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Who Are We?

Just as protagonists in films like The Matrix, Bladerunner, Dark City, and The Truman Show need to struggle to find out who they really are before leading a meaningful life, societies must do the same.   If individuals can be manipulated by some evil deceiver (from René Descartes’ Meditations, I) into making irrational and/or immoral choices, so can a collective group.

Revisionist History and Lies the Oppressor Told Us

One important way to hold power over people is to revise social history.  This can be done in two ways.  One can simply lie and fabricate stories, as well as deny others that in fact are true.  Or, more subtly, one can leave important details out.  Both practices are common in most societies.  Examples include:

· Hitler’s revisionism (burning books); Stalinist revisionism (rewriting books)
· The most famous example in literature is George Orwell’s 1984, which used Hitler and Stalin as models 
· But our own society is not always so different, particularly where issues of difference like race and gender are concerned
Oppressive systems require more than structures of domination like armed police and military; they require superstructures like classism, sexism, and racism.  These superstructures are systems of ideas that get imbedded in the social institutions and the minds of the populace.  Part of this process is the telling of history, who the key players were, who the good guys were, and who directed progressive social change.

· Historians like Howard Zinn (A People’s History of the U.S.) and James Loewen (Lies My Teacher Told Me) have undertaken the task of unveiling many of the lies and telling the stories often left out in American History textbooks.
· Film makers like John Singleton and Steven Spielberg have also undertaken the task of unveiling social ills, past and present, and giving fuller accounts of our collective past.

· Schindler’s List (Steven Spielberg, 1993) –Jewish Holocaust during WWII

· Amistad (Steven Spielberg, 1997) –Africans on Trial for Killing Slave Ship Crew

· Higher Learning (John Singleton, 1995) –Racism and College Life in the 1990’s

· Rosewood (John Singleton, 1997) –Florida Lynching Massacre in 1923

Identity, Choice, and the Matrix of Self
Constructed identities, however, need not be so diabolical.  They are a common feature of social life.  We know from the work of ancient philosophers like Confucius and modern sociologists like George Herbert Mead that a self is built up from shared experiences and interactions.  
· Mead’s Mind, Self and Society (esp. Part III; see Santas Notes on Mead on Identity)
· Confucius’ Analects
Once we understand that a self is not an innate substance but a social construction, we begin to understand ourselves.  Which roles we undertake, which “others” we associate ourselves with, will determine who the future self will be.  It turns out, perhaps, that we are free to the extent we understand our own determinism.The themes of choice and freedom in the context of constructed identities run through many popular modern films:
· Pleasantville (Gary Ross, 1998) conflict between stability and security of idyllic past and diversity and freedom of modern life
· Miss Congeniality (Donald Petrie, 2000) conflict between identity as professional and as sexual being
· Crash (Paul Haggis, 2004) diverse constructed identities “crash” into one another
· Babel (Alejandro Gonzales Iñárritu, 2006) diverse constructed identities unable to communicate
· Little Miss Sunshine (Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris, 2006) conflict arising from impossible ideals of successful persons
· Devil Wears Prada (David Frankel, 2006) conflict between identity as glamorous professional and long-held beliefs and relationships
