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Utilising a critical posthumanist approach, this paper takes a renewed interest in the 2004 
science fiction/romantic drama film Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. To date, a 
posthumanist reading of the film has not yet been explored, despite a sizeable output of 
scholarship which discusses overlapping themes of human subjectivity and the embodiment of 
memory. Reframing these ideas through the lens of critical posthumanism provides new insight 
into Eternal Sunshine’s conflicted perspectives towards technology. This paper explores the 
tensions between the film’s humanist narrative, which suggests that the technological 
manipulation of memory is something to be deplored, and its cinematic operations, which 
recognise that technology is deeply embedded in the processes of understanding and 
constructing a sense of self. This paper reconsiders Eternal Sunshine’s ideas about what 
constitutes ‘human’ identity and seeks to show that they are more compatible with frameworks 
of critical posthumanism than they might initially seem. 

 
For about a decade after its release in 2004, the science fiction/romantic drama film 
Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (directed by Michel Gondry and written by Charlie 
Kaufman) continued to intrigue and capture the interest of contemporary film 
scholars.2 Much of the film’s ongoing appeal to academics and spectators alike rested 
in its unique and innovative engagement with a range of topical concerns surrounding 
memory, bioethics, identity, and human relationships.3 The film’s narrative centres a 
socially withdrawn man named Joel Barish, who discovers that his outspoken former 
lover, Clementine Kruczynski, has undergone a memory–erasing procedure in order 
to forget their tumultuous relationship. Heartbroken and humiliated, Joel decides to 
undergo the procedure himself and have his memories of Clementine obliterated from 
his mind. He surrenders all photographs, diary entries, and mementos collected over 
their two-year relationship and, after he has done so, technicians arrive at his 
apartment to wipe his memory during his sleep. The dreamlike erasing process is a 
cinematic imagining of their relationship played backwards – a series of virtual 
fragments which distort and collapse as Joel’s memories are revived, reinvented, and, 
eventually, obliterated. 

 
1 This research was carried out while in receipt of an Australian Government Research Training 
Program Scholarship at The University of Western Australia. I would like to thank my supervisors 
Associate Professor Tanya Dalziell and Dr Ned Curthoys for their feedback and comments which 
greatly assisted in improving the manuscript. 
2 M. Gondry (dir.), Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Focus Features, 2004; hereafter Eternal Sunshine. 
3 In addition to numerous book chapters and journal articles, the film also inspired two books dedicated 
to exploring these ideas, as well as questions of form and genre. See C. Grau, Eternal Sunshine of the 
Spotless Mind, London, Routledge, 2009; A. Butler, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, London, British 
Film Institute, 2014. 
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In recent years, academic interest in the film has largely dissipated, yet I would 
suggest that there is an unexplored opportunity to consider the film anew from a 
critical posthumanist perspective.4 A critical posthumanist approach to Eternal 
Sunshine entails reframing the film’s concerns with technological ‘enhancements’ of 
the self and digitised representations of memory around the question of what it means 
to be human. ‘Posthumanism’ has been broadly defined by David Roden as ‘the 
philosophical critique of anthropocentricism’.5 ‘Like humanism’, Roden asserts, 
posthumanism ‘comes in different flavours. All are opposed to some form of human-
centred worldview.’6 Critical posthumanism may be regarded as a branch of 
posthuman theory, whose aim is to attend to the ‘ongoing deconstruction of 
humanism’.7 Stefan Herbrechter suggests that critical posthumanism asks questions 
such as:  

 
how did we come to think of ourselves as human? Or, what exactly does 
it mean to be human (especially at a time when some humans have 
apparently decided that they are becoming or have already become 
posthuman)?8 

 
A close reading of Eternal Sunshine which is grounded in posthumanist theory has not 
yet been explored, despite a sizeable output of scholarship on the film discussing 
themes that overlap with the interests of posthumanism: human identity and 
subjectivity, the embodiment of memory, and the relationship between humans and 
technology.9 This body of literature largely situates Eternal Sunshine within a tradition 
of other science fiction memory films such as Blade Runner (1982), Total Recall (1990), 
and Strange Days (1995) as earlier examples, and Code 46 (2003) and 2046 (2004) as later 

 
4 In the last five years, there has only been a handful of articles written on the film. See T. Ghosal, 
‘Unprojections, or, Worlds Under Erasure in Contemporary Hollywood Cinema’, Media-N, Journal of 
New Media Caucus, vol. 11, no. 1, 2015, pp. 75–81; E. Terrone, ‘Blessed are the Forgetful: Utilitarianism 
and Remarriage in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’, Film and Philosophy, vol. 21, 2017, pp. 74–90; M. 
Goc, ‘Forgetting to Re-member: Politics of Amnesia and the Reconstruction of Memory in Eternal 
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Everything is Illuminated and Memento’, American, British and Canadian 
Studies, vol. 33, no. 1, 2019, pp. 135–150. 
5 D. Roden, Posthuman Life: Philosophy at the Edge of the Human, London, Routledge, 2014, p. 20. 
6 Ibid., pp. 20–21. 
7 N. Badmington, Posthumanism, New York, Palgrave, 2000, cited in S. Herbrechter, ‘Critical 
Posthumanism’, in R. Braidotti and M. Hlavajova (eds.), Posthuman Glossary, London, Bloomsbury, 2018, 
p. 94. 
8 Herbrechter, ‘Critical Posthumanism’, p. 94, emphasis in original. 
9 In addition to the ensuing discussion of research on these topics by Anneke Smelik, Yugin Teo, 
Verena-Susanna Nungesser, and José van Dijck, see also: C. Jess-Cooke, ‘Narrative and Mediatized 
Memory in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’, SCOPE, no. 8, 2007, 
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/scope/documents/2007/may-2007/jess-cooke.pdf, accessed 26 Nov. 2020; 
A. Miah, ‘Blessed Are the Forgetful: The Ethics of Memory Deletion in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless 
Mind’, in S. Shapshay (ed.), Bioethics at the Movies, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 2008, pp. 
137–155; D. Sutton, ‘The New Uses of Photography’, in D. Sutton, Photography, Cinema, Memory: The 
Crystal Image of Time, University of Minnesota Press, 2009, pp. 219–221; S. Rawle, ‘Reconstructing the 
Past: Visual Virtuality in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind’, in A. Sinha and T. McSweeney (eds.), 
Millennial Cinema: Memory in Global Film, New York, Columbia University Press, 2012, pp. 37–54. 
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ones.10 In her analysis of the film, Anneke Smelik argues that Eternal Sunshine ‘[shows] 
that the science fiction fantasy of total control over memory is unrealistic and ought to 
give way to an insight into the ungraspable virtuality of memory.’11 Similarly, Yugin 
Teo suggests that Eternal Sunshine, in line with contemporary developments in 
neurological and theoretical research on memory, is ‘less concerned with the details of 
technology used in manipulating memory and more preoccupied with the emotional 
and psychological blurring of the distinctions between remembering and forgetting.’12 
Verena-Susanna Nungesser is also interested in the film’s rendering of the unreliability 
of memory, but she focuses her analysis on the medium’s technological ability to ‘use 
the cinematic apparatus and visual language to (re)present and (re)shape our 
understanding of memory-constitution’.13  

All of these discussions point in the direction of crucial questions asked in 
posthumanist discourses about the shifting perceptions of human subjectivity, and the 
role played by memory and technology in these processes. However, none of them 
explicitly draw upon posthumanist frameworks in order to explore these ideas about 
Eternal Sunshine. The closest anyone has come to doing so is José van Dijck in her 2007 
book, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age. In Chapter Two, van Dijck argues that 
technological processes such as digitisation gradually, yet surely, alter the matter and 
workings of the human mind, asserting that ‘data and flesh are mutually implied in 
the spiralling process of transformation’.14 For van Dijck, Eternal Sunshine ‘helps us 
reinvent the meaning and function of personal memory’ by asking: ‘What do we 
expect and want from our new tools? How do we envision the role of memory in our 
lives and how would we like to change it?’15 Indeed, by positing questions about the 
film’s engagements with the way technological tools transform mind and memory, 
van Dijck essentially enters into the discursive space of critical posthumanism – even 
if she doesn’t necessarily frame her analysis in those terms. 
 Reframing these ideas through the lens of critical posthumanism provides new 
insight into Eternal Sunshine’s conflicted perspectives towards technology. On the one 
hand, the film’s narrative suggests that the technological manipulation of memory 
through brain mapping and semi-automatic computer wiping is something to be 
deplored. This is because it is destructive to one’s sense of self; losing memories of 
significant emotional and formative experiences means that important parts of Joel 
and Clementine’s own identities are sacrificed in the process. This position, however, 

 
10 R. Scott (dir.), Blade Runner, Warner Bros., 1982; P. Verhoeven (dir.), Total Recall, TriStar Pictures, 1990; 
K. Bigelow (dir.), Strange Days, 20th Century Fox, 1995; M. Winterbottom (dir.), Code 46, BBC Films, 2003; 
Wong, K. (dir.), 2046, Mei Ah Entertainment, 2004. For further discussion of the narrative and aesthetic 
differences between these earlier and later science fiction memory films, see A. Smelik, ‘The Virtuality of 
Time: Memory in Science Fiction Films’, in L. Plate and A. Smelik (eds.), Technologies of Memory in the 
Arts, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp. 52–68; Y. Teo, ‘Love, Longing and Danger: Memory and 
Forgetting in Early Twenty-First-Century SF Films’, Science Fiction Film and Television, vol. 6, no. 3, 2013, 
pp. 349–368. 
11 Smelik, ‘The Virtuality of Time’, p. 64. 
12 Teo, ‘Memory and Forgetting’, p. 350. 
13 V. Nungesser, ‘I Forgot to Remember (to Forget): Personal Memories in Memento (2000) and Eternal 
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004)’, in A. Erll and A. Rigney (eds.), Mediation, Remediation, and the 
Dynamics of Cultural Memory, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2009, p. 31. 
14 J. van Dijck, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2007, p. 45. 
15 Ibid., pp. 51–52. 
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exists in tension with Eternal Sunshine’s simultaneous recognition that technology is 
also deeply embedded in the processes of understanding and constructing a sense of 
self. This much is clear, from the photographs, phone calls, and movie nights that 
crystallise memories of Joel and Clementine’s relationship, to the cassette tapes that 
are key to ‘reclaiming’ their lost identities after the procedure. This paper posits that 
in its aesthetic and technical operations, the film actually demonstrates an alternative 
approach towards the relationship between humans and technology – one which is 
more attentive to the ways in which they coexist and extend upon the workings of one 
another. The film realises this through the innovative employment of cinematic 
technologies to depict Joel’s memories as fragmented, emotive, and nonlinear. In 
presenting its unique vision of memory’s subjectivity and unreliability, Eternal 
Sunshine demonstrates not only a scientifically informed realisation of human memory 
but also an awareness of how cinematic technologies themselves manipulate and 
mediate our understanding of memory formation.16  
 The film presents a story about what it means to be ‘human’ against the faceless 
void of technological annihilation. This could be read as Eternal Sunshine’s fear of the 
‘posthuman’ subject – one who has transcended or ‘lost’ their humanity by destroying 
their memories. However, its fear of the ‘posthuman’ is based upon a 
misunderstanding of the relationship between technology and human identity. From 
a critical posthumanist position, this understanding must acknowledge the key role of 
technology in the processes of self-understanding and self-evolution. Thus, the 
purpose of this paper is to reconsider Eternal Sunshine’s ideas about what constitutes 
‘human’ identity, and show that they are, in fact, more compatible with frameworks 
of critical posthumanism than the film’s overarching narrative might initially suggest. 
 
Critical Posthumanism 
 
In her book How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and 
Informatics, N. Katherine Hayles considers the trepidation held towards the concept of 
the posthuman. She suggests that, for some, the posthuman is perceived as terrifying, 
‘antihuman’, or even apocalyptic, signalling an end to human agency and the 
beginning of a dehumanising subordination to machines.17 This sentiment runs 
through Eternal Sunshine, a film that substantially relies upon ‘anxiety about 
technology-based dehumanization’ in order to undergird its narrative drama.18 Most 
of the story unfolds around Joel, who is asleep during the memory-erasing procedure, 
yet is lucid within the space of his own mind, and able to rationalise and respond to 
the events happening to him. Although Joel originally consents to the procedure, he 
later changes his mind, when experiencing virtual reconstructions of tender memories 
prompts the realisation that he would rather hold painful memories of Clementine 
than forget their relationship ever existed. This leads to Joel’s active resistance towards 
the procedure, a process that he begins to find increasingly invasive, sinister, and 
disorienting. ‘I don’t know,’ he mutters to himself, as he attempts to make sense of his 

 
16 Teo, ‘Memory and Forgetting’, p. 350. 
17 N. K. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics, 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1999, pp. 283–288. 
18 J. Edwards, Technologies of the Gothic in Literature and Culture: Technogothics, Florence, Taylor and 
Francis, 2015, p. 2. 
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disappearing memories, ‘You’ve got this thing. I’m in my bed, I know it. I’m in my 
brain…’ Lacuna, Inc. (the fictional memory-erasing clinic) seemingly promises Joel a 
‘posthuman’ utopia; a way to blissfully transcend the human experiences of emotional 
pain and suffering through its specialised memory-erasing technology. The aesthetic 
manifestation of memory erasure in Eternal Sunshine, however, is the exact opposite – 
a terrifying experience of intrusive searchlights, sudden and inexplicable 
disappearances, and the disturbing disintegration of the surrounding environment. In 
one particularly nightmarish scene, cars fall from the sky and Joel finds himself 
running back and forth along a street that appears to have no end, flipping back on 
itself in a mirror pattern as the distorted, disembodied voices of Lacuna’s technicians 
creep into the scene. 

Eventually, despite Joel’s best efforts, his attempts to override the memory 
erasure fails, and he wakes up with no recollection of Clementine. It seems that the 
procedure has been successful, but instead of the promised ‘eternal sunshine of the 
spotless mind’, Joel is left confused and restless. He impulsively decides to skip work 
and take a train to Montauk Beach, where he is reunited with Clementine, although 
the pair are now strangers to one another. This meeting has already been ordained by 
Clementine’s last injunction to ‘meet me in Montauk’, whispered before Joel’s memory 
of her is completely erased. But without remembering these instructions, how is this 
reunion possible? Is it a coincidence? The mysterious workings of the subconscious? It 
is implied by the film that there is something complex and elusive at work in the minds 
of these characters; something undisputedly ‘human’ which evades the technological 
manipulation of their memories and guides them towards one another, once more. In 
this way, Eternal Sunshine seemingly affirms a humanist position, embracing the 
unique qualities of human subjectivity and relationships, and rejecting the cold, hostile 
power of dehumanising ‘posthuman’ technologies. 

I would suggest, however, that this is only part of the story Eternal Sunshine 
tells about the relationship between people and machines; a relationship that is, in fact, 
shown to be closely intertwined and interdependent. To understand this more clearly, 
it is important to clarify exactly what is at stake when we speak of ‘posthumanism’. 
For Hayles, many who fear that the posthuman signifies the ‘end of humanity’ and the 
debasement of human identity through technology hold beliefs about what it means 
to be human which are firmly rooted in liberal humanism.19 She suggests that such 
views assume ‘a vision of the human in which conscious agency is the essence of 
human identity’.20 In the film, this humanist ‘vision of the human’ manifests in Joel’s 
quest to exercise his autonomy in defiance of the memory-erasing procedure and to 
resist the technological erosion of his sense of self. However, for Hayles, this is not the 
only way to view the human self. She asserts that the posthuman can be another way 
of conceptualising the human which is neither anti-human nor determined by the 
traditions of liberal humanism.21 In fact, as Cary Wolfe has discussed, the ‘goals’ of 
critical posthumanism are not even necessarily at odds with those of humanism.22 

 
19 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, pp. 286–287. 
20 Ibid., p. 288. 
21 Ibid., p. 287. 
22 C. Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, Minnesota, University of Minnesota Press, 2009, p. xvi. 
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Humanism, after all, encompasses an extensive and internally diverse set of ideas, 
with Roden suggesting that the label ‘humanist’ can broadly refer to  

 
those who advocate the dignity of all human beings bestowed by their 
shared moral nature, or to those who eschew religious morality in 
favour of a morality grounded in human affections and activities.23  

 
In this way, Wolfe has argued that for critical posthumanism, the 
 

point is not to reject humanism tout court – indeed, there are many 
values and aspirations to admire in humanism – but rather to show 
those aspirations are undercut by the philosophical and ethical 
frameworks used to conceptualize them.24  

 
The main takeaway from this with regards to Eternal Sunshine is that critical 
posthumanism can provide a framework for understanding the ways in which the film 
holds an apparently contradictory set of ideas about what constitutes the human 
subject. That is, it is possible for Eternal Sunshine to reinforce a humanist conception of 
the self in its narrative drama, and yet simultaneously acknowledge posthumanist 
reminders that technology is deeply embedded in the evolution of human identity, 
and plays a crucial role in mediating the intricate workings of human memory. 
 Roden points out that, according to critical posthumanists, ‘those who see 
cyborgs as colonized and invaded flesh fail to understand that humans have always 
extended themselves through devices.’25 Eternal Sunshine harbours similar anxieties 
about technological dehumanisation in its depiction of the outcomes of Lacuna’s 
memory-erasing technology as confusion, emptiness, and loss, rather than peace of 
mind. However, at the same time, the film also ironically subverts these fears by 
approaching technology quite wryly – in a way that suggests a trite overfamiliarity, 
rather than the ominous advancement of something new and terrifying. For example, 
far from appearing technologically sophisticated, Lacuna is introduced as a company 
that has clearly existed for years in relative obscurity. As Joel enters the shabby, 
crowded reception, he overhears Mary Svevo, Lacuna’s secretary, informing a client 
over the phone that it would be against their policy to perform the procedure three 
times in a single month upon the same person. This exchange reveals how 
commonplace the company’s technologies have become for the people who routinely 
use them. This impression is hardly assuaged by the film’s deliberately low-tech 
rendering of the memory-erasing operation itself, which is enacted through bundles 
of tangled wire and clunky, outdated computer equipment. Furthermore, Stan and 
Patrick, the technicians in charge of Joel’s memory erasure, are remarkably nonchalant 
towards the procedure itself. Patrick absconds midway through the operation, and 
Stan leaves the machines on ‘autopilot’ whilst he and Mary drink, smoke marijuana, 
and dance over Joel’s sleeping body. By depicting the clinic and its mechanisms as 

 
23 Roden, Posthuman Life, p. 10. 
24 Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, p. xvi. 
25 Roden, Posthuman Life, p. 16. 
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banal and mediocre, the film resists framing its memory-erasing technology as 
futuristic or overtly dystopian.  
 Instead, Eternal Sunshine’s negotiation of the relationship between humans and 
technology, in this instance, actually resonates with posthumanist ways of 
conceptualising the human self. This entails an understanding of human identity that 
is embedded within, and evolving through, its engagements with technology over 
time. In the film, it is made apparent that the technological possibilities offered by 
Lacuna have already garnered an established, if relatively niche, market for 
themselves. This suggests that Eternal Sunshine‘s characters have been living in a world 
where the possibility of ‘surpassing’ the human condition, by erasing one’s unwanted 
memories, has been available for some time. Van Dijck raises a related point in her 
discussion of the film, in response to the following question: why doesn’t ‘the image 
of Joel’s head wired and plugged into the computer – an automatic software pilot 
deleting memories from his brain – [look] as alien as it should’?26 For van Dijck, the 
answer is quite straightforward – it doesn’t look strange to us, because we have 
already become accustomed to seeing similar medical technologies, such as computer-
assisted surgery, x-rays, and MRI scans.27 ‘However far-fetched it may appear’, she 
argues, ‘manipulation of the mind as a result of computer processing is theoretically 
feasible.’28 Lacuna’s ‘posthuman’ technologies might therefore appear less ‘far-fetched’ 
if we are to consider that comparable technologies are already in operation within 
medical industries and scientific drug trials today.29 In this way, it can be suggested 
that becoming ‘posthuman’ does not consist of suddenly losing one’s humanity 
overnight. Instead, posthumanism involves a process of gradually negotiating one’s 
understandings of human identity and embodiment to include, rather than reject, 
technological integration. This line of thought heeds Bruce Bennet et al.’s caution that 
technology is often consistently ‘[misrecognised] as a periodically disruptive and 
autonomous force or mechanism, rather than an object of social and political 
negotiation…’30 In its depiction of Lacuna’s unobtrusive and long-running operation 
in society, Eternal Sunshine gestures towards an understanding of technology and its 
relationship to people as both practice and process, embedded into the way humans 
live their lives and understand themselves. 
 
Cinema and Posthumanist Memory 
 
A closer examination of Eternal Sunshine’s approach to memory and identity formation 
is key to understanding the film’s conflicted position towards the idea of 
posthumanism. For Eternal Sunshine, a crucial part of human identity lies in the way 

 
26 Van Dijck, Mediated Memories, p. 44. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 See The President’s Council on Bioethics, Beyond Therapy: Biotechnology and the Pursuit of Happiness, 
Washington, D.C., 2003; Miah, ‘The Ethics of Memory Deletion’, pp. 143–144; P. Outka, ‘History, the 
Posthuman, and the End of Trauma: Propranolol and Beyond’, Traumatology, vol. 15, no. 4, 2009, pp. 76–
81; J. Vukov, ‘Enduring Questions and the Ethics of Memory Blunting’, American Philosophical 
Association, vol. 3, no. 2, 2017, pp. 227–246. 
30 B. Bennett, M. Furstenau, and A. Mackenzie, Cinema and Technology: Cultures, Theories, Practices, 
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2008, p. 4. 
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characters’ senses of self are constructed through the narrativisation of their memories. 
In the medical interview leading up to her memory-erasing procedure, Clementine 
discuss her relationship with Joel, declaring,  
 

I’ve been thinking lately how I was before, and how I am now, and it’s 
like he changed me, I feel like I’m always pissy now. I don’t like myself 
when I’m with him, I don’t like myself anymore. 

 
It is in these comments that Clementine reveals how closely her sense of identity is 
derived from how she remembers her past experiences and relationships. Here, to 
better understand the film’s approach to the way memory is moulded and integrated 
into one’s sense of self, it may be useful to refer to the psychological concept of 
autobiographical memory. This is defined by Robyn Fivush as 
 

[A] dynamic, fluid interplay of specific and recurring experiences, 
embedded within more extended life events and periods, blended and 
intertwined into a subjectively meaningful coherent story of a personal 
past leading to a present self and projected onto an anticipated future. 
Autobiographical memory defines who we are, how we came to be this 
way, and what we will become.31  
 

The processes of autobiographical memory can be seen at work throughout Eternal 
Sunshine, particularly in the bewilderment and disorienting sense of loss experienced 
by Joel and Clementine after their memories of one another have been erased. The 
morning after the procedure, Joel is puzzled to discover pages ripped out of his diary, 
indicating that he has not made an entry in two years. Unbeknownst to himself, he 
wrote regularly throughout this period before handing these pages over to Lacuna; an 
act he no longer remembers. Without his memories to guide the narrative construction 
of his own identity, Joel forms a new story in the absence of the diary pages, mistakenly 
assuming that the empty diary speaks to the dullness of his life and personality. 
Clementine, on the other hand, is fraught by confusion and self-alienation the 
following day. In an emotional outburst, she expresses to Patrick the incoherent sense 
of self that has emerged from the broken narrative in her memory: ‘I’m lost, I’m scared, 
I feel like I’m disappearing, my skin’s coming off, I’m getting old! Nothing makes any 
sense to me!’ 

In the story told by Eternal Sunshine, memory is an essential component of 
identity; erasing memories amounts to ‘deleting’ core parts of characters’ selves and 
therefore compromising what makes them ‘human’. By depicting the breakdown of 
Joel’s memories into distorted and incoherent fragments, the film indicates the 
alarming nature of what is at stake – not only his memories of Clementine but also his 
own sense of self, which is deeply bound up in the autobiographical narrative formed 
from their experiences together. The troubling implications of deliberate memory 
removal become apparent when Joel attempts to access a memory that has already 
been erased, realising belatedly that it is a crucial piece in understanding how he came 

 
31 R. Fivush, Social and Cultural Perspectives on Autobiographical Memory: Family Narratives and the 
Development of the Autobiographical Self, Milton, Routledge, 2018, p. 12. 
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to be in his current predicament, and also how he might be able to find a way out of it. 
Hoping to seek advice from a virtual Dr Mierzwiak, Joel is instead met with an eerily 
dark and cramped version of this memory, with the camera’s field of vision now 
severely restricted by impenetrable darkness around the periphery of the scene, 
indicating the forced forgetting of this moment.32 The unsettling nature of the 
disintegration of memory is conveyed through Mierzwiak’s distorted, echoing voice, 
the surreal re-arrangement of Patrick’s eyes and eyebrows, and the transformation of 
Clementine into a faceless, anonymous woman. Notably, a silent, passive, and 
dejected-looking Joel is seated across from Mierzwiak in this scene – a disquieting 
gesture, perhaps, to Joel’s own future, in which he will no longer remember 
Clementine, or even himself, in full. Highlighting the urgency of the loss of self and 
memory at stake is Joel’s increasing distress towards the situation, as he attempts to 
hide his vulnerable memories of Clementine from Lacuna’s erasing program. This is 
dramatised through an elaborate game of cat-and-mouse, with Joel hurriedly ushering 
a confused Clementine from one memory to another, trying to evade the procedure’s 
searchlights and abrupt, computerised removals of Clementine from the scene. In this 
way, Lacuna’s memory-erasing procedure is framed by the film as an encroachment 
upon Joel’s very humanity, through its methodical destruction of important parts of 
his autobiographical narrative. For Eternal Sunshine, this process threatens to 
detrimentally reconfigure the threads of the story that make up Joel and Clementine’s 
notions of who they are, and how they came to be that way. Thus, the film’s narrative 
seems to suggest that it is the human self which requires preservation and protection 
from the technological obliteration of posthumanism. 
 However, as discussed earlier, Eternal Sunshine struggles between 
contradictory perspectives towards technology and posthumanism. Its primary 
narrative, which depicts a resistance towards the perceived advancement of 
technological dehumanisation, is perhaps the more obvious story told by the film. But 
the problem with this narrative is that it sets up technology as external to the 
development of the human self by framing technological memory modification as a 
foreign and invasive process. In doing so, the film’s narrative drama appears to 
misunderstand the pivotal role played by technology in mediating the processes of 
autobiographical memory, through which characters’ senses of identity are 
constructed. Rather, as van Dijck has argued, ‘brain, mind, technology, and materiality 
are inextricably intertwined in producing and revising a coherent picture of one’s 
past.’33 For van Dijck, ‘memory is not located either inside the body or outside it in 
culture but is an embodied experience in which mind, computer, and object form the 
distributed agency’.34 This view of human memory as deeply interwoven with 
sociocultural and technological networks closely resonates with critical posthumanist 
perspectives. Wolfe’s conceptualisation of posthumanism, for instance, emphasises 
‘[naming] the embodiment and embeddedness of the human being in not just its 
biological but also its technological world’.35 Yet, ironically, despite Eternal Sunshine’s 

 
32 ‘Virtual’, here, in the sense that we are presented with what appears to be a computer generated (or, at 
least, computer mediated) dream projection of Dr Mierzwiak, as distinct from the ‘real-world’ version of 
this character. 
33 Van Dijck, Mediated Memories, p. 38. 
34 Ibid., p. 46. 
35 Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, p. xv. 
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storyline which positions technology as separate to the ‘natural’ processes of memory, 
the film cinematically operates in a way that demonstrates a different understanding 
of this relationship. Whilst the film’s narrative affirms a markedly humanist stance, its 
cinematic mediations of memory actually explore memory in ways that emphasise 
how it is enabled by technology, and intimately connected to it. In this way, Eternal 
Sunshine’s technical construction of memory reveals another perspective on human 
identity; one which is not dissimilar to the ideas forwarded by critical posthumanist 
thinking. 

The film’s material depictions of memory explore a fragmented, imagistic, and 
nonlinear representation of the human mind. A significant portion of the film takes 
place within the virtual space of Joel’s mind, as his memories are being erased during 
his sleep. The procedure initially erases Joel’s memories of Clementine in reverse-
chronological order, a process that is cinematically constructed as a kind of dream. The 
procedure invokes a virtual fragment of each memory as it is primed for erasure, 
starting with Joel’s most recent memories of Clementine, and working its way 
backwards. It is not long, however, before the film’s own disjointed and mazelike 
representation of memory rewires and reroutes this trajectory. Linear time becomes 
confounded; in its stead, the film offers a coalescence of multiple temporalities, selves, 
and narrative possibilities. For example, Joel’s efforts to derail the erasing procedure 
lead to a cinematic oscillation between his adult and childhood memories. These 
scenes depict an adult Joel attempting to intervene in humiliating and distressing 
memories from his past, although without much success. Additionally, Eternal 
Sunshine’s portrayal of Joel’s memory physically collapses events and places into one 
another, obfuscating the spatial and temporal distinctions between separate memories. 
In one instance, a single doorframe is shown connecting the bookstore where 
Clementine works to the home of Joel’s friends, allowing a virtual Joel to seamlessly 
move between these different memories. In another scene, towards the end of the film, 
aisles filled with books and discrete memories of Clementine combine into a flowing 
montage sequence, viewed from the window of a moving car in the final moments 
before the procedure’s completion.  

Several scholars have noted the way this portrayal of human memory is 
responsive to developments in contemporary neuroscience regarding the dynamic 
relationship between memory and emotion, as well as the factors influencing the 
remembering and forgetting of information stored in the brain.36 Firstly, this speaks to 
the way spectators are presented with an opportunity to apprehend the complex 
operations of memory and autobiographical identity formation through the act of 
watching the film. Eternal Sunshine’s cinematic dramatisation of memory erasure thus 
serves as a way of mediating audiences’ understandings of the intertwining of 
memory and identity; a process that is facilitated through the film’s inventive technical 
employment of the cinematic medium itself. Secondly, this process of self-
understanding, borne from the mutual interactions of memory and technology, also 
happens for the characters, too. Despite the film’s primary narrative emphasising the 

 
36 See A. Ouweneel, ‘Clementine’s Whisper: Consciousness in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004) 
and Drama (2010)’, in A. Ouweneel (ed.), Freudian Fadeout: The Failings of Psychoanalysis in Film Criticism, 
Jefferson, McFarland & Company, Inc., 2012, p. 152; Nungesser, ‘Personal Memories’, pp. 40–41; Teo, 
‘Memory and Forgetting’, pp. 354–355.  
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externality of technology to the human self, in other ways, Eternal Sunshine actually 
explores the close relationship between memory and the technologies which mediate 
it. For Joel, it is the very process of technological memory erasure itself which prompts 
his realisation that his memories of Clementine are an important part of his sense of 
self, leading to his change of heart about having them removed from his mind 
altogether. The procedure incites a virtual experience of reliving his memories before 
they are about to be deleted, causing Joel to respond emotionally to them, in a similar 
manner to how one might become nostalgic towards old photographs, music 
collections, or video recordings. Even as the procedure is depicted as an intruding 
force which is separate to Joel’s mind, it also forms the technological event which 
informs and interacts with Joel’s memory, setting off an important chain of events in 
the trajectory of his story. In this way, Eternal Sunshine inadvertently demonstrates that 
technology is essential to its conceptualisation of memory, in ways that go beyond the 
narrow formulation expressed by the film’s main narrative drama. 
 From a critical posthumanist perspective, we can consider the way Eternal 
Sunshine employs cinematic technologies to construct depictions of human memory 
which serve to bridge the apparent differences between the processes of memory and 
the technological systems they interact with. The effect of this is to break down the 
notion of technology’s ‘foreignness’ to the workings of the human mind by exploring 
how human memory is itself already an adaptive and flexible operation which 
constantly develops and modifies itself. For instance, the film’s portrayal of memory 
emphasises its tendencies towards distortion, nostalgia, and idealisation. Throughout 
the film’s memory sequences, the camera persistently reinforces the limitations of 
Joel’s subjective remembering. Frequently in motion, its close-up and narrow framing 
cut off characters entirely, or only partially includes them in the mise-en-scène. 
Evocative of both tunnel vision and a sense of intimacy, the camera foregrounds the 
subjectivity of the one who remembers, decentring any objective depiction of the 
events appearing within Joel’s recollections. Furthermore, if there is any consistent 
‘pattern’ to Eternal Sunshine’s structures of memory, then it would be one that is 
spatially and temporally condensed around the emotional inflections of remembering 
and forgetting. In a scene revealing the memory of an argument between Joel and 
Clementine at the flea market, Clementine is depicted as blurry and visually distorted. 
Out of sync with her movements, her words echo angrily as she berates Joel for 
criticising her desire to become a parent. Heavily mediated through film editing, the 
construction of this memory may be read as revealing Joel’s desire to avoid 
confronting events which are painful to experience and recall. In another example, the 
film unravels a cherished memory of Clementine at the bookstore, in which the spines 
of the books in the background fade and lose their form, until they are almost entirely 
out of focus. This foregrounds the vibrancy of Clementine’s red hair, camisole, and 
lipstick, accentuating the selectivity of what has made an impression on Joel in that 
moment. The film, therefore, speaks to the way its characters’ views of the past are 
imbued in the coalescence of joy, disappointment, and other powerful emotional 
experiences. This resonates with van Dijck’s discussion of memory recall, in which she 
asserts that 
 

Memories effectively are rewritten each time they are activated; instead 
of recalling a memory that has been stored some time ago, the brain is 
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forging it all over again in a new associative context. Every memory, 
therefore, is a new memory because it is shaped (or reconsolidated) by 
the changes that have happened to our brain since the memory last 
occurred to us.37 

 
Hence, Eternal Sunshine’s filmic depictions of memory could be considered to display 
the inherent behaviour of the mind to alter and modify memories on its own. When 
positioned against this understanding, the introduction of technological memory 
modification as a concept might, then, appear significantly less ominous or threatening 
than the film’s narrative initially suggests. Instead of being something alien and 
unfamiliar to the workings of the human mind, technology could be more fruitfully 
regarded as something which aids and builds upon the memory modification 
processes that are already part of the brain’s regular functioning. 

Bringing together these perspectives, a key scene which affectively 
demonstrates the co-workings of memory, film technology, and Lacuna’s memory 
removal is the one depicting the erasure of Joel’s first memory of Clementine. The 
scene presents a poignant return to an important memory in Joel’s life which marks 
his first (and potentially last) remembered encounter with Clementine. Situated 
between the technological erasing procedure and memory’s innate tendency to modify 
itself, this moment is well placed to reveal their mutual interactions. The scene 
portrays the day Joel and Clementine meet at Montauk Beach and break into a 
beachside home together. Uncomfortable with the spontaneous and transgressive 
nature of the situation, Joel eventually runs away from the beach house, and 
Clementine, in humiliation. The cinematic construction of this scene is highly 
mediated by Joel’s subjective, emotional relationship with this memory – such that the 
memory itself becomes entirely transformed into a tender dialogue between Joel’s 
experiences of his past and his present. Joel’s recollection of the beach house turns into 
a largely made-up memory, in which Joel and his nostalgic memory of Clementine are 
able to retrospectively converse about this event – allowing Joel to come to terms with 
this painful and embarrassing experience in his past. It is here that regrettable 
memories meet the possibility of new and dynamic mediations, which shape the very 
way they are remembered and understood. As he turns to abandon the house, virtual 
Clementine’s voice calls out over elegiac piano music: ‘I wish you’d stayed’, she says. 
Poised on the brink of erasure, the memory begins to disintegrate; the beach house 
collapses and fills with sand, the tide washes into the crumbling scene. Responding to 
Clementine, Joel replies, ‘I wish I’d stayed... I do.’ In these moments, Eternal Sunshine 
demonstrates Joel’s yearning for reconciliation with Clementine, cinematically staging 
a memory that never existed – a goodbye and embrace between the couple, which 
takes place as the memory itself slips away into forgetfulness. Reading this scene 
against van Dijck’s claim that ‘computer memory perfectly suits the morphing nature 
of human memory over time’ highlights the likeness between the workings of the brain 
and the computer, as the latter ‘supports the inherent inclination of memory to store 
and revise, to download and upload, to recollect and project or invent’.38 The film’s 
nostalgic reconstruction of memory, therefore, serves to reveal the capacity for science 

 
37 Van Dijck, Mediated Memories, p. 32. 
38 Ibid., pp. 47, 50–51, emphasis in original. 
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fiction narratives and cinematic technologies to concomitantly demonstrate the 
intimate connections which already exist between technology and the human mind. In 
spite of its overarching humanist narrative, then, Eternal Sunshine’s cinematic 
rendering of memory allows room for recognising that technological intervention does 
not have to be a fearsome encroachment upon the human self because it has always 
informed the process of ‘being human’. 
 
Conclusion 
 
For Wolfe, posthumanism ‘forces us to rethink our taken-for-granted modes of human 
experience’.39 He suggests that its goal is not to surpass or reject the human, but to 
‘describe the human and its characteristic modes of communication, interaction, 
meaning, social signification, and affective investments with greater specificity’ than 
before.40 These principles have informed the purpose of this paper, which aimed to 
explore, via Eternal Sunshine, the human self as part of a dispersed network, where 
memories have long been mediated through technological devices. The film’s romantic 
narrative seeks a way of outmanoeuvring, outsmarting, and ‘out-humanising’ the 
intervening technological forces, yet perhaps it does not have to. Ultimately, what the 
characters are trying to outrun is not the posthuman itself, but a misguided idea of 
what posthumanism represents. This is demonstrated through the film’s cinematic 
workings, which reflect an approach that is more aligned with critical posthumanism; 
recognising that to be human means to be intimately bound to the extending and 
modifying workings of technological mediation. 

After a tentative reconciliation, the film closes with a scene of Joel and 
Clementine playing in the snow. This shot is repeated three times before fading away 
and leaving the audience unsure if they are viewing a forgotten memory from the 
couple’s past, or a new moment in their rekindled relationship. Much like the film 
itself, this ambivalent fragment blurs the boundary between past and present, human 
and posthuman, real, and imagined. The scene could be read as humanist in its 
implications, revealing the happy reunion of Joel and Clementine; a triumph of the 
human mind over the sinister and corrupting intrusion of technology. Yet, in the 
uncertainty surrounding its origins and locality, the scene also lends itself to a 
posthumanist interpretation. It suggests that the memory is embodied and embedded, 
belonging to both the human body and the wider, mediating networks of technology 
and culture; persistent and distributed. 

In summary, this paper’s examination of Eternal Sunshine through the lens of 
critical posthumanism sought to deconstruct and reconfigure the film’s humanist 
narrative approach to identity and subjectivity. It investigated the tensions between 
the film’s conflicting perspectives on the relationship between technology and human 
memory. In doing so, this paper also set out to consider the way Eternal Sunshine, as a 
work of cinematic mediation, shapes how spectators are able to encounter and 
remember themselves as both human and posthuman. 

 
39 Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, p. xxv. 
40 Ibid., p. xxv. 


