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The deception obsession

The history of our race, and each individual’s experience, are sown thick with evidence that a truth is not hard to kill and a lie well told is immortal – Mark Twain

A large issue today is rampant inauthenticity.  Allison Kornet, a reporter, even ventured that the quintessential sin at the 90s was lying.  This is shown in the film Edward Scissorhands directed by Tim Burton, when inhabitants of the suburban area ridicule each other in the face of individuality and conform to each other so much that there is hardly enough individuality to go around.  This is especially prevalent among the housewives, who fall away from themselves in the face of Joyce, the “alpha female” of the suburbs.

In the film Edward Scissorhands the director, Tim Burton, shows us how important it is to know and be true to oneself – “to thine own self be true” as William Shakespeare put it.  This is shown when Edward attempts to become someone else, someone that the suburban folk will love, instead of giving them himself and taking the chance that they will reject him.  Admittedly, this is a very difficult thing for a bold, free-spirited human being to do, let alone for a robot created solely for the purpose of gentlemanly perfection.  An example of this would be when Edward first comes to suburbia and awkwardly shuffles into some “normal clothes”.  Another example which is more metaphorical is when Peg is trying to hide Edward’s facial scars with her Avon products and tells him “blending is the key”, and Edward smiles benignly and lets her mask the parts of him that the suburban folk just don’t particularly want to see.  These show how Edward changes and lies to himself about who he is and who he should be – an important message about our attempts to hide ourselves from ourselves.

Another parallel director Tim Burton draws with reality in his film is lying to others.  While for all intents and purposes, suburbia is picturesque and perfect, people are constantly lying and changing themselves to suit, and not alarm, others.  And sometimes, they simply lied for their own benefit – take Joyce for example:  in her bid to seduce her plumber she proclaimed that the woes of her dishwasher were “simply fascinatin’ – I wouldn’t want to miss a bit of it!”  This casual lying for benefit of self is ubiquitous in both the suburbia in Edward Scissorhands as well as in the real world.  To look at examples in the real world, one need only to be pointed in the direction of a politician, whose lies are often the most publicised.  Though, according to research by Bella De Panolo, PhD, both men and women lie for approximately a fifth of all conversations over 10 minutes, and that over the course of a week, we deceive about 30% of those with whom they interact one-on-one.  Lying – though, according to research, is a fundamental part of being human – is omnipresent in our society.
The effects lying can have are huge.  Joyce and the other suburban folk pretend to be enamoured of Edward, and manipulate the trust he puts in their lies, causing social devastation like the neighbourhood had probably never seen before.  A smaller, more isolated incident is when Jim tells Edward to break into Jim’s own house, bypassing his innate morality by telling Edward it was the house of someone who stole from him, and they were only breaking in to get back that which had been stolen – that, in fact, they were doing the right thing.  This results in Edward in jail, and the town’s faith in Edward beginning to crumble.  An example of the destruction caused by excessive lying is an anonymous woman who was constantly being lied to by her spouse, to the point where she wouldn’t bother to listen to him if he spoke.  She lost confidence in herself, was angry and confrontational more often, was emotionally withdrawn, and her trust in her significant other was destroyed.  She said, after five years of what could be constituted as emotional abuse, that a lie “was the worst possible thing for relationships”.

In conclusion, lying is an essential part of being – as Nietzche stated, the lie is a condition of life.  Researchers such as UCLA psychologist Shelley Taylor, PhD have uncovered evidence that self delusion – that is, lying to yourself – is essential to good mental health.  However, lying can also make others feel undervalued, unappreciated, taken advantage of, and can destroy their trust in the liar.  It can also provide a harmless social lubricant, and can encourage and enliven others.  Despite its “thou shalt not” status, lying has always been controversial.  It’s engrained in us at an early age that lying is socially unacceptable, and it’s always better to tell the truth, but in reality society often encourages and even rewards deception.  In Edward Scissorhands, the suburban folk’s lies at first nurture Edward and help him flourish and let out his creativity, through topiary and hairstyling.  By the end of the film, they have no more incentive to sustain their lies, and he is quickly disenchanted and expelled from their society, leaving a scar of bitterness and exploitation on his psyche.  Lying, deception, inauthenticity – the concept is a complicated and contentious one, and dangerous in the wrong hands.  As Sir Walter Scott once said:  “Oh what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive!”  Lies are also free to everyone – use them well.
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