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The Truman Show[footnoteRef:1] released in 1998 was written by Andrew Niccol and directed by Peter Weir with a compelling performance by the central character Truman Burbank, played by Jim Carrey.  The star of this reality television show, Burbank was adopted at birth by a corporation and unknown to him, his whole life was being filmed by hidden cameras for an audience outside of an artificially created world where he lived and which he understood to be real.   [1:  Peter Weir, The Truman Show (Paramount pictures, 1998).] 

Perhaps the writer, Niccol, was trying to encourage viewers to question their lives in the way Burbank finally did in the film.  What is real, and the illusory nature of existence is a common religious and philosophical theme.  As Einstein said, “Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a persistent one”. [footnoteRef:2] The nature of truth and reality is hotly debated and some of the most famous Indian Guru’s taught those around them to seek beyond appearances.[footnoteRef:3]  This is a potentially frightening thing to do. [2:  ‘Albert Einstein Quotes on Reality from - 607 Science Quotes - Dictionary of Science Quotations and Scientist Quotes’ <https://todayinsci.com/E/Einstein_Albert/EinsteinAlbert-Reality-Quotations.htm> [accessed 30 May 2019].]  [3:  {Citation}] 

The world around Truman existed of actors, pretending to be living alongside him, in Seahaven, the island he supposedly lived on.  Down to the finest detail the world he knew was fake, cameras everywhere, even in his bathroom and bedroom following his every move.  His mother and father, best friend and wife were paid actors.  The houses, clothes, food and everything on set was for sale to the viewers.    As he began to see through his fake world one might wonder how he kept his sanity.  This might also explain why so few really want to question their own version of reality.
We can see some similarities to contemporary western society, being lost in consumerist comfort, ignoring the terrible consequences that supports this luxury where most things seem to be for sale.  Perhaps everyone knows the truth of what David Attenborough has forthrightly said “collapse of civilisation is on the horizon.”[footnoteRef:4]  Consuming at the rate we are will use up all the planets resources and pollute it beyond inhabitation and we choose, like the actors, to take our pay cheque.  Truth is not popular in our society as in the Truman Show.  [4:  Damian Carrington, ‘David Attenborough: Collapse of Civilisation Is on the Horizon’, The Guardian, 3 December 2018, section Environment <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/03/david-attenborough-collapse-civilisation-on-horizon-un-climate-summit> [accessed 25 May 2019].] 

To what extent Attenborough’s statement is believed or known, that the western lifestyle is sustained by resources from poorer countries, or arms sales to terrible regimes as we accumulate wealth and destroy the environment, is unclear.[footnoteRef:5]  Is this the work of the devil as the Church of God might suggest?  “As a master of persuasion, Satan easily deceives mankind into focusing on anything but God.”[footnoteRef:6]  Adverts offering endless delights are a powerful way of keeping attention away from God, truth or seeking wisdom. [5:  ‘UK Defence and Security Export Statistics for 2017’, GOV.UK <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/defence-and-security-exports-for-2017/uk-defence-and-security-export-statistics-for-2017> [accessed 26 May 2019].]  [6:  United Church of God, ‘Satan’s Work in Our World’, United Church of God, 2011 <https://www.ucg.org/bible-study-tools/booklets/is-there-really-a-devil/satans-work-in-our-world> [accessed 25 May 2019].] 

The creator and controller of this artificial world is called Christof.  An obvious play on words, the name chosen presumably because he is in many ways the antithesis of Jesus Christ.  A creepy megalomaniac that will go to any lengths to manipulate Truman Burbank to keep him in the dark about the real nature of his life.  The forces of commercialism that fund Christof in the film could be likened to the same dark forces that seem to be out of sight running our world into the ground.  The rich maintain power and prop up governments, some quite plausibly say. [footnoteRef:7]  A quick search reveals a huge amount of information suggesting such conspiracies.[footnoteRef:8]  If true, from a religious perspective, this is the devil’s work, no doubt. [7:  Beyond Science Staff, ‘5 Families That Control the World’, Beyond Science TV, 2017 <https://www.beyondsciencetv.com/2017/07/13/5-families-that-control-the-world/> [accessed 23 May 2019].]  [8:  Sean Adl-Tabatabai, ‘The 13 Illuminati Families That Run The World Today’, News Punch, 2016 <https://newspunch.com/the-13-illuminati-families-that-run-the-world-today/> [accessed 23 May 2019].] 

Though he has created and controls this seemingly utopian world, Seahaven, his motives are utterly self-serving. The fact that he cares nothing for the star of his show would not put him in the running for playing God as some might suggest.  Christof, could be likened to the Devil.  Someone who remains hidden from view, manipulating and controlling others whilst abusing his power.  He creates an illusory world, where others knowingly partake in the deception and exploitation of an innocent man while the onset actors are presumably in it for a pay cheque and viewers use him for entertainment.  Even though it is presented in a light-hearted fashion, it is wicked.  They even go so far as to fake his father’s death while he is present as a boy.  This event was designed to create a terror of water and thus keep him from leaving the island. 
From the moment he was born Truman’s life was not his own.  It is often said when you give your-self to God or Jesus your life is not your own and the fact that suicide was once illegal backs up this common theme in our society.[footnoteRef:9] This may have been one idea slipped in for consideration by Niccol who we can only imagine must have wanted his film to remain somewhat enigmatic prompting questions. [9:  ‘Romans 8:9: You Are Not Your Own’, Desiring God, 2014 <https://www.desiringgod.org/labs/you-are-not-your-own> [accessed 23 May 2019].] 

At first glance, the film appears to point out the nature of media intruding into our private lives. The Guardian review suggested that it was not a film at all about media control but rather the most mysterious and elusive question of all, “Who is really in control?”[footnoteRef:10]  This makes some sense as it really is a key life question for anyone inquiring into such things.  Are we free to choose and the future open, or is everything that will happen predetermined leaving our options quite narrow is something worth considering?  Even if there is no easy way to answer such a question.  Or is it simply all the work of God and we get no say? [10:  Richard Williams, ‘The Truman Show’, The Guardian, 9 October 1998, section Film <https://www.theguardian.com/film/1998/oct/09/1> [accessed 23 May 2019].] 

The whole Garden of Eden, utopian ideal seemed to be presented, the weather was perfect in Seahaven, everybody was happy, where all Burbank’s needs were taken care of, everything ran like clockwork.  Safe and predictable though, it is hard to imagine why anyone would want to spend their time staring into a television screen mapping someone’s day to day routine. 
The film though, showed viewers glued to the screen day and night, fascinated by, what exactly it is hard to know.  Drawing comparisons again, mainstream television in Britain has been taken over by reality television perhaps one aspect of the prophetic nature of The Truman Show.  A BBC article points out The Jeremy Kyle Show was ITV’s most popular daytime programme.[footnoteRef:11]  While Jane Martinson of the Guardian asks of the same show, “why take so long to end this daily humiliation”.[footnoteRef:12]  There is something humiliating about being watched your whole life without knowing it. [11:  Alex Taylor, ‘How The Jeremy Kyle Show Became a “Toxic Brand”’, 16 May 2019, section Entertainment & Arts <https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-48281092> [accessed 25 May 2019].]  [12:  Jane Martinson, ‘Jeremy Kyle Show: Why Take so Long to End This Daily Humiliation? | Jane Martinson’, The Guardian, 19 May 2019, section Media <https://www.theguardian.com/media/commentisfree/2019/may/19/jeremy-kyle-show-why-take-so-long-to-end-this-daily-humiliation> [accessed 25 May 2019].] 

It is an odd sensation to watch viewers, watching someone and the only thing that made it interesting was the idea itself.  A person who did not know their life was on a movie set and their desire to break out of the mould they had been cast in, rescued an otherwise monotonous plot.  Truman’s awakening and subsequent desire to really know what was going on created the plot of the film.  An unmistakable religious theme, the desire to break free of limitations.
Author Peter Huber, wrote in his book, Orwell’s Revenge, that George Orwell’s classic book 1984, “is not so much a book, it is a world”.  He suggests terms such as “big brother” and “reality control” have been adopted unconsciously by mainstream society.  This unusual film, The Truman Show,[footnoteRef:13] extremely dark on one hand and full of humour and out of place lightness, could easily be a frightening “big brother” tale from Orwell’s 1984.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Weir.]  [14:  Peter Huber, Orwell’s Revenge: The 1984 Palimpsest (Simon and Schuster, 2015).] 

Truman’s initial love interest, Sylvia, was not supposed to happen, and she was promptly removed from the show after they managed a brief liaison.  Despite marrying someone else, Truman’s longing for adventure and for Sylvia continued to grow leading him to question his safe and predictable life.  As he began to scrutinize his day to day existence, he began to see the repeating patterns and loops.  Could this be alluding to the wheel of life in Buddhism[footnoteRef:15] or the cause and effect law of karma, that we are bound to repeat the same things over and over until we get off the wheel? [15:  Dorothy C. Donath, Buddhism for the West: Theravāda, Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna; a Comprehensive Review of Buddhist History, Philosophy, and Teachings from the Time of the Buddha to the Present Day (Julian Press, 1971).] 

The existential dissatisfaction common to much of humanity which Truman displayed, leading to the examination and scrutiny of life, is a strong spiritual theme.  This search is often prompted by some epiphany or suffering leading to action to make changes.  Yet there is a certain irony in the film that what appears to be a romantic episode, is in part the catalyst for seeking an alternative way of life.  This leads him to run head long into the “real” world to reach for another potentially illusory situation.   Romantic love idealised by the real world frequently begins with the illusion of perfect happiness found in the presence of another.  The distorted view of the other in the midst of infatuation can come apart after a few short months.  What the message of the film that Niccol is trying to get across is hard to fathom.   Perhaps it is the endless way we can be deluded.
Another way Niccol might well be pointing out the similarity between Seahaven and our modern world is in the cold indifference toward the suffering of others and exploitation of each other for personal gain so rampant in our society.   The devil, it could be said, is in charge of our world.  The vileness of such total exploitation, manipulation and deceit was somehow smoothed over by humour and lightness right to the end.  Few showed a hint of conscience.
The film could be seen as prophetic.  We are now in an age where many are concerned about being constantly filmed, phones being devices that can use to track all movements, computer software scans our private emails and targets users with advertising and social media corporations compile personal data from its millions of customers.  It is reaching a stage where we can barely move without some form of monitoring.  Mark Zuckerberg founder of Facebook was photographed revealing that he covers the camera on his laptop with tape to avoid being hacked and unknowingly viewed.[footnoteRef:16]  As technology advances it can begin to feel as if we are all living inside a Truman Show network but who is watching and why?  The theme of devil and media intrusion seem to sit hand in hand.   [16:  Katie Rogers, ‘Mark Zuckerberg Covers His Laptop Camera. You Should Consider It, Too.’, The New York Times, 20 January 2018, section Technology <https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/23/technology/personaltech/mark-zuckerberg-covers-his-laptop-camera-you-should-consider-it-too.html> [accessed 25 May 2019].] 

What we find is a world of illusion which could be compared to the illusory world that is referred to by mystical aspects of religions.[footnoteRef:17] The odd difference being is that everybody except Truman knows it is a fake.  In comparing this to the “illusory” world of mainstream society, it could be argued that most people do not know we live lives based on lies, deceit and dreams.  As society hides even death from view, we try to construct a safe predictable world, but as in the film, it cannot be maintained. [17:  Ramana Maharshi, Nisargadatta Maharaj, and Vasistha, Everything Is an Illusion (Freedom Religion Press, 2011).] 

As Truman slowly discovers his prison, he attempts to escape, finding all his exits blocked.  The roads are full of traffic, there is a forest fire and no planes for a month all keep him from leaving.  While his best friend, wife and mother continually pull on him and lie to him to keep him in the show.
When he finally tricks the cameras and disappears, there is a sinister scene of all the actors marching in synchronicity like an army looking for him.  This film is dark.  The ending is absurdly light-hearted with Truman bouncing off set like a child’s last day at school. It seems like a spoof, a coded warning that the dark forces or the devil is the controller in our world and we are not taking it seriously.  
Seekers of different kinds, spiritual, political, humanitarian or adventurers will always try to break out in the way Truman did with different catalysts.  Perhaps likened to Jesus, Burbank finally faced his fear of water, faced death and was left lying on the side of his boat after the artificial storm Christof created, in a crucifix position.  He of course survived, and having confronted his worst fear, came close to death he finally crossed the ocean to the other shore to unknown destiny.  A classic spiritual analogy.  Leaving everything behind being re-born.
The good versus evil theme is present like in all scripture and modern culture.  Those working for Christof are concerned about the safety of Truman when he is in the boat, still allow him to risk his life creating artificial storms.  The technical operator brings memories of the Milgram experiment when people were asked to induce electric shocks to someone behind a screen when they made mistakes.[footnoteRef:18]  Only Truman was making the mistake of trying to escape and the operator knew full well he was risking Truman’s life by following the orders of Christof. [18:  Stanley Milgram, ‘Behavioral Study of Obedience’, The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 67.4 (1963), 371–78 <https://doi.org/10.1037/h0040525>.] 

Burbank finally knows for sure that he has been duped, when his boat hits the side of the screen set, a large graphic appearing as a landscape.  Initially he is upset, looks broken, then determination comes over his face.  The dialogue between Christof and Truman is the culmination of the film. Christoff says that there are the same lies and deceit in this world as out there.  It’s a classic temptation of the devil offering someone an easy life in return for loyalty.[footnoteRef:19]  Having risked it all, his life, his world, he crossed the ocean, like Moses, like Jesus, his baptism of fire as he walks away triumphant.   [19:  J. P. Day, ‘Temptation’, American Philosophical Quarterly, 30.2 (1993), 175–81.












] 

This film could be warning of things to come or that has already arrived.  Controlled in extreme ways, laws, cameras, phones, internet monitoring our every move.  There are so many themes associated with traditional religions and spirituality in general, such as truth, ethics, illusion and temptation.   The conclusion of this review is that though many themes are present, the most significant is that the devil, or dark forces are shaping our world while much of humanity remains lost in ignorance, indifference or survival.  Evidently, technology is tracking us more and more closely and spreading its tentacles ever wider.  How far can the devil’s clutches reach into our lives is yet to be seen.
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