged by water – like a baptism – before ascending the stairs out of the dome into a bigger world beyond – arguably a good analogy for earth (being the dome) and heaven (being the real world) not to mention the fact that he ascends stairs into the sky – a not unheard of depiction of rising to heaven in modern day media (think: Futurama)
Slightly aside from this point, the movie serves as a perfect representation of Van Gennep’s understanding of the three phases of rites of passage (Van Gennep, 1909), which is often extended to rituals of any kind when one is interpreting religious ceremonies. Van Gennep asserts that rites of passage have three stages; Separation, transition and incorporation. This can be seen in the movie when Truman becomes separated from society within the show he is on, and from his former identity. This causes a transition in which he tries to find the truth (threatening his wife with a kitchen utensil, creating a fake of himself so that he can try to sneak off, sailing on the sea) before he reaches the final stage; incorporation. In this, he makes his way to the edge of the dome in which he has lived his whole life, and ascends a flight of stairs out of said dome while various viewers cheer him on in congratulations (similar to the way one may congratulate a child at a bat mitzvah or Quinceanera on reaching a new stage of life.)
Going back to the direct connection of The Truman Show and religion, I think there is a case to be made that the Truman is purposely ambiguous in the stance of it’s religious representation. It is neither positive or negative. Instead, the light in which one may interpret the movie is open to the viewer. For example, one could argue that it is critical of religion because of the fact that the ‘corporation’ that adopted Truman is exploitative in nature and through virtue of everyone in his life being cast scripted and meticulously planned they rob him of genuine human connect, possibly in the way one may argue religion does in the restrictive way it may control one’s social structures and circles. However, one could opposingly argue this and state the fact that Truman was one of six unwanted babies and he ended up the star of the show because he was born first. He is given this life in which he has opportunities he may not have had without this process in place, including an attentive mother a father (until he ‘dies’). As an aside, Truman is portrayed as being atypical in nature; in the way he behaves socially and alone. This could be, perhaps a way of prompting that his upbringing has affected his socialisation. Speaking from a personal context, behaviours that Truman shows such as the making of spontaneous noises that are not reactionary in nature, as well as irregular movements of the body are usually ‘socialised out’ of a person. In that they may face negative reactions and learn not to do these things. If this is so, Truman has not learned this, perhaps suggesting that the process of introducing one’s self to society and learning one’s role within society to aid social cohesion may not have taken place, meaning that Truman may have always been doomed (or destined – depends on how you look at it) to discover the truth about his reality.
One of the particularly uncomfortable moments throughout the movie is possibly the product placement. During various points (a heart to heart between Truman and his friend, during an argument with his wife in which Truman is trying to get answers, while Truman is in his hobby room) during conversation the person conversing with Truman stairs directly at the camera and gives this shpeal talking about the benefits of the product in question. It makes for moments of uncomfortable viewing, possibly because it is so out of place/ Mary Douglas (Douglas, 1966), a noted anthropologist is known to be of the school of thought that we consider things to be rubbish because it is matter out of place; when we are not able to categorise things, they are considered to have no value, or considered to be unclean or uncomfortable in some way, because there is no category to assign to these scenes. This is perhaps a worthy idea to compare the Truman Show to, as these scenes of product placement are so out of place, they are downright bizarre
Something I have great difficulty understanding is the fact that Truman who has lived his whole life in this place of which he is not aware of the falsehood of it’s nature, would so readily leave. In anthropological literature it is documented that groups such as the Mbuti, a indigenous group of the Congo region in Africa, restrict themselves to the forest in which they live because it represents safety and familial connection as well as life. It is sometimes compared to a ‘womb’ and that the people of the Mbuti must stay within it’s confines (Turnbull, 1961). Given how this example displays the lives of people who live within a small area, I struggle to reconcile the idea of wanting to leave a place you have always been, of where all your connections are and where you will loose you identity upon leaving, as is the case with Truman who will loose everything from his house to his social structure to the minute things like his bank account (somehow I don’t think his Seahaven bank account will exist outside of the dome.)
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