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‘Are You Still You?’: 


Memory, Identity, and Self-Positioning in Total Recall





Total Recall, Paul Verhoeven’s loose 1990 adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s short story, ‘We Can Remember It For You Wholesale,’ posits a theory of identity, memory, and self-positioning.�  The year is 2084, the place Earth.  Douglas Quaid (Arnold Schwarzenegger), a happily married construction worker, is plagued about dreams of Mars and a woman he has never met.  The film’s opening shot shows him awaking one morning having dreamt about Mars yet again.  After visiting Rekall, Inc., a company that specializes in commodified memories of vacations, a separate identity implanted with Quaid’s psyche is ‘unlocked.’  Subsequently, both his wife Lori (Sharon Stone) and his workmate Harry (Bobby Costanzo) attempt to kill him.  Quaid learns that his whole identity is ‘false,’ that the past eight years of his existence are the product of a memory implant by an organization known only as the ‘Agency.’  On the run from the Agency, Quaid further discovers that he is a secret agent called Hauser who turned against his former employer, Vilos Cohaagen (Ronny Cox), whilst working to undermine the Martian rebel organization, the Freedom Brigade, led by the mysterious and elusive Kuato.  His identity was changed or ‘erased’ in order to prevent the potentially subversive knowledge that is stored in his head from escaping.  In the course of his attempts to hide from the Agency, it is then revealed that Quaid is actually a double agent working deep undercover for the Agency in order to lead them to the rebel leader Kuato. Quaid, confronted with this new knowledge, rejects his alter ego, Hauser, and maintains his stance with the rebel side.  In the end, Quaid kills most of his former employers, including his former boss, Cohaagen, gets the girl, and saves the planet.  


Many features of this film represent, although in a crudely simplified and exaggerated form, the interplay of memory, identity, and self-positioning which every individual undergoes. It depicts an individual who is faced with a choice of conflicting identities: the secret agent Douglas Hauser or the rebel Douglas Quaid.  Crucial to Hauser/Quaid’s identity are his memories.  Memory is intimately linked to identity in the film, and rightly so, for the individual is constituted of a range of its memories.  Yet, the mistake of the film lies in its suggestion of a ‘real’ singular identity, in that Schwarzenegger’s character can only be either Hauser or Quaid and that one is posited to be more real than the other.  I will argue that the search of Hauser/Quaid is a fruitless one, not only because the discovery of his real identity is confounded by the implantation of ‘false’ memories which serve to obscure, but also because no individual possesses a singular identity, and that Verhoeven’s film bears a greater resemblance to reality than its science fiction label might suggest.


Total Recall represents Michel Foucault’s notion of ‘inscription’ in a shortcut form.  According to Foucault the individual’s body is an ‘inscribed surface of events.’ It is a blank surface, a site, or location upon which culture is inscribed.  Through discourses each body is inscribed with a ‘regime of truth’ or knowledge, each aiming to produce its own distinct and complete version of reality.  A key target is memory since it is a very important factor in the constitution of the subject.  Memory is subjugated, disciplined, and created.�  Microtechniques of power have been developed both to produce memories and to foreclose the possibility for alternatives.  In order to preserve these memories and ensure their continued transmittance, ‘acts of transfer’ or ‘types of repetition’ were developed.  Highly stylized, repetitive and in no way spontaneous, they are formalized rites or rituals designed to ensure the continuity of a particular memory.  In a manner known as ‘procedural’ memory, our bodies deliberately and unconsciously preserve the past, as demonstrated by their continuing capacity to perform certain motor or physical actions.  As Paul Connerton has put it: ‘Many forms of habitual skilled remembering illustrate a keeping of the past in mind that, without ever averting to its historical origin, nevertheless re-enacts the past in our present conduct.’  This process he called the ‘sedimentation’ of the past in our bodies.  With this in mind, commemorative ceremonies and bodily practices were designed to ‘entrust to the bodily automisms the values and categories which they are most anxious to conserve’ for it is known ‘how well the past can be kept in mind by a habitual memory sedimented in the body.’� In the 21st Century, with the development of technology and these microtechniques of power, repetitive and lengthy rites and rituals are obsolete.  No longer is the disciplinary system of the prison, hospital or school required to inscribe memories, rather a machine achieves this purpose in a matter of minutes. We learn later that it only takes as little as five minutes to erase Quaid’s current identity and replace it with that of Hauser.  Not only has this process been radically simplified, but also it has culminated in its eventual commodification.  Rekall, Inc. offers for purchase ‘the memory of your ideal vacation, cheaper, safer, better than the real thing.’  


Like the conflicting power networks and their discourses, Rekall offers ‘a choice of alternate identities during your trip.’  A single, unitary, monolithic, all-encompassing, total, power-system, however, does not exist.  Rather there is a network of overlapping and conflicting localized systems.  Consequently, the discourses and the versions of reality that are produced are multiple. The result is not a situation of memory versus counter-memory; their opposition is not binaristic.  Rather, like power, counter-memory is memory’s other half, its alter ego.  Networks of power inscribe the individual with memories, but similarly these memories contain, by their very nature, the very point of their reversal, counter-memories, which coexist, coordinate, and conflict simultaneously.  The individual, as a result, is the effect of ‘the excessive choice of memories.’ Known as ‘The Ego Trip,’ Quaid can select from the differing subject positions of millionaire playboy, sports hero, industrial tycoon or secret agent.  He can exercise a certain amount of agency by choosing among the differing options on sale and be a subject identity within the varying subject positions. Yet, Quaid has no agency to construct these identities, as he is only offered an alternative from a range of pre-constructed subjectivities.  He is denied full agency which is reinforced by his ironic selection of the secret agent identity.  Quaid represents us: this is what we all do in acts of self-positioning.  We select from the range of discourses and memories (both implicit and constructed) and the subject positions they offer to constitute our identities.  What is more, the indirect allusion to Frankenstein signified by the bolt in the head of Quaid’s female disguise underlines the notion of an externally-constructed somatic identity.�


The terrain of power, however, is wild and unruly.  Power networks target different types of power at different parts of the individual such as the mind, pleasures, the body, and behaviours.  Hence Foucault’s characterization of the play of resistance and power as ‘irregular,’ ‘inflaming certain parts of the body,’ ‘fracturing unities,’ and ‘furrowing across individuals themselves, cutting them up and remolding them, in their bodies and minds.’  Since the individual is a prime effect of power and power networks are multiple, the result is a radical decentering of the subject.  Foucault considered the notion of a unitary subject to be ‘weak,’ no more than a ‘parody’ which ‘we attempt to support and unify under a mask.’  In its place he felt that identity was plural: ‘countless spirits dispute its possession; numerous systems intersect and compete ... history will not discover a forgotten identity, eager to be reborn, but a complex system of distinct and multiple elements.’  The task of history or genealogy, for Foucault, was ‘to reveal the heterogenous systems which, masked by the self, inhibit the formation of any [single] form of identity.’�  As a consequence, there is no concept of a single, monolithic, or unitary identity.  Rather, there is a situation where each individual possesses a ‘multiple selfhood.’� The locus of the effects of power – the individual – is a contested site for it is either undisciplined or previously disciplined hence Foucault’s labeling of it as ‘a volume in perpetual disintegration.’�  In both cases nonetheless, power is working against something else; it defines itself and asserts its presence in relation to the other or others.  Technologies and apparatuses of power confront terrain which is already occupied by other discourses, knowledges, truths, and identities.  A particular regime of truth then seeks to inscribe itself on a particular identity by displacing or colonizing other regimes; it aims to be ‘exclusionary.’  The reiteration of a particular discourse, it is hoped, serves to foreclose, erase or disavow the opportunity of cultural articulation for any alternatives.  Indeed, a condition of success is the denial, marginalization, and foreclosure of alternative possibilities of subjectivity necessitating, as a consequence, the constant reiteration of norms.�  For example, the reiteration of the heterosexual imperative, it is hoped, would act to foreclose, erase or disavow the opportunity of cultural articulation for the alternatives of homo/bisexuality.  


At the same time, however, the necessity of this constant reiteration indicates that the process is never completed, that bodies never fully conform to the norms by which they are compelled.  According to Butler, norms are both ‘produced and destabilized in the course of this reiteration’; ‘gaps and fissures are opened up as the constitutive instabilities in such constructions, as that which escapes or exceeds the norm, as that which cannot be wholly defined or fixed by the repetitive labor of that norm.’  An element of power is its inherent instability; or, as Butler puts it, power is ‘haunted’ by the possibility of destabilization. Consequently, the body remains a contested site in which multiple discourses conflict, compete, and coordinate. The reiterative process opens up instabilities which allow for ‘rearticulations’ of those norms.�  Since power relations are conceptualized and structured in relationship to the other, the capacity to select an alternative confronts every relation of power.


The subject is not only constituted by discourse, s/he also constitutes her/himself via the range of multiple discourses and knowledges, each offering its own subject position.  ‘And not only do individuals circulate between its [power] threads,’ wrote Foucault, ‘they are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power.  They are not only its inert or consenting target.’�  Individuals are not simply the passive vehicles of a dominant discourse, they are active shapers in deploying themselves within particular discourses and by adopting specific subject identities.  According to Thomas McCarthy the subject is 





represented as acting intentionally and voluntarily -- within, to be sure, cultural and institutional systems that organize their ways of doing things.  But they are not simply points of application of these practical systems; they can critically-reflexively detach themselves from those systems; they can, within limits modify those systems; they can, in any case, make creative use of whatever space for formation of the self that these systems permit or provide.� 


 


This places great emphasis on individual agency.  The ‘intentional and voluntary actions’ of the individual are vitally important in the process of ‘self-formation.’  Bodies are not simply ‘docile,’ obeying the norms which cultural inscription seeks to reiterate upon them.  Rather, the individual is represented as having choice, for example, ‘in the manner in which they obey or resist an interdiction or prescription; the manner in which they respect or disregard a set of values.’  There is scope for action and Foucault shows how, even within one limited framework (e.g. morality or marital conduct), there is a range for different behaviors.�  Self-identity is then forged out of a chaos of contradictions, tensions, fragmentations, and marginalities, as the individual sutures these conflicting and multiple subject identities.  


Although individual subjects are ‘constructed,’ construction is not opposed to agency.  Construction is not passive; rather it is the very essence of agency, making intervention possible through participation.  As Butler rhetorically inquires: ‘Must there not be a human agent, a subject, if you will, who guides the course of construction?’�  Power is not automatically self-replicating; a necessary precondition of its existence and deployment is the agency of those subjected/disciplined by it.  Yet, these very discourses and knowledges are open to contestation against the very subjectivities that they produce.  ‘Challenges to relationships of power can arise from within the very subject positions such relationships make available.’�  The individual, therefore, emerges as both constructed and self-constructed.  S/he is constituted and reconstituted through the various discourses which seek to inscribe her/him whilst simultaneously constructing her/himself through the subject positions made available within those discourses.


Quaid actively exercises his agency.  He is, after all, an agent of the Agency.  Although the film constantly implies that Quaid is no more than a blank receptacle for continual memory implants, and Dick Ellis points out how, ‘the film questions to what extent Quaid can act for himself at all,’� he is more than just a passive subject.  Quaid is self-fashioning to an extent; he positions himself within varying discourses when confronted with a choice.  He selects the ‘secret agent’ option at Rekall.  His supposed workmate, Harry, who is revealed to be a secret agent planted to keep an eye on Quaid, credits Quaid with this agency:





Quaid: Harry, you are making a big mistake.  You got me mixed up with someone else.


Harry. Uh uh pal, you got yourself mixed up with someone else.





Quaid adopts the alternate identity of a female when attempting to enter Mars undetected.  When Quaid discovers that he is ‘really’ the secret agent Hauser and that ‘Quaid’ is just an invention of both Hauser and Cohaagen, he is confronted with a choice of alternate identities.  He is not convinced by Cohaagen’s explanation: ‘I don’t buy it.  Too perfect,’ despite video evidence of his ‘original’ self which tells him: ‘Hello, Quaid.  If you’re listening to this that means Kuato’s dead and you led us to him.  I knew you wouldn’t let me down.’  Hauser then demands: ‘It’s my body you’ve got there and I want it back.  Sorry to be an Indian giver but I was here first.’  Although Hauser purports to be prior to Quaid and therefore more real, Quaid rejects this option despite the advantages (‘Relax Quaid, you’ll like being Hauser’).  He resists re-implantation of the memory of his ‘original’ self and continues to be Quaid.  Cohaagen summed up this act of choice: ‘I wanted Hauser back, but no you had to be Quaid.’  To which he replies: ‘I am Quaid’ with a certainty and finality that he has not possessed hitherto within the film.


Memory, however, can confound the reiterative process hence its constant targeting by power networks.   Whether constructed or inscribed it can later resurface and appear as somatic or inherited.  As Ulric Neisser stated, ‘In some situations a vivid memory may come to us unbidden, fleetingly, stimulated by some nearly unnoticed and often unreportable aspect of the “enabling context”.’�  The playwright Arthur Miller summed this up eloquently when he observed those ‘moments when a buried layer of experience suddenly surges upward to become the new surface of one’s attention and flashes news from below.’�  These unwilled, fleeting flashes of memory or recall are known as ‘flashbulb’ memories.  Foucault described such memories as ‘subjugated knowledges.’�  He felt that these subjugated knowledges enabled the individual to contest the regime of truth and renegotiate her/his position within the available discourses.�  Similar to Freud’s notion of repression, Foucault claimed to have unearthed the ‘memory’ of knowledges that had been suppressed, ignored, marginalized, and disqualified.�  Their origin, however, is not clear.  It is uncertain whether these flashbulb memories are the recall of an inherited memory or whether they are the product of the process of inscription.  What is clear, though, is that such memories are full of sensory information and are consciously experienced as an act of remembering something from the past. 


Quaid experiences just this type of flashbulb memory.  The opening sequence of the film depicts a dream sequence of two space-suited individuals walking on the surface of Mars.  As the figures turn towards us we see that one is Quaid and the other is an as yet unidentified brunette who we later learn is called Melina.  During this walk, Quaid trips and smashes his helmet causing the depressurization of his body at which point he wakes up.  On awakening, convinced that this memory was more than a dream, but an accurate recall of a past event, Quaid seeks out the services of Rekall, Inc., a company that specializes in commodified memories in the form of implants.  These dreams represent the surfacing of subjugated knowledges within Quaid.  It is this ‘flashbulb’ memory that is the first step in the destabilization of Quaid’s identity.  Although Quaid is told with certainty, ‘They erased your identity and implanted a new one,’ the denial, marginalization, and foreclosure of alternative possibilities of subjectivity had not been successful.  The implant did not serve to foreclose, erase, or disavow the opportunity for articulation of the alternatives. The process was never completed; Quaid never fully conformed to the norms by which he was compelled.  Indeed, we learn that his dreams of Mars have been recurrent, that he dreamt of Mars the previous night and the night before and the night before that.  This is later reinforced by a visual image.  When Quaid disguises himself as a female in order to enter Mars, the cybernetic mask he is wearing malfunctions and reveals the ‘real’ him underneath.  This destabilization is represented in a dramatic form such that the mask explodes.  At the same time, Quaid’s body also displays the effects of the somatic sedimentation of the past within him.  He discovers that he possesses ‘instinctive’ motor survival and killing skills when he dispatches several Agency agents, including his former friend, Harry, by a quick series of bone-crushing unarmed combat moves.  Thus, it is this subjugated knowledge in the form of sedimented memories that enable Quaid to resist the regime of truth sustained by Cohaagen.


Total Recall, however, at times belies the notion of multiple selfhood.  The core of the film is the search for a ‘true’ identity.  It is axiomatic that Hauser/Quaid has a ‘real’ identity which he needs to recover or rediscover.  Throughout the film, the underlying motif is the binaristic dichotomy of real/false. Verhoeven maintains, however, that Total Recall can be read as both ‘real’ and a ‘dream.’  He stated that ‘I made the movie in a way that it would be true on both levels, and I spent a lot of time to get to that.’  The ambiguous ending of a fade to white once Quaid’s mission has been completed simultaneously implies both a dream and a reality according to the director.�  Yet, the choice of Schwarzenegger to play the leading role undermines the notion of a multiple selfhood.  It is difficult to believe that the muscular figure of Schwarzenegger whom we first encounter is no more than an everyday henpecked construction worker.  The over-exaggerated physical and muscular presence of Schwarzenegger belies his ordinariness.  


Furthermore, the viewer would have already encountered the actor in numerous roles that were far from the quotidian.  Prior to Total Recall, Schwarzenegger had undergone various incarnations as a violent barbarian (Conan the Barbarian, Conan the Destroyer, Red Sonja), an indestructible killing machine and cyborg (Terminator), a Special Forces commando (Commando and Predator), an ex-FBI agent and policeman (Raw Deal and The Running Man), and a Russian cop (Red Heat).�  In the course of this filmic career, his characters have survived futuristic gladiator contests, the predatory hunting of an invisible alien invader, a post-nuclear holocaust, and in the course of this, wiped out legions of individuals from all times and places.  Consequently, the viewer is obviously aware of the perpetration of a fiction in Total Recall’s opening shots.  How could Arnie be normal?  The transparency of this scene serves to underline the more exotic secret agent identity which is far more fantastic in its scope.�  Of course Arnie is a secret agent, what else could he be?  This is ironically stated by the salesman when he says to Quaid/Schwarzenegger, ‘You, you’re the same.  No matter where you go, there you are.  It’s always the same old you.’  Thus, the casting has privileged only one identity and only one outcome, that suggested by the Rekall salesman: ‘you’re deep under cover, people are trying to kill you, there’s a beautiful and exotic girl.  You get the girl, kill the bad guys, and you save the whole planet.’  It has been pointed out that this represents ‘a tongue-in-cheek description of a standard Schwarzenegger action film.’  This privileging is also underlined by the apparent invincibility of Schwarzenegger’s body: he is punched, kicked, shot, and stabbed, many of these blows being to the groin.  Even at the point when the narrative destabilizes Quaid’s identity and produces a ‘schizoid embolism’ (an effect of the malfunctioning of the Rekall memory implant, precipitating an alternative identity), it has been argued that the mise-en-scène recovers his body as an identifiable whole (right after Quaid states his sexual preference as ‘hetero,’ there is a brief shot of woman who is also purchasing a commodified memory, as she selects a perfect replica of the Schwarzenegger body flexing his muscles for her ideal partner).�


After his companion, Melina, has been put into the mind machine Quaid asks: ‘Are you still you?’ implying that the ‘new’ Melina could not be the ‘old’ one since she has one real identity which could be replaced by a false one.  Near the end of the film, after fooling a unit of soldiers with a projected holographic image of himself, Quaid utters the line: ‘You think this is the real Quaid?  It is.’  Although in this context, Quaid is distinguishing between himself and his holographic image, really he is attempting to assert his ‘true’ identity.  It is an explicit discursive practice designed to locate a singular specific identity after being challenged with an alternative.  The addition of the word ‘real’ is superfluous: the sentence ‘You think this is Quaid?’ would have been sufficient.  Quaid, however, is no more real than his hologram.  Just as his likeness can be projected, the film has shown how, with great ease, his identity can be shaped and re-shaped.  An interesting parallel is Dr. Zarkov in Flash Gordon who, despite the power of technology, resists the wiping of his mind and is able to retain his mental identity as Dr. Zarkov.  In comparison, Hauser/Quaid becomes as pliable as does his holographic image.  He is acutely susceptible to manipulation by others; indeed, throughout the film we learn that he appears to be little more than a tool in the hands of his boss, Cohaagen.  Cohaagen compounds this knowledge with almost his dying words: ‘You are nothing, you’re nobody.’  Compare this to one of Quaid’s first utterances during the film: ‘I want to be somebody.’  Quaid appears to be a passive instrument in the hands of others which is reinforced by a visual image: fish.  Goldfish are depicted twice.  Cohaagen feeds them when he knows that Quaid’s actions are proceeding according to plan and he later kills them after telling Richter to eliminate Quaid.  The goldfish, therefore, appear to represent Quaid in a metaphor that does not escape attention.  Goldfish are known to possess only very short-term memories.  However, the massive physical presence of Schwarzenegger does undermine the suggestion that he is merely the product of an electronic implant.


Throughout the film there is a constant duplication of identities.  On his search to recall his lost identity Quaid/Hauser grapples with a bag lady over a suitcase during the course of which she utters: ‘Fuck you, you asshole.’  This represents a slight deviation from the line that one of Schwarzenegger’s previous incarnations, the Terminator, learns: ‘Fuck you asshole.’  The repetition of the ‘you’ invokes Quaid/Hauser’s plural identities.  In a clearly recognized signifier, the audience would not miss the obvious doubling.  The bag lady acknowledges Quaid/Hauser’s doubled identity even while he doesn’t.  The name of the company is spelt Rekall, Inc, mirroring the ‘Total Recall’ of the title.  Quaid, it is revealed, has received a ‘double implant.’  His mental implant is mirrored by a physical one of a bug implanted in his skull.  In another scene, Quaid is depicted looking at his alter ego, Hauser, reflected on the computer screen.  In real time he is standing opposite Cohaagen as Quaid, while on the screen he is (re)presented as Hauser with Cohaagen’s arm around him. Toward the end, Quaid is duplicated by a holographic image.  It has been pointed out that in ‘Total Recall, everything happens twice.’�  The opening scene is repeated at the end with slight deviations, reflecting the slight deviation in the doubling ‘you.’  All agents in the film are double agents: Quaid/Hauser, Benny the taxi driver.  There is a constant juxtapositioning of binary identities.  


This binarism explodes into a multiplication of identities.  When visiting Rekall, Inc., the receptionist refers to Quaid as ‘Doug Quaid,’ and ‘Mr. Quaid,’ while Quaid introduces himself as ‘Douglas Quaid.’  Identity here is tripled.  In various mirror scenes during the course of the film, the number of Quaid’s images are visually multiplied reflecting his plural identities.  In his home and hotel room, twin mirrors reflect two images, which added to the original, produce three images of Quaid.  Toward the end of the film, Hauser’s image radiates from three screens (which brings to mind Elvis’ TV room), which together with Quaid creates four identities.  These four images symbolically mirror the differing stages of Quaid’s development: (a) as the unknowing Quaid; (b) as the problematized Quaid/Hauser; (c) as Hauser; and (d) as the Quaid which rejects Hauser.  The focus, however, is on the one screen image: (c) Hauser.  The others are submerged from view, which indicates an implicit acceptance of Quaid’s multiple identities, although this is belied by the visual illusion that there is only one identity in the room speaking. Quaid/Hauser’s body also undergoes multiple incarnations during the course of the film.  Not only is he represented as the muscular body builder, but also as a holographic and skeletal projection, and as a woman.


This process of duplication and multiplication indicates an underlying promotion of the notion that identities are multiple.  The film does recognize that these multiple identities, although irreconcilable, can exist within the same body.  Quaid is Hauser and Hauser is Quaid.  Twice Hauser reminds Quaid that they share the same body: ‘Be careful, it’s my head too’ and ‘it’s my body you’ve got there.’ In an exchange with Melina Quaid implicitly accepts this notion:





Melina: You’re Hauser.


Quaid: Not anymore now, I’m Quaid, Douglas Quaid.


Melina: Hauser, you’ve lost your mind.


Quaid: I didn’t lose my mind.  Cohaagen stole it.





It is hard to miss the allusion to another famous secret agent, James Bond and his well-known introduction: ‘The name’s Bond, James Bond,’ here signifying that Quaid inherently accepts his plural identities as both Quaid and Hauser the secret agent.  Also, when Melina refers to him as ‘Hauser’ he answers in the first person, when, if Hauser and Quaid were distinct subject identities, he should answer in the third.  The film distinctly problematizes the production of a singular identity.  That Quaid should conform to the demand to construct a unitary identity is not a foregone conclusion.  Like Quaid, the rebel leader Kuato remains un-problematically unidentified for most of the film.  As one of the secret agents declares: ‘Nobody knows who he is.’  In this way Quaid mirrors Kuato.  Kuato’s host remains nameless for it is deemed to be unimportant.  Earlier Hauser considered Quaid’s name to be insignificant: ‘whatever your name is’ he says to him. 


Overtly, however, this is dismissed by various devices.  The introduction of Dr. Edgemar who, in a fit of psycho-babble, denigrates the notion of multiple identities as mere ‘dreams,’ ‘fantasies,’ ‘delusions’ brought on by a ‘paranoid episode.’  Again, whenever Hauser speaks to Quaid, he does so through the medium of a recording, denying the notion that Hauser is within Quaid and vice versa at one and the same time, as one can only exist in real time besides the other in a past audio-visual time.  Although the rebel mutant leader, Kuato, a shriveled and infantile male form who sprouts from the abdomen of a nameless other can be read as a visual acceptance of the existence of multiple identities within the same body, this recognition is fleeting for Kuato and his host are both killed not long after their revelation.  Thus, there is a simultaneous persistence with the fallacy that there can be only ‘one’ unitary identity – Quaid or Hauser.  Hauser tells Quaid: ‘you are not you, you are me.’  Ultimately, Quaid rejects that option and declares: ‘I am Quaid.’  These juxtaposed identities are set up as binaristically opposed: Recall/Rekall; Quaid/Hauser; Mars/Earth; Melina/Benny; and real/false.  The film constantly demands a singular identity consistent with the social/grammatical construction of the individual as a unitary identity.  Hauser/Quaid struggles with the diversity of his experiences to produce a story of himself which is unitary and consistent.  And while he does, others (Cohaagen, Melina) demand of him that he does so too.


These binary oppositions are matched by two underlying conceptions of identity.  In the following exchange, Quaid and Kuato reflect these opposing notions:





Kuato. What do you want Mr. Quaid?


Quaid. The same as you, to remember.


Kuato. But why?


Quaid. To be myself again.


Kuato. You are what you do.  A man is defined by his actions not his memory.





Quaid rightly believes that his identity is, in part, constructed from memories whether inherited or inscribed. Recall is essential to regaining what he perceives to be his ‘lost’ identity. Kuato, on the other hand, disagrees and his philosophy radically denies the whole basis of the film.  If Quaid is defined by his present actions he does not need to discover or rediscover his ‘lost’ or ‘stolen’ identity. Quaid is what he does.  


     Yet, memory is intimately woven into the plot of the film in many ways that undermine Kuato’s assertion which in turn undermines Kuato’s position.  The ‘recall’ scene is crucial to narrative development and thus Quaid is not simply defined by his actions, but by his recollections.  The film itself represents an ‘archeology of memory’ which is signified by the trope of mining and the alien artifacts within the Pyramid Mine.  Indeed, the scene is set in an archeological location deep inside a mountain.  Kuato’s conception is also radically juxtaposed with that of Cohaagen, who tells Quaid, that in spite of his actions, ‘you are nothing, you’re nobody.’  Cohaagen and Kuato are obviously binaristically opposed: the former is Mars’ administrator who wants to enslave it while the latter is a rebel leader who desires to free Mars.  Ironically, while Quaid, through his actions, sides with Kuato, he accepts Cohaagen’s philosophy that he needs more than just his actions to define him.


In the end, Quaid sutures his conflicting subject identities to produce a consistent, unitary, and singular subject position.  Yet the ambiguity of the film’s ending raises the possibility that this identity may still be false.  This true/false dichotomy is generated throughout the film by the juxtaposition of pure with commodified memories.  The implantation of perfect, sanitized, and unfiltered recollections indistinguishable from any other memories questions the sanctity of all memories and the possibility of ‘total recall.’  This ending nevertheless projects us back into reality.  Memories are never ‘pure’ unfiltered recollections of past events.  Memory is selective, prioritizing what we recall.  It edits and sifts through the dross.  Externalization re-produces memories as individuals seek to validate their own memories with the other.  Memory orders and reorders, simplifies, and condenses.  Elements of disharmony are excised and nostalgia enters.  Events are created from scattered fragments.  Schwarzenegger’s character undergoes all of these elements operating in a fashion similar to memory and hence undergoing what he calls ‘the best mindfuck yet.’
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