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Christof’s Truman Show Matrix  

 

 Upon starting The Truman Show, I was greeted with fake title slides for the fictional 

television program that the film is centered on. At the 1:08 mark, “created by Christof” is 

portrayed in white text against a black background. A mysterious sounding figure, strange first 

name with no last name. Well Christof, he who is of Christ, has created a world for his adopted 

son Truman Burbank- the star of this show- that is tailored to fit a normal, happy reality to the 

eye of the consumer viewer. This false reality is highly comparable to The Matrix, in which Neo 

is awoken to the truth of existence and is ‘the one’ who eventually can destroy The Matrix. Like 

Neo, Truman, the Jesus figure of this film, the son of the creator, discovers that his life is a lie 

and choses to leave a comfortable, happy existence for the truth of the dark door in the clouds of 

god at the end of the film. It is a story that follows Plato’s allegory of the cave.  

Nevertheless, Christof attempted to create a Matrix to reflect the lives of its viewers, 

guided by a chosen one who bears a striking resemblance to how Halberstam describes Lucille 

Ball as a television celebrity, “She had a perfect sense of timing, a wonderfully expressive face, 

and was just wacky and naïve enough to generate sympathy rather than irritation” (196). Jim 

Carey’s portrayal of Truman fits this description perfectly, he is us, he is lovable, he is flawed, 

but he chooses the path of righteousness. With Truman as a righteous leader, everyone on the 

show sharing the goal of supporting his life, god looking over him from above, and the entire 

world watching (the show is the most popular in the world), Christof successfully created a 

world religion.  

At first, I questioned how the entire world could be so obsessed with watching one man’s 

journey through an ordinary life, but the answer was not hard to find. Halberstam wrote it best, in 
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a time where people have to venture away from their homelands to make a living, “the line 

between what happened in real life and what people saw on television began to merge… 

Sometimes they felt closer to the people they watched on television than they did their neighbors 

and distant families” (195). The Truman Show is like all television, it allows the viewer an 

intimate look into another human’s life (fictional or not) without any effort on their own part. 

They form deep and intricate mental connections with a figure they’ve never personally met, as 

they long for companionship in the lonely world, and are given an incredibly easy method to do 

so- a one way relationship.   

McLuhan does not elaborate on the power of the automation of relationships via 

television specifically, but does dissect its effect when he writes, “the medium is the message 

because it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale of human association and action” 

(130). In the film, human association is completely captured through the viewing of the program, 

which is heavily relevant today of connection based on shared cultural capital. Connections can 

be created simply by sharing a viewing of a same program, and when the whole world is 

watching, the whole world is connected by one man, the only man living a true life, albeit in a 

controlled reality. Christof’s heaven matrix depicted in his show creates a world matrix as its 

ideology controls the thoughts and actions of its audience, as they sit and absorb its message 

daily. This is apparent when product advertisements begin to pop-up in the live stream of the 

program, where allegedly real people endorse brands. These people are, however, paid actors, 

much like on any reality television program- from sports broadcasting to narrative dramas. And 

just like any functional religion, the audience does not want out- being a part of a whole gives 

them meaning.  



4 
 

Substitute the word sport for religion when Moreira writes, “The sport itself and the 

sports people become part of a grander spectacle that transcends the sport as a form or practice 

and contributes to wider processes of social meaning construction” (100). The show would be 

meaningless without its audience, which the film also shows the viewer unabashedly from the 

start. In turn, we become viewers of the spectacle of the fictional viewers viewing the fake 

fictional spectacle which was created as Christofs experiment, extending the reach of his Truman 

Matrix to even our reality. The creator controls everything until his son betrays him, cuts his 

power, effectively killing him which is the classic narrative of Oedipus Rex. Son kills father, 

god, by not believing in his vision, and marries mother by returning to Earth, escaping the cage 

of heaven.  

Truman Burbank lives up to his name by fulfilling his prophecy, however, as the medium 

is the message, the end of The Truman Show’s run does not mean liberation for its followers. 

The matrix of control still exists with television. Christof was never god, it was the glowing box 

all along- light itself. This is illustrated as the film closes at the 1:35:50 mark when two of the 

regularly portrayed viewers ponder what to do post-Truman. The answer, see what’s on the next 

channel. I’ll close with McLuhan’s observation that, “In terms of the ways in which the machine 

altered our relations to one another and to ourselves, it mattered not whether it turned out 

cornflakes or Cadillacs” (129). Be aware, as long as you are immobile before your god, you will 

continue to be held in the matrix, but as mentioned before, the followers of any great religion are 

likely happy to be a part of the spectacle.  
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Nightmare Metaphors in Black Mirror’s “Fifteen Million Merits” 

 

 Black Mirror is a British speculative horror anthology television series wherein each 

episode, a hypothetical future is depicted where characters live their daily lives in times of 

technology slightly more advanced than our own. The technology ranges from virtual reality 

gaming to computer memory banks to smartphone mind control. In episode two of season one, 

titled “Fifteen Million Merits”, the technology is simply automation. The world depicted is one 

in which every factor of human life is constructed and automated so that humanity only has to 

input minimal effort to keep the system cycling, in turn, automating the entire system. The men 

and women presented are tasked by riding stationary bicycles- a life of cycling in place is the 

first metaphor presented in the show- to earn ‘merits’ (their form of currency) to stay alive in a 

world of screens. The stationary bikes are placed in front of large screens, so the people 

essentially watch TV for a living, and live to watch TV. While pedaling in place, the screen 

allows for a fantasy escapism that wills the cyclers to continue powering the system. I will be 

analyzing this dystopian future using the texts of Marshall McLuhan and Katherine Meizel as 

read in “Functions of Popular Culture: Television Course Notes, compiled by Dr. Michael Saffle. 

 Marshall McLuhan writes of automation in “The Medium is the Message”, from 

Understanding the Media: The Extensions of Man that, “with automation… new patterns of 

human association tend to eliminate jobs (129),” which builds on his theory of human evolution 

through technology. To paraphrase, each technological innovation advances human ability to 

process the world, negating old concerns- for example, with the invention of the electric light, 

the laborious process of creating a fire to see at night is negated, or rather automated to no longer 

factor into the human survival agenda. In “Fifteen Million Merits”, everything is automated so 
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the only jobs presented are trash collector, cycler, and television entertainer. Trash collectors 

clean up after the cyclers who power the system and who are entertained by the television 

personalities to remain complacent- a metaphor that stream lines the lower, middle, and upper 

classes of society into three occupational categories. The cyclers are forcibly kept complacent by 

their televised superiors to the point of slavery, as illustrated by the cycling protagonist’s, Bing’s, 

inability to not view the TV. Every wall presented in Bing’s world is in some shape or form a 

television screen. Even the four walls of his personal unit are lined from floor to ceiling with a 

screen. His refusal to view the automatic programming streamed on his walls is met with a 

“continue viewing” alarm, depicting not only that he is forced into this screen slave life style, but 

that he is constantly monitored by an unseen presence, likely an automatic computer program. 

McLuhan quotes Carl Jung to say, “Every Roman was surrounded by slaves. The slave and his 

psychology flooded ancient Italy, and every Roman became inwardly, and of course unwittingly, 

a slave. Because living constantly in the atmosphere of slaves, he became infected through the 

unconscious with their psychology. No one can shield himself from such an influence (138).”  

While Bing hates his life style, he knows no other, so he begrudgingly trudges through each day 

until he meets Abi, a young woman who replaces a man who cannot keep cycling and is demoted 

to a garbage collector. Bing quickly falls for Abi and to show his affection, he buys her an 

audition ticket for Hot Shot, “Fifteen Million Merits’” take on American Idol or any other media 

talent show, where cyclers attempt to be recognized for their talent so they can be promoted to 

TV stars. This furthers Jung and McLuhan’s slave psychology metaphor, as the screen sick Bing 

expresses his love by trying to get Abi on screen- to have someone he cares about, something 

worth watching appear, on TV. McLuhan writes, “The fact merely underlines the point that ‘the 

medium is the message’ because it is the medium that shapes the scale and form of human 
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association and action (130).” This act of spending 15,000,000 (worth six months of standard 

pace cycling) to put Abi on screen is a high act of love in this loveless, automatic world, because 

it is the screen that shapes human interaction. The episode climaxes when Bing himself auditions 

for Hot Shot, threatening suicide to have a chance to speak his mind to the people of the system. 

The speech is powerful and leaves the crowd speechless before the judges applaud him for his 

performance, saying that “authenticity is in woefully short supply”, before purchasing Bing with 

a TV slot alongside pornographic and slapstick comedy programs. On this note, McLuhan states, 

“it mattered not in the least whether it turned out corn flakes or Cadillacs (129).” This is 

illustrated after Bing rants about the fact the cyclers, clad in grey sweat suits always, spend their 

merits to customize the clothing of their on their on-screen avatars, he yells “we express 

ourselves by buying shit… we buy shit that’s not even there,” a clear metaphor for consumer 

society. Bing’s talk show later shows up on screen as one of the cyclers happily purchases a new 

clothing set for his avatar, enjoying the sounds of Bing’s voice without considering what he is 

saying. 

 Why is it that Bing agrees to become a TV show after attempting and failing to destroy 

the system? Katherine Meizel discusses the answer in Idolized: Music, Media, and Identity in 

“American Idol”. She states, “The competition of American Idol (Hot Shot) is the foundational 

competition of American capitalism- the social, economic, and political pursuit of opportunity, 

the fabric of the American Dream (33).” Given this, “Viewers may be suspicious of Hollywood 

machinations but when handed the prospect of becoming part of the dream machine, the 

opportunity is hard to turn down (22).” This opportunity is illustrated for Abi when she auditions 

for Hot Shot and is chosen, not as a singer as she hoped, but as a potential pornographic actress. 

This opportunity to upgrade from a cyclist to a star is tainted by heartless automation of the merit 
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system. One judge states that Abi is one of the best singers all season, but they have reached a 

saturation point for singing talent, so they need to move her to the next available category. The 

system preys on her appearance, the judges desiring her “innocence and pure beauty” for an 

erotic audience that desires to consume all that is genuine. After all, “authenticity is in woefully 

short supply.” The offer is impossible for Abi to turn down, not only as the judges entice her 

with promises of never having to pedal again and pleasure medication, but she is forced to drink 

an ‘anti-nausea’ drink called ‘Compliance’ before performing which makes her light headed and 

easily manipulated. It was never a question, as the show needs to cater to the audience’s appetite, 

to keep them entertained, so they will continue to cycle, which will continue to create power for 

the cyclical system. Meizel describes this appetite as “voyeuristic,” wherein, “viewers witness 

the construction of fame and infamy (27).” The judge raises the question to an indecisive Abi, 

“Who do you think is powering that spotlight?” as it shines brightly over her. The answer to 

which is the millions of viewers (the middle class) who “would give anything to be where you 

are right now.” Upset cogs dismantle the system, so they need to be kept complacent by 

receiving what they want in return for their efforts. When later asked how she feels after 

becoming a pornography actress, Abi responds in a medicated trance, “It’s a dream.” 

 The moral of the story is that there is no freedom when everything is automated. 

Everything must run smoothly in order to keep being automated so those with the authenticity to 

inspire freedom are commodified as entertainment, as a dream to aspire towards instead of a 

possible reality. Bing describes the process as being, “augmented and packaged and pumped 

through 10,000 preassigned filters,” until they just become faces on the screen. “Tiny cells and 

tiny screens and bigger cells and bigger screens,” is Bing’s summary of his reality which fulfills 

itself when he is rewarded as a celebrity with a far larger room with far larger screens for walls. 
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Not once in the episode is there any indication of an outside world, the setting becomes 

claustrophobic and without hope of freedom- which is what Bing desired from the beginning. He 

tells Abi when he meets her, “I just want something real to happen.” The final shot of the episode 

is Bing eating a petri dish grown apple in front of a panoramic screen wall with an image of a 

lush jungle. An upgraded simulation. But hey, it beats the old cell with the outdated graphics.   


