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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
ENIGMA OF
MEMORY AND
IDENTITY

In  the  vast  landscape
of  science  fiction,  few
stories have proven as
conceptually  fertile  as
Philip  K.  Dick's  1966
short  story,  We  Can
Remember  It  For
You Wholesale. While
many  readers  might
recognize  it  as  the
foundat iona l  text
behind the blockbuster
film  Total  Recall,  the
original narrative offers
a  far  more  intimate
and  psychologically

complex exploration of
memory,  identity,  and
the  very  nature  of
rea l i ty .  The  s tory
presents a world where
the  l ines  between
authentic  experience
and  artificial
implantation  have
become  irrevocably
blurred,  forcing  its
protagonist—and  the
reader—to  question
what it truly means to
possess a self.
At  its  core,  We  Can
Remember  It  For
You Wholesale is not
merely a tale about a
m a n  w h o  v i s i t s  a
company called Rekal,
I n c o r p o r a t e d  t o
p u r c h a s e  f a l s e
memories  of  a  trip  to

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 We Can Remember It For You
Wholesale

2024-09-01

Mars.  It  is  a  profound
meditat ion  on  the
fragi l i ty  of  human
consciousness and the
ways  i n  wh i ch  we
construct our personal
histories.  The  story's
title itself is a brilliant
doub le  entendre ,
suggesting  both  the
commercial  wholesale
of  memories  and  the
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
"wholesale"  unraveling
of a character's entire
worldview. In an age of
deepfakes,  virtual
reality,  and  debates
about the reliability of
m e m o r y ,  D i c k ' s
narrative  feels  more
prescient  than  ever.
T h i s  a r t i c l e  w i l l
thoroughly  dissect  the
story's  plot,  its  core
themes,  the  significant
differences  between
the  text  and  its  film
adaptations,  and  the
philosophical questions
it raises about memory
and  identity.  We  will

explore  why  We Can
Remember  It  For
Y o u  W h o l e s a l e
remains a cornerstone
of  speculative  fiction
and  how  its  influence
continues  to  ripple
t h r o u g h  m o d e r n
culture.  Whether  you
are  a  lifelong  fan  of
Ph i l ip  K .  D ick  or  a
newcomer  cur ious
abou t  t he  sou rce
material  of  a  beloved
sci-fi  classic,  this
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
analysis  will  offer  fresh
insights  into  a  story
that  refuses  to  settle
for easy answers.

THE PLOT: A
JOURNEY INTO THE
IMPLANTED SELF

The  story  centers  on
Douglas Quail, a meek,
unassuming  office
worker  living  a  life  of
quiet  desperation.
Y e a r n i n g  f o r
adventu re ,  Qua i l
decides to visit  Rekal,
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I n c o r p o r a t e d ,  a
c o m p a n y  t h a t
s p e c i a l i z e s  i n
implanting  realistic
false  memories  into
clients  who  cannot
afford  the  time  or
expense  of  genuine
travel.  His  dream  is
simple  yet  profound:
he  wants  to  have  a
memory  of  visit ing
Mars, a planet he has
never  actually  seen.
Quail  believes  this
artificial  recollection
will provide the escape
his mundane existence
requires.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
procedure  does  not
proceed  as  planned.
During  a  routine  pre-
implantation  scan,
Rekal's  technicians
discover  that  Quail's
mind  already  contains
genuine  memories  of
Mars—memories  that
have  been  surgically
repressed.  As  the
company  t r i e s  t o

" w h o l e s a l e "  t h e
desired  fantasy,  they
inadvertently unearth a
buried  history  that
leads  direct ly  to  a
secret  government
agency.  It  turns  out
that Quail was once a
highly  trained  secret
agent  tasked  with  an
assassination  mission
on the red planet. His
memories were erased
t o  p r o t e c t  t h e
operation,  but  the
traces  remain,  waiting
to be reactivated.
What follows is a tense,
paranoid unraveling of
Quail's  identity.  He  is
c a u g h t  b e t w e e n
Rekal's  commercial
i n t e r e s t s ,  a
government  eager  to
suppress the truth, and
his  own  desperate
need to know who he
really  is.  The  story
masterful ly  bui lds
suspense,  leaving  the
reader—and  Quai l
h imse l f—unce r ta in
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whether the recovered
m e m o r i e s  a r e
g e n u i n e l y  h i s  o r
whether  they  are  yet
a n o t h e r  l a y e r  o f
manufactured  reality.
B y  t h e  s t o r y ' s
conclusion,  Dick  offers
a  twist  that  is  both
darkly  comedic  and
deeply  unsettl ing,
suggesting  that  the
search for an authentic
self  may be the most
dangerous quest of all.

The Role
of Rekal,
Incorpora
ted
Rekal,  Incorporated
serves  as  the  story's
central  metaphor  for
the  commodification  of
experience.  In  Dick's
vision  of  the  future,
memories are products

that  can  be  bought,
sold, and installed like
s o f t w a r e .  T h e
company's  sales  pitch
is straightforward: why
s p e n d  m o n t h s
traveling  to  an  exotic
location when you can
simply  purchase  the
memory  of  having
been there? This raises
immediate  ethical
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
authent i c i t y .  I f  a
m e m o r y  i s
indistinguishable  from
a real experience, does
it matter that it never
happened?  For  the
client,  the  emotional
satisfaction is identical.
But Dick is too shrewd
a  writer  to  let  th is
p r e m i s e  s t a n d
uncriticized.  Rekal's
t e c h n o l o g y  i s
inherently unstable, as
Q u a i l ' s  c a s e
demonstrates.  The
human  mind  is  not  a
blank hard drive; it is a
complex ,  o rgan ic
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system  that  resists
manipulat ion.  The
company's  technicians
are  b l inds ided  by
Quai l ' s  repressed
memories  because
they  cannot  account
f o r  t h e  m e s s y ,
unpredictable nature of
genuine consciousness.
In  th is  way,  Reka l
represents  the  hubris
o f  a  technocra t i c
society that believes it
can engineer even the
most private aspects of
the human soul.

THEMES: MEMORY,
IDENTITY, AND
THE NATURE OF
REALITY

The
Fragility
of

Personal
Identity
The  most  powerful
t heme  i n  We  Can
Remember  It  For
You Wholesale is the
idea that identity is not
a  fixed,  stable  entity
b u t  a  f r a g i l e
construction  built  on
memory. Douglas Quail
believes he is  a  quiet
office  worker,  but  that
identity  is  revealed to
be  a  veneer  applied
over  a  deeper,  more
violent  self.  The  story
a s k s  a  t e r r i f y i n g
ques t i on :  I f  you r
m e m o r i e s  c a n  b e
erased  and  replaced,
who are you really? Are
you  the  sum  of  your
r e m e m b e r e d
experiences, or is there
a core self that persists
regardless of what has
been  implanted  or
removed?
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Dick  suggests  that
identity  is  inherently
per format ive  and
contingent.  Quail's
"real"  memories  of
being  a  secret  agent
m a y  b e  j u s t  a s
constructed  as  the
fantasy  he  wanted  to
buy.  The  story  never
offers  a  definitive
a n s w e r ,  w h i c h  i s
precisely its strength. It
leaves the reader in a
s t a t e  o f
e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l
vertigo, grappling with
the possibility that the
self is little more than a
na r ra t i ve  we  t e l l
ourselves—a  narrative
that  can  be  rewritten
by outside forces.

The
Commodi

fication of
Experienc
e
Another central theme
is  the  commodification
of  human  experience.
In  the  world  of  the
story,  even  the  most
intimate  and  personal
a s p e c t s  o f
life—memories—have
b e e n  r e d u c e d  t o
products.  This  reflects
Dick's broader critique
of  capitalist  society,
where  everything,
i n c l u d i n g
consc iousness ,  i s
subject  to  market
f o r c e s .  R e k a l ,
I nco rpora ted  i s  a
logical  extension  of  a
culture  that  values
convenience  over
au then t i c i t y  and
consumption  over
genuine experience.
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The  story's  title,  with
its pun on "wholesale,"
reinforces  this  idea.
Memories  are  sold  in
bulk ,  cheaply  and
efficiently,  without
r e g a r d  f o r  t h e
individual's  deeper
psychological  needs.
Quail wants a memory
of adventure, but what
he gets is a wholesale
unraveling of his entire
existence.  Dick  warns
t h a t  w h e n  w e
outsource  our  inner
lives  to  commercial
interests, we risk losing
control of who we are.

Paranoia
and the
Surveillan
ce State
Paranoia is a hallmark
of  Ph i l ip  K .  D ick 's
fiction,  and  We  Can

Remember  It  For
You Wholesale  is  no
exception.  The  story
depicts a world where
government  agencies
m o n i t o r  a n d
manipulate  citizens  at
the  most  granular
level. Quail's own mind
has been turned into a
battleground  between
corporate interests and
state  secrets .  H is
memories  are  not  his
own; they are classified
materials  that  the
government  is  willing
to kill to protect.
This  theme  resonates
s t r o n g l y  i n
c o n t e m p o r a r y
discussions  about
survei l lance,  data
privacy, and the power
of large institutions to
shape  individual  lives.
Dick's vision of a world
w h e r e  e v e n  o u r
thoughts are subject to
external  control  feels
eerily familiar in an era
of targeted advertising,
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s o c i a l  m e d i a
a l g o r i t h m s ,  a n d
g o v e r n m e n t
monitoring programs.

ADAPTATIONS:
FROM PAGE TO
SCREEN

Total
Recall
(1990):
The
Arnold
Schwarze
negger
Blockbust
er
T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
adaptation of We Can

Remember  It  For
You Wholesale is Paul
Verhoeven's  1990  film
Total  Recall,  starring
A r n o l d
Schwarzenegger. While
the  film  borrows  the
central  premise  of  a
m a n  w h o  v i s i t s  a
memory-implantation
company,  it  diverges
significantly  from  the
s o u r c e  m a t e r i a l .
Verhoeven's version is
a  bombastic,  action-
packed  spectacle  that
r e p l a c e s  D i c k ' s
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
ambiguity  with  overt
violence  and  political
allegory.
In  the  film,  the
protagonist is renamed
Douglas Quaid (played
by  Schwarzenegger),
a n d  t h e  s t o r y  i s
r e l o c a t e d  t o  a
colonized  Mars  with  a
rebel uprising against a
tyrannical  corporation.
The  film  is  a  masterful
blend  of  sci-fi,  action,
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and dark humor, but it
sacrifices  the  subtle,
introspective quality of
Dick's  original.  Where
the short  story  leaves
the  nature  of  reality
uncertain,  the  film
p r o v i d e s  a  m o r e
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
narrative that resolves
with  a  clear  hero's
journey.
D e s p i t e  t h e s e
differences,  Total
R e c a l l  r e m a i n s  a
beloved classic, largely
because it captures the
spirit of Dick's paranoia
while  delivering  the
visceral  thrills  that
Verhoeven  does  so
well.  The  film's  iconic
line,  "Get  your  ass  to
Mars,"  has  become  a
part  of  pop  culture
lore,  even  though  it
has  no  equivalent  in
the original text.

Total
Recall
(2012):
The
Remake
The  2012  remake  of
Total  Recall,  starring
C o l i n  F a r r e l l ,
a t tempted  to  hew
more  closely  to  the
philosophical questions
of  Dick's  story  while
s t i l l  de l i ve r i ng  a
modern  action  film.
This  version  strips
away the trip to Mars,
sett ing  the  act ion
entirely  on Earth,  and
focuses  more  heavily
o n  t h e  m e m o r y -
i m p l a n t a t i o n
technology  and  its
impl icat ions .  The
protagonist,  again
named Douglas Quaid,
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is a factory worker who
suspects his entire life
is a fabrication.
While  the  2012  film  is
more  faithful  to  the
tone of Philip K. Dick's
work,  it  was  received
l e s s  w a r m l y  b y
audiences  and  critics.
The  film  struggles  to
balance its intellectual
ambitions  with  the
demands of a summer
blockbuster,  resulting
in  a  mov ie  tha t  i s
thought-provoking  but
lacking  the  visceral
energy of  Verhoeven's
version. Nonetheless, it
demonstrates  the
enduring appeal of the
original concept and its
a b i l i t y  t o  b e
reinterpreted  for  new
generations.

PHILOSOPHICAL
QUESTIONS: WHAT
DOES IT MEAN TO
REMEMBER?

The
Problem
of
Authentic
Experienc
e
At the heart of We Can
Remember  It  For
You  Wholesale  is  a
philosophical  problem
that  has  occupied
thinkers  for  centuries:
What  constitutes  an
authentic  experience?
If a false memory feels
exactly like a real one,
i s  t h e r e  a n y
meaningful  difference?
The story suggests that
authenticity  is  not
merely  a  matter  of
factual accuracy but of
origin.  A memory that
has been implanted is
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fundamentally different
from one that has been
l i ved ,  even  i f  the
subjective  experience
is  identical.
Th is  quest ion  has
taken on new urgency
in  the  d ig i ta l  age.
V i r t u a l  r e a l i t y ,
deepfakes,  and  AI-
generated content  are
b lur r ing  the  l ines
between  rea l  and
artificial  in  ways  that
Dick  could  only  have
imagined.  His  story
serves as a cautionary
tale about the dangers
of valuing convenience
over truth and the ease
w i t h  w h i c h  o u r
perceptions  can  be
manipulated.

The
Ethics of

Memory
Manipulat
ion
The  story  also  raises
t roub l ing  e th i ca l
questions  about  the
m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f
m e m o r y .  I s  i t
acceptable  to  erase
painful  experiences?
S h o u l d  w e  a l l o w
corporations to implant
fantasies  for  profit?
Dick does not  provide
easy  answers,  but  he
makes clear that such
technologies  carry
profound  risks.  When
memories  become
commodi t ies ,  the
individual loses control
over their own identity.
In  the  medical  and
therapeutic  realms,
memory  manipulation
is  already  a  topic  of
s e r i o u s  d e b a t e .
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Treatments  for  PTSD,
f o r  e x a m p l e ,
sometimes  involve
techniques that alter or
suppress  traumatic
memories. While these
interventions  can  be
beneficial,  they  also
open  the  door  to  the
k ind  o f  who lesa le
manipulation that Dick
warns  against.  His
story  reminds  us  that
memory  is  not  just  a
personal  matter;  it  is
the foundation of  who
we  are  as  individuals
and as a society.

LITERARY STYLE
AND INFLUENCE

Philip K.
Dick's
Unique

Voice
Philip K. Dick's writing
style  is  characterized
b y  a  r a w ,  u r g e n t
quality that mirrors the
psychological  turmoil
of  his  characters.  He
often  employs  a  first-
person  or  close  third-
person  perspective
that  immerses  the
r e a d e r  i n  t h e
protagonist's confusion
and  paranoia.  In  We
Can  Remember  It
For  You  Wholesale,
t h i s  t echn ique  i s
particularly  effective.
The reader experiences
Quail's  disorientation
firsthand,  never  sure
what is real and what
is manufactured.
D i c k ' s  p r o s e  i s
e c o n o m i c a l  b u t
evocative. He does not
w a s t e  w o r d s  o n
elaborate  descriptions
o f  f u t u r i s t i c
technology; instead, he
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f o c u s e s  o n  t h e
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
psychological impact of
his  concepts.  This
minimalist  approach
a l l o w s  t h e
philosophical questions
to  take  center  stage,
making  his  stories
intellectually  engaging
without  sacrificing
readability.

Influence
on
Science
Fiction
and
Popular
Culture
The  influence  of  We
Can  Remember  It
For  You  Wholesale

extends far beyond its
direct adaptations. The
story's  exploration  of
implanted  memories
has become a staple of
science  fiction,
appearing in works as
diverse as The Matrix,
Inception ,  and  the
Black  Mirror  series.
Dick's ability to weave
philosophical  depth
i n t o  a c c e s s i b l e
narratives has inspired
generations of writers,
filmmakers, and artists.
T h e  s t o r y  a l s o
anticipates  modern
debates  about  the
nature  of  reality  in  a
d ig i ta l  age.  As  we
spend more of our lives
online,  engaging  with
virtual experiences and
curated  identities,  the
questions  Dick  raised
about  memory  and
authent ic i ty  have
become  increasingly
relevant.  His  work
serves  as  a  reminder
that the most profound
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science  fiction  is  not
about  predicting  the
f u t u r e  b u t  a b o u t
i l l u m i n a t i n g  t h e
present.

CONCLUSION: THE

WHOLESALE
TRUTH

We  Can  Remember
It For You Wholesale
is far more than a mere
precursor


