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Rene Descartes, Deception, and the Thinking Thing
In the 17th Century, Rene Descartes (1596-1650) posited the possibility of an evil genius, cunning enough to “get inside his head” and deceive him about the reality he perceives around him.

· In a move reminiscent of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, he constructed a scenario of total deception.
· Senses could be doubted—my perceptions could all be illusions or simply a realistic dream

· Memory could be doubted—the deceiver could manipulate my memories or implant them

· Going beyond Plato, he even considered that his Reason could be doubted—a deceiver could trick me into making false judgments even when they appeared perfectly logical.
· Yet in the midst of such doubt Descartes concluded that “I think therefore I am” (cogito ergo sum) and that he was essentially a thinking thing

· From there he inspected his idea of a benevolent higher being—God—and proved to his satisfaction that God exists and is not a deceiver

· Descartes concluded that it was our faith in God that gave us any certainty about the reality of the world around us

· Reason, for Descartes, was a gift of God given to us to find reality and truth

John Locke, George Berkeley, Experience, and Memory
In the years to follow Descartes’ musings, John Locke made similar observations, but concluded that there were certain characters of experience that could give us reasonable certainty about the reality behind appearances.  
· One of the things Locke believed is that our personal identity (our sense of self and who we are) was determined primarily by our memories.  
· He thought that if one takes away someone’s memories, then they’ll cease to have that identity (be the same person).  
· And being an empiricist, Locke argued that the only way we build up our personhood is through sense experience and the memories that copy these
Locke’s critic, George Berkeley, noted that Locke was entirely too naïve in his optimism that the senses could tell us about the world outside (or behind) experience.  He argued:

· The senses never point to something outside experience as real (i.e., they don’t point to “substance”)

· We simply perceive (through the senses) and the perception is the reality

· To be is to be perceived (esse est percipi)
· Berkeley, like Descartes before him, ultimately put his faith in God as the source of all reality

· Unlike Descartes, he believed that our senses were the means God gave us to find reality and truth

Interestingly, if you go back to Descartes’ evil deceiver hypothesis, you’ll note that our ability to doubt memory not only creates problems for knowledge of the world around us, but doubt about who we really are.
· See Wiki overview on Personal Identity
Identity, Memory and the Evil Deceiver in Film

Since the early modern period these philosophers were writing in, numerous thinkers and literary writers have picked up on this theme of uncertainty.  In the 20th Century, this has been a recurring theme in film.

· Bladerunner (ruling society) –android replicants with memory implants that make them think they’re human
· Total Recall  (ruling society) –vacation virtual reality imagery and memory implants that create alter egos
· Dark City (alien conquerors) –aliens manipulating memories and personalities in search of individuality
· Impostor (alien invaders) –aliens create replacement replicants to infiltrate Earth; and they are so perfectly crafted so as not to know they are replicants (they think they’re the original!)
· The Matrix (machine conquerors) –machines holding human batteries in virtual reality chambers which keep the humans in bondage and under control
· The Truman Show (entertainment industry) –a show’s creator manipulating the circumstances of a life to keep the show going, the ratings up, and entertainment profits high

· Memento (oneself) –a man trying to  hold on to memories and a sense of self in the wake of a brain injury 
