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Abstract

This paper examines the human condition as portrayed
in the film trilogy “The Matrix”. Furthermore it shows the
relevance of the movie s educational contribution with regard
to its criticism of contemporary life. The film reflects current
threats to freedom experienced by movie-goers in a “real”
world, heavily dependent on machines and electronic devices.
It provides an example of an applied popularized philosophy.
1t incorporates philosophical themes in the plot — reality, ex-
istence, knowledge, belief, free will, determinism and cultural
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critique — and makes these themes approachable and palat-
able for a wider audience. I will argue that such contribu-
tions, though sometimes simplified or even flawed, should be
welcomed by educators of philosophy.

“...you are not actually mammals... You are a plague.”
Agent Smith

Structure and Scope of this Paper

The following glance at the current problem of education and stand-
ing of philosophy as an academic discipline will be followed by a com-
pressed narration of the trilogy’s core plot. However, the narration will
concentrate mainly. on the first installment. This paper therefore will ana-
lyze the human being and its life or existence in the Matrix simulated world
and in the underground real world (the “desert of the real”). After high-
lighting some philosophical themes in the trilogy finally ‘being in the Ma-
trix’ will be compared with being in our present day to day life.

The three movies in the trilogy are “7he Matrix” (1999), “The
Matrix Reloaded’ (2003), and “The Matrix Revolutions” (2003 ) directed
by the brothers Larry and Andy Wachowsky. “7The Matrix” — italicized
and in inverted commas — refers to the movie trilogy; the Matrix -with a
capital non-italicized “M” signifies the software-hardware-systemin the
films. All three movies contain action scenes (with very limited philosophi-
cal significance) and dialogues — some of which bear philosophical impli-
cations. Some of the statements in the movies’ dialogues are based on the
(partly misunderstood or misconceptualized) writings of the French soci-
ologist and philosopher Jean Baudrillard.! However, I will not treat the
heritage or reception of Baudrillard’s philosophy in the movie, since my
aim is to concentrate on the issues mentioned above. Besides that I will
overlook logical inconsistencies in the movie’s storyline; and — although
this is an interesting issue in this trilogy — I will refrain from delving into the
free-will/determinism debate. Also, as I identify and describe the “human
existence” or being as portrayed in the trilogy, I will not explore being in
the Trainstation, which is a plot device used to interface “real world” and
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the Matrix.

What should be added here — but will not be discussed further
since it departs from the “applied philosophy” thrust of my argument — are
the further ontological possibilities for the Matrix: The Matrix could be a
dream, thought, or thought experiment of a single person (which it was in
a way since the initial stage of the plot of the movie emerged from a single
mind — the one of its author): In such a scenario everything we see does
not really happen as a story, but is the (recorded) projection of one single
mind.? Alternatively, it could be imagined that there exist no minds or real
human beings in and outside the Matrix — meaning that absolutely every-
thing is a computer simulation, perhaps appearing on a screen for the
entertainment of some external “whomever” or “whatever”.

Philosophy and its Education

Our present time (2009) is marked by economic downturns or
slowdowns in different parts of the world across many industries and eco-
nomic sectors. This slowdown impacts on education in so far as university
programs which are seen by some as too costly are closed down to save
financial resources. Philosophy, especially in some parts of Europe, Great
Britain, and the US, is among the usual targets.

There seem to be two important approaches advocated to com-
bat this decline of the humanities in general and philosophy in particular:

One approach suggests that professional philosophers
researching and teaching in the field must make philoso-
phy more relevant to life. It must directly tackle problems
which individuals face in day-to-day existence. Further-
more philosophy should more extensively and intensively
pick up worrisome issues like globalization, human rights,
environmental problems, security from (state) terrorism,
and health issues like HIV and AIDS. Besides that, so the
argument goes, more philosophical literature should be
accessible and palatable to non-philosophers and even
non-academics.
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