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“Across the communications landscape

move the specters of sinister technologies.”

— J.G. Ballard

From the foreword to the

French edition of Crash (1974)
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Television War

During the first Gulf War (1990-1991), CNN managed to create a new type of televised spectacle by turning war into episodic entertainment. One of the main attractions was showing the point of view of allegedly intelligent missiles equipped with cameras on their noses, that rained down with surgical precision, shattering and eliminating military and strategic targets in Bagdad and other Iraqi cities. During that war, the focus was on “smart bombs,” high power explosives that used laser or satellite guidance; these next-generation flying machines were assumed to be infallible, producing minimum collateral damage. The missile-camera impact that filmed its own destruction was the equivalent of porn’s “money shot” (the proverbial and indispensable external ejaculation shot), as it summarized a narrative through a precise and climactic explosion and made any conflict rhetoric irrelevant. Thanks to the CNN Effect, war was transformed into an illusion of technological confrontation, where human victims were not shown, while military paraphernalia —bombs, aircraft carriers, and military jets— were the stars of the show, obsessively displayed and celebrated. These ecstatic nationalistic scenes disguised war’s crudeness by reducing it to visual spectacle—images and graphics that recall action cinema, video games and televised sports. The media success, of this highly edited and censored televised propaganda campaign, was decisive in the establishment of a new political-military ideology that proclaimed the notion of humanely transforming the world through the use of aggressive cutting-edge military technology, long-distance missiles, and new forms of cheap interventionism.

Ideologists at the Pentagon and the White House, principally of the neoconservative persuasion but also of other strains, had the dangerous fantasy that this technology would allow them, at low cost and without the necessity of either sending new troops (boots on the ground) or maintaining existing invasions, to “decapitate enemy leadership”, eradicate guerrillas, kill popular insurgent heroes and problematic leaders, change inconvenient governments, and squash militias that antagonized expansionism and imperial interests. Despite the fact that at the beginning of the “war on terror” precision bombardments destroyed a large part of military and defense infrastructure in Afghanistan and Iraq, the “allies” subsequently continued with indiscriminate saturation bombing, with which they obliterated neighborhoods, power and water treatment plants, schools, factories, temples, and more. Hence, the supposed initial efforts to protect innocent lives were, in large part, absurd and purely propagandistic. In a short time, it became clear that smart missiles where not as brilliant as the army spokespeople and media pitchmen had promised. The precision obtained by their guidance systems was questionable, in addition to also being very costly. In the end, ground intelligence, relations with locals, and humanitarian help were more effective than mile-high warfare. Numerous “decapitating” attacks launched at enemies to force their surrender without need for combat failed miserably, causing enormous collateral damage, and the disastrous destabilization of the region.

Then came the drone, a robot aircraft that presented itself as an intelligent and humanitarian weapon, an instant solution for international conflicts that would presumably open the door towards a new era of imperial wars and Pax Americana. Interventions would be conducted with minimal to no risk in any vulnerable country. The world powers will have unlimited and unrestricted access to the natural resources of poor and hostile, or “third world” countries. No national resistance would have any chance of defense against these remote-controlled war machines. However, these dreams of power have now generally proved false, given that, far from creating a docile and manipulable world, they have provoked chaos, new war fronts, unexpected schisms, resentments, and undesirable fractures in old alliances. Naturally, there are large corporations benefitting and acquiring wealth from these wars. The technopolitical and necrophile war fantasy becomes more and more popular, interweaving with popular science fiction narratives, and creating the conditions for the next global catastrophes. In the following pages we will try to trace the origins of the cyber war mythology, a cult with foundations in cinema, videogames and nerd obsessions with technology.

The Cyberpunk Film Canon

Four science fiction films made between the late 70s and early 80s prove essential in attempting to decipher the strange influences of popular culture at the end of the century. These films, seemingly simple commercial entertainment, pigeonholed into minor genres, were packed with action and special effects, and soon revealed their avant-garde nature, going on to configure a canon of ominous “New World Order” visions while spawning an ethical and aesthetic renaissance. These films demonstrated the renewed chameleonic and subversive power of a cinematographic industry that, despite Hollywood’s limitations (though one did originate in Australia), restrictions, ideological and commercial impositions, they offered acute political observations of and moral insights into the culture of its time. It is no coincidence the four works questioned the ideals of progress in a world in ideological chaos that came about during the final phase of the Cold War, at a time when abuse of fossil fuels and immoderate exploitation of resources were proven to be the cause of the irreversible toll that we recognize today as global climate change. In a way the films represent the testament of the late Anthropocene.

The films are George Miller’s Mad Max (1979), Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) and Blade Runner (1982), and James Cameron’s Terminator (1984). All of these had sequels that consolidated the end-of-the-century techno pessimism and became academic, cult, and cultural criticism obsessions. These films influenced hundreds of imitations and paraphrases throughout the world, resonated within literature, visual arts, music, and comics, shook off the vestiges of the post-hippie unconscious, made technology “cool,” and eventually engendered cyberpunk: the rebel branch of cyberculture that attempted a capture of—or, at the very least, to hack into—media communication resources, and to abolish the pyramidal structure imposed by authorities—owners of the presses, television station proprietary consortia, telecommunication transnationals, and thought control agencies. Even though the term cyberpunk may seem dated in some circles, it reflects an end of the century morbid fascination with technological decay, aesthetics, and its unfulfilled promises of progress.[1]

Without Max Rockatansky’s worn down leather jacket, the T1 robot assassin’s, mirrored sunglasses, H. R. Giger’s extraterrestrial xenomorph’s double jaws, and the gigantic street signs of Blade Runner’s chaotic Los Angeles, it is possible that William Gibson would have never written his novel, Neuromancer (84), a seminal work of cyberculture. The digital revolution that is devouring the entirety of culture was defined within the popular imagination through these stories of cybernetic organisms, planetary devastation, and artificial beings that rebel against the destiny programmed by their creators. Narratives of agony, terror, hopelessness, and excess, fundamentally structure the interaction between human nature and the significance of certain decisive technological changes, be it the apocalypse of modern society due to war in Mad Max, confrontation with extraterrestrial biological species in Alien, or the resistance against a hostile artificial intelligence in Terminator or  Blade Runner.

Derivatives and plain plagiarisms of these narratives or of the design of these films have followed (with varying degrees of acumen) the push towards progress and transformations brought about by the intense technologization of culture. By doing so, an intellectual map of sorts has been outlined, depicting the transition of a primarily rebellious and challenging ideology towards one that is militaristic, corporate, commercial, and submissive to authority. From the “do it yourself” hacker philosophy of the early years of the internet, we have arrived at the age of social networks, online dating, massive digital misinformation, compulsive surveillance, sluggish clicktivism, apathy, and the most rabid consumerism that has ever existed on earth.

From technoir to the drone

Blade Runner’s protagonist is Rick Deckard, an ex-blade runner, a sort of executioner at the service of police forces who may also be seen as a contractor or mercenary dedicated to the elimination or retirement of problematic replicants—androids which nearly-indistinguishably simulate human beings. Deckard, molded in the image of the classic film noir detective in the style of Raymond Chandler’s characters, is a solitary and melancholic assassin who may or may not be a cyborg (cybernetic organism) himself. Deckard believes he has never mistakenly retired a human being. The use of the word retire in this context deserves reflection, given that the elimination of replicants—occurring once they are deemed subversive, dangerous, or for simply having arrived on earth—is considered a retirement and not an assassination or execution; it is not that their lives are taken from them (they are not considered to be alive as we are); rather, it is as though they are removed from a productive cycle. This process, presented as the retirement of obsolete machinery, is also evocative of retirement from occupational life and segregation of the elderly, the handicapped, and the “undesirables” (like conservatives’ feared immigrants who purportedly take jobs from hard-working citizens). Ironically, at the beginning of the movie Deckard is also (literally) retired, but he’s forced through threat and extortion to return to work, due to the arrival on earth of a dangerous group of replicants programmed with military tactics: the most alarming incursion in history.

These creatures, practically impossible to differentiate from humans, are considered a risk, and there is an order entailing their retirement if, for any reason, they step on earth. This is because these autonomous, sentient beings, especially of the Nexus 6 series, allegedly carried out a “bloody mutiny on one of the extraterrestrial colonies,” motivating their banishment from Earth. The event isn’t shown on the film, it’s understood that the prohibition is an imposition accepted by everyone, neither debated nor questioned. Thus, the group of Nexus 6 that dare to venture to Earth are considered terrorists or out of control machines and must be eliminated without hesitation. They are beings without a home, exiles and slaves, repudiated on the planet that engineered them, which unavoidably reminds us of the rejection that Doctor Frankenstein feels for his creation, prompting him to abandon it.

The T1 Terminator and its successors are likewise anthropomorphized weapons, created by other machines that have launched a war of extinction against humanity. The Skynet network massively produces robot warriors, powerful metallic skeletons equipped with a variety of high-powered weaponry, such as rifles, ray guns, explosives, liquid metal, and nanotechnologies that offer efficient and deadly tools for adapting to any situation. The idea that a conscious artificial intelligence decides to manufacture soldiers in human form seems simply a cinematographic recourse, and, to an extent, an absurdity. It is very difficult to guess what type of militaristic armament, combatants, or terminators a powerful mind distributed throughout a network would manufacture to eradicate the human species. It is probable that it would invent new forms of combat to carry out a war of extermination. The justification for the T1’s human features was that it should be able to infiltrate the insurgents fighting against Skynet. The model sent to the past to preventively kill Sarah Connor, mother of the leader-to-be of the resistance, was a cyborg, with its metallic structure covered by a biological tissue that imitated skin to make it more humanlike.

The xenomorph or alien, in the series of the same name, is an extremely dangerous, violent, extraterrestrial species, a result of genetic manipulations that have turned it into an intelligent biological weapon capable of wiping out complete civilizations. In the first film, the crew of the spaceship Nostromo is tricked by the Weyland Yutani corporation into retrieving the specimen and taking it to Earth. The only crew member that knows of their superiors’ real intentions is an android. Throughout the rest of the films in the series, there are artificial beings of human likeness that seem to be secondary characters, but during the progression of the narrative from film to film these beings acquire utmost importance, such as David and Walker, who begin to resemble the replicants of Blade Runner. Thus, the series addresses two types of cyborgs, extraterrestrials and androids, and both represent relentless threats to the human species.

Mad Max takes place in a world of collapsed and recycled technological artifacts. Its contribution to the cyberpunk aesthetic has nothing to do with artificial beings, rather, with having created a post-apocalyptic desert universe in which survival depends on cars, trucks, reconfigured machines, as well as gasoline, water, and breast milk. The cyborg here is the indivisible sum of man and his vehicle, and of man and the devices that keep him alive in a hostile environment in which civilization and institutions have collapsed.

Deckard, the Terminator, the extraterrestrial xenomorphs, Mayor Motoko (from the multiple incarnations of the manga, film, and series Ghost in the Shell), and Paul Verhoeven’s RoboCop, are some of the most famous deadly cyborgs in film. Beings manufactured as biotechnological assassins, created as thinking weapons to eliminate threats, transgressors, subversives and rebels, preferably preemptively, at the service of corporations. These characters have had an enormous influence on the entertainment and techno culture that dominates the mainstream since the final decades of the twentieth century. Despite the fact that the aforementioned films are dystopias, we can entertain the idea that these fictional beings prefigured and, to a certain extent, normalized the notion of killing machines. As a result, and in an involuntary manner, they are the narrative predecessors of weaponized drones, killer airborne, terrestrial, and submarine robots that various nations have employed since 2002 to eliminate terrorist suspects and other threats. Unmanned and remote-controlled aircraft have turned political assassination into a high-tech affaire, and have ceased being a state secret, becoming instead a dominant militaristic, political tactic by which negotiation, diplomacy, international agreements, Interpol’s function, and even conventional wars, are to be substituted.

Weaponized drones began being used within and outside of war zones and battlegrounds since the onset of George W. Bush’s War on Terror, which Barack Obama later extended and converted into the axis of his military policy, rechristening it the War on Violent Extremism, and which Donald Trump has enthusiastically adopted and uses with even fewer precautions and restrictions through an unrestrained campaign of assassinations placed in the hand of the Pentagon’s generals since the beginning of his presidency, discharging himself from responsibility and hoping that everything that has failed until now may be compensated with more murders and even less transparency.

To speak of this, however, it is necessary to go back in time to the moment in which society made the turn to techno culture.

Short history of the home computer

After the creation of the integrated circuit in 1959 and of the microprocessor in 1971, a race began for the development of more powerful and smaller computer that reached a critical point in 1974 with the emergence of the Altair, a modest but ingenious computing system, costing 400 dollars. At that moment, the personal computer became an obsession of passionate hobbyists, engineers, and amateurs who designed in their garages and basements the primitive hardware and software of the machines that would eventually become indispensable. In those improvised spaces, many of the ideas and devices that transformed the world of information and communication were conceived (not without the influence of the innovations that were plagiarized form the work brought about at the legendary Xerox Parc). Steve Jobs, Steve Wozniak, and Bill Gates are only the most famous names on a long list of inventors, pioneers, bricoleurs, and visionaries who, by utilizing standard, off the shelf materials bought at electronic part and hardware stores, not only demystified the computer, but also miniaturized it to domestic scale, made it friendly, desirable, and most importantly, created the notion that everyone could and eventually must have a computer. But above all this, within those California-based amateur workspaces, an iconoclastic attitude arose that opposed and taunted the dominant corporate culture’s rigidity, arrogance, and poverty of imagination.
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The development of computational kits gave rise to the emergence of compact computers, like Sinclair, sold to a broad public, as well as to that of computers sold almost like toys such as the Commodore and Radio Shack’s Tandy, to name only two popular models. Later, Microsoft seized the operating systems market, while, gradually, the Apple phenomena began taking shape and, through successes, failures, and breakthroughs, finally conquered the devotion and loyalty worthy of a cult of millions of users around the world. Almost in the blink of an eye, we crossed over from Gates’ ambitious dream: "Early on, Paul Allen and I set the goal of a computer on every desk and in every home," Gates wrote[2]. The reality is now that we permanently carry a powerful smartphone in our pockets; and, most surprisingly, these devices have quickly transcended class, traditions and cultures to become omnipresent. These tools entertain and amuse us, guide us, resolve practical and work-related problems, connect us instantaneously with friends, relatives, colleagues, bosses and clients, and, simultaneously, turn us into easy targets for corporations, police departments, politicians, and espionage agencies. By the end of the 20th century, computers or smart devices connected to the Internet had become indispensable in all branches of commerce, industry, and billions of homes on this planet.

As of 2019, one area of the world (primarily the West) is enjoying certain progress, abundance, security, and technological changes as surprising as vertiginous. This wealth remains foreign to the majority of humanity living in abject misery. Simultaneously, the world seems to have sunken into a morass of endless war, an era of indiscriminate, massive, and permanent surveillance. Numerous civil and international conflicts appear to call into question the stability of the nation-state, and have engendered the massive flow of refugees fleeing from disintegrating regimes, police and military brutality, indiscriminate bombardments, climate change, dangerous messianic cults, apocalyptic poverty, powerful criminal cartels, and genocidal autocrats. All the while, there is no economic, political, or cultural area, which has been spared from the touch of the digitalization of everything. Gigantic multibillionaire enterprises in the field of telecommunication, information, and entertainment are literally the owners of our memories, pleasures, passions, and fears, as though we were dealing with the prodigious Skynet. And we have to remember that the first thing Skynet’s artificial mind decides, shortly after becoming sentient—conscious—is that man is a violent and dangerous species that must be exterminated. When James Cameron wrote Terminator, he did not imagine that in the near future there would be massive data farms, and a “cloud” filled with who knows how many yottabytes[3]; that by having mechanisms to analyze these massive amounts of information, it would be possible to know almost everything about the species that immodestly calls itself Homo sapiens. We cannot predict what may happen if an artificial, conscious mind, capable of thinking of its own future, had access to that body of data to evaluate the optimal relationship to be had with the beings that gave it life.

The robotized vigilante

During the nineties, the unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV), or drone, did not interest military strategists nor espionage agency directors. Drones were used marginally in different forms since World War I until the Vietnam war, mostly for spying and as decoys. It was considered a legally problematic curiosity of low strategic value, which could only serve as a reconnaissance and espionage vehicle. Its luck changed after the attacks of September 11th, 2001 since, coincidentally and shortly before that ominous date, experiments in equipping Predator drones with Hellfire missiles (laser directed anti-tank explosives that can shred human bodies to bits) had begun. Until then, however, military commanders could not imagine in what type of conflicts such weapons would be used. Bush, Cheney and the neoconservative’s War on Terror offered the ideal stage to test these resources in execution missions against Al Qaeda leaders and militants. This was a war without battlefronts against an enemy that was not a national state, one that possessed neither aerial forces nor ground-to-air defenses. This way, neither pilot nor personnel were put at risk; major precision and minimal cost were obtained in comparison to smart bombs. Thus, the drone became the emblem of a new war that George Bush Jr’s regime wanted to fight: a paradoxical pacifying weapon, a patient and infallible vehicle that always eliminates villains, takes no hostages, and arrests no combatants; a robotized vigilante instilling respect and fear. The drone emerges as an armed, all-seeing, eye in the sky that never blinks, nor tires, nor becomes distracted. And there’s more, as the drone is, ironically, blind like justice—because even though it can “see,” it only does so by proxy, with human eyes interpreting the images and data it registers and by recognizing pattern.

For decades we have become accustomed to a state of permanent surveillance within cities through the proliferation of surveillance and closed-circuit cameras, which monitor public and private spaces. Later on, the Internet also became a medium of domestic and international espionage, a virtual territory where our tracks could not be erased. Smartphones have added millions of new spying eyes, stalking and registering any human behavior or activity in any context, environment, and time. By now it has become absolutely clear that the devices we carry everywhere keep track of our habits and routines for the benefit of corporations that trade our information—aside from the fact that in any confrontation, accident, or unusual situation there are invariably curious bystanders ready to point and shoot with their portable phone cameras to post and publicize. The military drone, with its dozens of cameras, came to spread the notion of the world as a Panopticon, by filming in the most remote and inaccessible of places and, in this fashion, proving that no one, in any place, was safe from being spied on.

From techno anarchy to cyber docility

The cyberpunk era is characterized by decentralization of power, fluid identities, and the possibility of simultaneously inhabiting a digital domain and a flesh and bone one. It is a time of techno anarchy, where everything comes into fusion and collision: the modern and the classic, the planetary and the provincial, the corny and the brutal. Cyberpunk is postmodernism plus technology, and it speaks of a time in which, “The street finds its own uses for things,” as William Gibson wrote in Burning Chrome (1982). Yet, from the time of cybernetic punk we slide into an era of nerd “empowerment,” of FoMo (Fear of Missing Out), of high technology glamorization, and of the illusion of participating in important world events simply by manifesting opinions on social networks. The Internet stopped channeling liberal desires and transformed from a place of social gathering and query, to one of harassment, disinformation, cunning seduction, and impulse buying.
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Cyberpunk was a prodigious cultural petri dish during a time in which ideologies were proclaimed dead. It was a territory of skepticism and complaint, of contradictory signs of optimism and dread, of faith in the adoption of innovative devices, and disenchantment over saturation and increasing

corporatization. Its apex has come about at a confusing time in which we are passing from an economy of product scarcity to one of overabundance and excess. Cyberpunk coincided with the beginnings of internet’s massification, as though those narratives had invoked that formidable planetary platform. Despite all of its benefits, the Internet[NY1] offered us a dangerous utopia where paying for the creative labor of others is not considered necessary, such that we accept appropriation, plagiarism, and copying of other peoples’ work without remorse or restrictions. It took us a couple of decades, to understand the meaning behind the dreadful consequences of the devaluation of creativity, art, and ideas in Cyberspace.

Thought circulated freely and was shared with voracity—but, in not having established efficient models of redistribution of intellectual production, large corporations eventually found a means of exploiting others’ ingenuity, of converting our identities into merchandise or, rather, into “content”, and turning us into customers of a strange economy dominated by service enterprises that produce nothing, such as Facebook, Twitter, Uber, and Airbnb, but that accumulate and control trade and resources to their benefit, generating billions of dollars. From the era of media diversification, multiplication of voices and platforms, aperture to all types of discourse, horizontality of communication, and an opportunity of all to express themselves and be heard, we have reached an era of monopolies, control over manners of expression, cultural chiefdoms, fees, subscriptions, numerous new artificial necessities, surveillance, and industries of information at the service of, or at least in compliance with, powers of states, oligarchies, corporations and even mafias. All of this without considering the numerous and growing threats of hacking (private and state), sabotage, theft of resources, and identities.

Drone World

The specter of technology races across the world at top speed, changing the cultural landscape wherever it passes, shaking up economies, provoking social crises and moral dilemmas, sowing unemployment, creating new jobs, spawning instant billionaires, and establishing new dominions of production, knowledge and misinformation. We can almost dare to declare that we are no longer the same species that walked around the Earth without a cellphone, without headphones, or at least a GPS with which to orient itself. Our technological dependency is neither passing, nor frivolous, nor irrelevant; rather, it has transformed us into distracted beings, hyper informed, versatile, selfish, and, at the same time, conscious of the ills of the world like never before; in a way, we have become biological drones, aware and absent. We navigate, share, and make decisions with tools controlled remotely by corporations of ambitions and interests that are different, and, at times antagonistic, to our own.

We can believe that the cybernetic revolution came to illuminate us, to eliminate prejudice, and eradicate taboos. There is some truth in that. However, technological ideals have changed in three decades, and while on one hand there are some who dream of creating free encyclopedias, developing resources to defend human rights, or providing free internet access to all of Earth’s inhabitants, there are others who have concentrated their efforts in making efficient systems to classify us, subject us to an unprecedented control, and exploit our weaknesses, while still others manufacture precise, infallible machines that kill from a distance. This is the era of the drone, which is much more than a machine of aggression or espionage, as it can also be a tool for science, for exploration and rescue, a system of taxis or transportation of goods, as well as an art tool, a device of telepresence, and a splendid toy for the imagination.

In a similar manner to the events of personal computing, the drone gave way to a euphoric epidemic that in a few years has become a popular obsession among thousands of people who use and construct drones, participate in specialized forums on the internet, organize meetings, establish enterprises dedicated to their sale and distribution, and create competitions and races. The Predator drone was born in a Californian garage. Amateurs and enthusiasts had again surpassed professionals in exploring the most heterodox of uses that can be given to a flying, remote control machine, and changing it into a fascinating corporal extension-extremity. The drone offers an expansion of computational experience in the material world, permitting interaction with the environment, filming and delivering the point of view of  a videogame protagonist in the physical world. It is inevitable, the robotized drone has become part of our day-to-day life.

Drones come in an immense variety of size and function. From jumbo jet sized planes to miniatures the size of an insect. Some have multiple rotors, jet turbines; the most common military ones, with propellers and smaller engines. Presently, when speaking of drones we instantly imagine aircraft, but there are terrestrial, aquatic, and submarine drones. The word drone comes from the sound or buzz that certain UAV models make, mimicking male bees (drones), but the word drone has at our time become almost synonymous with spy robot with assassination capabilities.

The legacy of Blade Runner, Terminator, and Alien, is having familiarized us with the weaponized drone, a technology we have assimilated as the first step in the militarization of artificial intelligences. This is a dangerous proposal, given that, independently from the hypothetical fear that an eventual singularity may take place (in which machines suddenly acquire consciousness and turn against us, like in so many technophobic fictions), relegating life and death decisions to algorithms represents, at least for now, a misguided and sordid illusion of security that surely will place notions of efficiency and cost in opposition with fundamental humanitarian values.


Part One

The Cyberpunk Film Canon

Four films that changed the end of the century

These stories have constructed a mythology. Blade Runner, Terminator, Alien and Mad Max address the anxieties, curiosity, and fascination that cyborgs, manufactured organisms, and technocentric societies represent. I hold that the seminal and foundational themes of cyberculture are included in these films; my choice of these films is due to their being situated in the near future or in alternative presents, times of ambiguity, confusion and technological uncertainties, just like our own. The choice of these works was due also to their impact during that determining moment in which society started transitioning into a dominant techno culture. To these I will add three films about cyborgs and artificial intelligences of the second decade of the 21st century that address notions of gender, identity, and humanity: Her, Ex Machina, and the remake of Ghost in the Shell. The first two movies interest me not because they deal with killing machines, but because the protagonists are machines who understand the power of desire, emotional involvement and even the nature of love. Gattaca, which deals with cyborgs that are a result of genetic manipulation, is likewise included. The third set is made of relevant films that address drones: Good Kill, Eye in the Sky, and the documentary National Bird.

Aside from the analysis of these films and franchises, the main idea of this essay is to explore the form in which the autonomous cybernetic organisms that populate these fictions began preparing us for and anticipating the idea that machines could exercise justice, be detectives, prosecutors, judges, and executioners. In other words, we will search for clues of how we learned of and responded to, with both concern and tolerance, the notion that weaponized drones murder people in both active combat theatres and in peace zones. Thus, on occasion, the focus of the study will fall on these series’ sequels which, though possibly not as formidable as the original films, sometimes they can be symptomatic and revealing, by the manner in which they have reworked the original themes and central ideas of these films in function with historical pertinence, and new political and technological anxiety.

These films began constructing a new aesthetic, influencing narratives, and exploring certain facets of a future-present dominated solidly by technology as well as the illusions and nightmares that it provokes. Other relevant films that established and consolidated the genre by creating unforgettable icons are: John Carpenter’s Escape From New York (1981), David Cronenberg’s Videodrome (1983), Terry Gilliam’s Brazil (1985), Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira (1989), Richard Stanley’s Hardware (1990), Shinya Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo: The Iron Man (1992), Mamoru Oshii’s Ghost in the Shell (1995), and siblings Lilly and Lana Wachowski’s The Matrix (1999). Films like these explore ideological decay, the decline of the notion of technological progress, and the failure of promises in social engineering. The social imaginary, shared among generations, frontiers, and languages of an apocalyptic future, has been heavily influenced by the visions offered in these works.

Blade Runner: vertigo and abyss

At first it was a story that “…stemmed from my basic interest in the problem of differentiating the authentic human being from the reflexive machine, which I call an android,” said Dick, adding afterwards, “For me the word ‘android’ is a metaphor for people who are physiologically human but psychologically behaving in a non-human way.”[4] Phillip K. Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? tells the story of Rick Deckard, a bounty hunter detective that dedicates himself to locating androids posing as humans to eliminate them in exchange for a reward. Above all else, Deckard yearns to buy an animal since his own sheep has died, but an animal of that size costs a fortune. He and his depressive wife have stayed on Earth during an era in which the majority of people have migrated to extraterrestrial colonies where the quality of life is supposedly far superior. The planet is devastated, animals have practically gone extinct and the inhabitants remaining on Earth are largely considered substandard and, thus, not apt for migration. The dominant religion is Mercerism (which invites adherents to fusion with the prophet Wilbur Mercer), and people make use of Penfield Mood Organs to program their emotional states.

In 1975 actor, writer, and director, Hampton Fancher, acquired the rights to Do Androids Dream despite not being a fan of science fiction nor a admirer of Dick. Fancher decided to write a script based on the novel; he did not like it much but considered it a good investment for merely pragmatic and commercial reasons. He hoped that an action adventure film based in the story would make money. In his version, the story was situated in a sordid and permanently rainy future. Deckard became a single, solitary, and disenchanted film noir detective, in the fashion of Raymond Chandler. Fancher wanted the character to be portrayed by Robert Mitchum, or Christopher Walken, or Tommy Lee Jones. Both the electric and real sheep were removed, as was the Penfield Organ. Mercer, founder and prophet of the religion of his name, and who occupies a central place in the novel, is not mentioned. However, Fancher had the good judgment to conserve the main theme of the novel, a reflection on human nature and the dilemma arising from a species controlling, owning and having the power to exterminate another, especially when the former is the technological descendant of, and in obvious competition with the latter.

Ridley Scott, who created Alien and obtained recognition as one of the most engaging directors of the time, was brought on to direct Blade Runner, despite initially not wanting to make another science fiction film; additionally, because of labor laws, he could not take the majority of the team he was accustomed to working with in England to Hollywood. These conditions created a tense relationship with the American crew that saw him as an arrogant foreigner who belittled without really knowing them. The situation became even more complicated as production extended further than anticipated, for nine months (largely, this was the result of a writer’s strike which paralyzed Hollywood). Everyone, from Harrison Ford to the assistants, hated the work sessions (usually lasting from 6 in the evening until sunrise), during which they were continuously wet and exposed to brutal quantities of smoke. Moreover, Scott made numerous takes of each scene, pushing investors and producers towards the edge of a crisis as costs increased, and the crew was on the verge of quitting.

Fancher’s script went through dozens of changes, sometimes making alterations from one night to the next. During his work with Scott, Fancher added several sequences, love interests, and characters. Hampton was exhausted and sick of these conditions and began losing patience, for which Scott decided to replace him with another screenwriter, David Peoples. This was a tremendous blow for Fancher, who regarded the film as his creation. Peoples loved the script and, although not sure how to improve it at first, was contracted given that the script was considered overly brainy and in need of simplification and more action. Peoples was able to integrate himself and quickly understand what Scott wanted to do, although he also had to deal with endless, delirious sessions and a storm of ideas at the hands of the director who at times produced excellent results and at others only fights, alarm[UMS2], and confusion. Eventually, Fancher came to realize that the decision to replace him had been right, given that, otherwise, the film may have never been completed.

During filming, everything pointed towards a disaster, towards a dreadful treason of Dick’s novel, towards bloody mutiny at the hands of the technical crews, towards an economic catastrophe, and towards a B level science fiction film that would be forgotten before the end of its disappointing opening week on the screens. And practically every terrible thing that could have taken place, did, with one exception: Scott and his team managed to create, despite the chaos and conflict, a powerful masterpiece which, independent of its fascinating visual power, humanity, symbolism, and excellent acting, became the cornerstone of an era, an emblem of an emerging aesthetic revolution, and the inspiration for cyberculture which a few years later would develop into an planetary Zeitgeist.

Initially, Dick was very disappointed with Fancher’s changes and worried about the changes the screenwriter made to the story. However, shortly before his own death in 1982 (he did not live to see the film’s release that same year), he made peace, to an extent, with Scott’s film. Watching some sequences, he felt so moved and excited that, on October 11th 1981, he wrote a letter to Jeff Walker, the man responsible for production at The Ladd Company, concerning Blade Runner, to tell him that nothing that had been done in science fiction “individually or collectively, matches [this film]… As for my own role in the Blade Runner project, I can only say that I did not know that a work of mine or a set of ideas of mine could be escalated into such stunning dimensions. My life and creative work are justified and completed by Blade Runner. Thank you . . . and it is going to be one hell of a commercial success. It will prove invincible.”[5] Dick guessed everything correctly, except for the commercial success.

Certainly, the pleasure that springs from watching Blade Runner over and over again comes of its splendid musical landscapes composed by Vangelis, Jordan Cronenweth’s grand photography, which has been imitated ad nauseam, Syd Mead’s baroque and bold futurism, David Snyder’s highly elaborate and unorthodox art direction, and Douglas Trumbull and Richard Yuricich’s striking special effects. Yet, there was something more. The film spoke at different levels about the themes that, little by little, began shaping my interest in techno culture and the cyborg. It was a type of oracle, not because I imagined that we would see flying cars in a proximate future, but because of the contrast between novel technology and enduring misery, as well the poetic beauty of urban chaos, and the fascinating and terrifying possibility of producing beings more human than humans. Moreover, the film offered compelling metaphors for segregation, racism, mega-capitalism, and global warming.

In this movie, the earth has become a toxic ruin from which the most privileged have escaped, leaving the mess to derelict, miserable masses, the sick, and the elderly. Deckard is more than a vigilante; he’s an executioner, a terminator avant la letter. However, he introduces himself as an ex-killer during the voice-over in the first version of the film. “They don’t advertise for killers in the newspaper. That was my profession. Ex-cop, Ex-blade runner, Ex-killer.” From that point on the ambiguity of Deckard’s nature is established, and it is insinuated that he is a replicant, by showing his vast collection of old photographs, something relatively strange for a solitary individual, which suggests that he too suffers from the same compulsion that afflicts replicants into collecting mementos and testimonies to construct a past. Further credibility is lent to the theory by the fact that Roy Batty, leader of the replicants, knows his name, and that police officer Gaff (Edward James Olmos), knows that he dreams of a unicorn and leaves an origami figure of the mythical animal at his door. To this we can add the well-discussed metallic glow in his eyes that all replicants have. Yet, it wasn’t until the director’s version (1992) in which Scott proposed that Deckard be a replicant, something that, though not completely denied, he did again bring into question in the sequel: Blade Runner 2049.

As with any great film, Blade Runner deals with both the human condition and the nature of film, but is furthermore a brilliant reflection on technology, photography, and architecture. In that future, society relies on efficient and obedient slaves: replicants, biological machines, seemingly identical to humans in all aspects, produced by the Tyrell Corporation. The Nexus 6 generation of replicants is superior in strength and intellect to any person. They are, “More human than human” products, as the motto states. But
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these prodigious beings are treated as machines that, at the slightest imperfection or expression of individuality, may be retired, something not punishable by law since it does not constitute an assassination or execution, only a retirement. As mentioned before, the particular targeted group of replicants lost the privilege of stepping on earth following a combat group’s mutiny on one of the extraterrestrial colonies. Paradoxically, protecting Earth through these means seems a bit strange, given that it is a planet in decay, in ruins, damaged beyond any possibility of being repaired, and from which anyone who can escape to the colonies, does. Nevertheless, we can imagine that the Earth conserves a type of old imperial capital status, now fallen; something akin to Vienna or Istanbul. The magnate, Eldon Tyrell (Joe Turkel), must have good reason to remain living there, in timeless Faustian solitude, inside his monumental pyramid which serves as his company’s headquarters.

The replicants perfection leads Tyrell, their principal inventor, to impose a security system over them: four years of life, intended to keep them from maturing, from achieving the organization of a revolt, and becoming a species capable of competing with man. We can also deduce that this imagined period has its share of commerce, as it obligates proprietors to periodically renew obsolete machinery. But aside from their short lives, these artificial beings develop (evolve?) a consciousness that permits them to understand the tragic incoherence and injustice of their brief existence. Not only are they condemned to premature death and to the impossibility of reproduction, but they also cannot count on creating a culture: an intellectual legacy for their successors. Replicants are beings without a past or a future; outside the limit of security, they are interchangeable ciphers that seem to dwell in a photograph.

These cyborgs have transcended their function through being enlightened by the privilege (or curse) of reason. Like Frankenstein’s monster, they are beings condemned to marginalization, servitude, and, in the event of rebellion, swift sacrifice without a hint of justice or any right to self-defense. Like Mary Shelley’s monstrosity, created with pieces of corpses, replicants have been abandoned by their selfish father, a new Doctor Frankenstein who, while not regretful of his creation, has decided to condemn them to exile and eternal exploitation. Tyrell admires his replicants’ perfection, but nonetheless makes them disposable; machinery embedded in the capitalist logic of programmed obsolescence.

Blade Runner is a paraphrase of Milton’s Paradise Lost. Replicants are the angels fallen into the infernal morass of Scott’s Los Angeles, where they try to gain a future they never had. To emphasize a reading of the fall, the film is full of abysmal visions: from steel, glass, and metal canyons that take shape within relatively familiar landscapes, evoking New York’s Times Square, the film Metropolis’ skyscrapers, the Aztec Pyramid of the Sun, and California’s Bradbury building. The climax of the film takes place precisely when Deckard is about to fall into an abyss.
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As Judith Kerman notes[6], Scott’s greatest achievement is showing us and making us feel, instead of explaining, by creating a film in which images reveal the narrative; making it an absurd irony that the distributors added a narrator-explicative voice-over to the first version. While replicants lack personal history, the chaotic facades and structures of the city reflect the real and imagined past of the metropolis; as well as human, mechanical, and corporate narratives. The Blade Runner city is a dazzling and ruinous jewel, exotic and boundless architecture of immense decadent building shells and gothic palaces running from the sordid to the kitsch glamour of old Hollywood, where the extravagant and the ridiculous acquire a kind of tragic solemnity, something reminiscent of Citizen Kane’s Xanadu.

Blade Runner narrates an insurrection, an act of insolent rebellion against a blind and cruel god. In the film, six replicants (in the novel, eight androids), hijack a spaceship, kill the crew, and, defying the prohibition, fly to earth to confront their creator to demand a life of dignity, without artificial limits. One replicant dies electrocuted off-camera, another is no longer mentioned for reasons that could be interpreted in different ways (a script error which originally referred to an additional replicant: Mary. Others have interpreted that the sixth replicant is Rachael or Deckard himself, which really doesn’t make sense). The four survivors of the trip, Roy Batty (Rutger Hauer), Zhora (Joanna Cassidy), Pris (Daryl Hannah), and Leon Kowalsky (Brion James)—curiously the men have last names, but not the women—launch a desperate revolt against the destiny imposed on them by Tyrell. Meanwhile, Deckard, the replicant hunter or blade runner, is in charge of eliminating them. Yet, the function of this antihero is, to a large extent, redundant, given that the replicants’ mission is a suicide, and his task consists simply of being a moral counterpoint to Batty and his companions. The Promethean Roy confronts Tyrell, beating him in a game of chess but failing to have Tyrell extend his life since he has been created in a way that makes this impossible. Batty, in an Oedipal scene (in the same fashion in which the tragic hero from Greek mythology has been abandoned by his father), commits patricide, condemning himself; though, later, rescues his own humanity by respecting Deckard’s life and saving him from falling into an abyss.

Just as the replicants compulsively collect mementos, especially photographic ones, they also value their memories, like those Roy Batty recites at the climactic moment of the film.

I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain. Time to die.

For Scott memory makes us human. The obvious question would be, “Why make a machine believe it is human, why give it memories?” Tyrell says, “Rachael is an experiment, nothing more.” An experiment for what? What is Tyrell’s real objective, an exercise in cruelty? Substituting the human race or simply making something because it is technologically possible? The film has no intention of responding to these questions; rather, it intends to show that Rachael (Sean Young), in her ignorance, is the perfect replicant. It’s she who makes Deckard understand that the human condition is uncertain; not even the replicant-hunter can be sure of his own status (i.e., human or replicant).

During its release, Blade Runner was a box office flop, on top of having received negative reviews, causing it to fall instantly into the graveyard of forgotten cinema. But it did not remain there for very long, being rescued and converted into a cult film, into an object of authentic pop devotion, an ideological fetish, and a key work analyzed a thousand times over by academic and critical studies. Like an endlessly fascinating kaleidoscope, Blade Runner spurred and spurs over and over again new critical iterations, novel cultural studies orations and innovative exegeses.

Evidently, this was not the first great science fiction, art film. We already had Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), and Tarkovsky’s Solaris (1972), to mention three very important examples. However, its retro-futuristic aesthetic, skillful fusion of genres, and the profound philosophy behind the dilemma of a “species” fighting to prove its humanity were unprecedented.

Techno bureaucracies of control and segregation

The road to science was paved by systematized measurement. At a determinate historical moment, the observation of objects, beings, and phenomena surrounding humans ceased to be a simple contemplation to become a precise analysis carrying a meticulous record and an interest for understanding the world with accuracy. This unrest gave rise to the creation of units to evaluate and compare quantities, volumes, distances, temperatures, perimeters, and areas. Quantifying the environment made it possible, in at least some respects, to decipher it, isolate it, understand its origins, changes, and transformations, as well as to interpret the impact that natural phenomena or our own actions can and may have over it. One of technology’s first tasks was creating instruments to measure and record the dimensions of things.

Eventually, man’s curiosity prompted him to point his instruments of measurement towards the complexity of his own body, with the ambition of better knowing himself. Height, weight, cardiac rate, blood pressure, pulse, and any characteristic that could be quantified became part of our identity. By integrating the clinical information that identify us in medical records, and by incorporating into databases, interpolating, and analyzing it, we could find clues about health and, eventually, the prolongation of life. This information permits the creation of diagrams concerning body functions, metabolic cycles, resistance to pathogens, and the effects produced by particular substances, medications, treatments, or therapies, and the environment. Moreover, this information is foundational to the control of a hyper surveilled society where the eye of power can reach even human beings’ very entrails.

This mass of data seems abstract, cryptic, and elusive, devoid of significance for the common individual, capable of being interpreted only by professionals, technological devices, or artificial intelligences that read specific indicators within our bodies and society at large. These measurements can make categorical conclusions (though not always correctly), with respect to our health and destiny. Examples of this include: the AIDS test, which provides positive results if the presence of the HIV antibody is identified in the blood; some pregnancy tests that detect the human chorionic gonadotropin hormone, with a positive result indicating the implantation of the embryo in the uterus; drug tests administered to athletes and to a variety of professionals, which can determine their career’s future. In these cases, a simple test permits us to see the future and anticipate events that will have an enormous impact, that will impose the selection of treatments, courses of action, and to accept lifestyle changes.

Yet, besides evaluating health in specific domains, the capacity of analyzing parameters that characterize every individual gave rise to biometry, to mechanical and electronic methods of recognizing individuals on the basis of one or more physiological traits, such as digital fingerprints, face, eye, DNA or body odor recognition, or even behavioral characteristics such as voice, walking habits, or typing rhythm. These indicators can then confirm or reject an identity. Individuals and institutions of all types and in all locations place their trust in systems of mechanized, computerized, or biochemical identification capable of determining if an identity is positive or negative; in other words, if a person is in reality who or what they say they are. In an era of obsession with terrorism and security, these resources have come to occupy a dominant position in industry, travel, and defense, among other areas. But, given that infallibility does not exist, we will get false positives and negatives in a number of cases; that is, there will always be a percentage of people who will be subjects of inaccurate diagnostics by these technologies.

Replicants

At least some of the replicants in Blade Runner understand their premature mortality and the Nexus 6 generation, count on implanted memories with which they acquire complex personalities capable of experiencing a diversity of emotions. To detect replicants, Blade Runners apply the Voight-Kampff empathy test, described in the following way:

A very advanced form of lie detector that measures contractions of the iris muscle and the presence of invisible airborne particles emitted from the body. The bellows were designed for the latter function and give the machine the menacing air of a sinister insect. The VK is used primarily by Blade Runners to determine if a suspect is truly human by measuring the degree of his empathic response through carefully worded questions and statements.[7]

The Voight-Kampff  test is inspired by the experiment conceived by Alan Turing in 1950, where a judge must converse through written text with a person and with a computer, both of which he cannot see and, thus, differentiate. If the machine manages to deceive the judge, then it has passed the test. Blade Runner’s dystopic future society is ruled by a police state that seems both outdated and dreadfully repressive. The great migration toward extraterrestrial colonies on the one hand, and the immigration of eastern Asia on the other has transformed Los Angeles into a strange hybrid where low classes seem to live in villages erected over the pavement, under the shadow of fabulous skyscrapers, while tycoons such as Tyrell literally live in pyramids. This very diverse but not integrated society seems to have substituted racism for a phobia of androids, who were created as slaves. In such a way, culture seems to be dominated by an obsession for detecting and segregating artificial beings. At the same time, contamination and climatic change had turned a city built on a desert into a city besieged by permanent, tropical rain and occasional snow. Paradoxically, men do not have a capacity of identifying replicants, thus they depend on machines to preserve the “purity” of the species.

Blade Runner begins when agent Dave Holden (Morgan Paul) administers the Voight-Kampff to Leon, to evaluate his autonomic reactions (which Tyrell points out as: fluctuation of the pupils, blushing, and involuntary dilation of the iris), through a series of questions that primarily have to do with cruelty towards animals and feelings towards other people. Leon, having infiltrated the Tyrell Corporation and impersonating a company employee, realizes that he cannot deceive either the machine or the Blade Runner when he asks, “Describe in single words only the good things that come into your mind about your mother.” “My mother? Let me tell you about my mother,” he responds and then shoots the agent applying the test from below the table.

Without the mother there is not organic link with existence. This phrase is repeated later in the film, when Deckard is driving in his squad car and hears the recording of the interview. Then the sentence becomes an enigmatic: “My mother? I’ll tell you about my mother.” This apparent error in continuity is considered by fans further evidence that memories, even those of the viewer, are not totally reliable.

Set apart from the hostile replicants is Rachael, Eldon Tyrell’s alleged niece, who by request of the magnate is also subjected to the Voight-Kampff test by Deckard. After hundreds of questions, Deckard discovers that she is a replicant unware of her own nature. After realizing it, she searches for the blade runner to prove to him that he is mistaken; her evidence is a photograph of a woman holding a girl, allegedly her mother and herself, on the porch of a country or suburban home. An apparently undeniable and impartial testimony, but as apocryphal as the memories implanted in her mind. Deckard does not even make an effort to see the photograph; he knows the snapshot’s origin: it’s of Tyrell’s real niece. After confirming the tragic discovery of her identity, Rachael runs out and leaves behind the treasured image. Rachael’s name comes to us from the Bible and means lamb or sheep in Hebrew, recalling the title of Philip K. Dick’s novel. In the Old Testament Rachael is described as a beautiful woman as well as the first mortal with a named derived from a fellow animal.

Valids and In-Valids

Another science fiction film featuring a society equally obsessed with the validation of individuals is Gattaca (1997), from the New Zealander, Andrew Niccol, in which genetic manipulation has become the only reliable and socially legitimate form of procreation. In this universe, those irresponsible enough to have children the “natural” way condemn their descendants to a dangerous genetic Russian roulette, where imperfections and defects could doom the baby to be classified as In-Valid, to having a life of servitude, limitations and mediocrity. On the other hand, those who conceive their children with the help of genetic interventions (the film here offers a prescient anticipation of CRISPR/Cas9 technolology), can choose among a menu of options (formidable physical abilities, superior intelligences, and even hands with 6 fingers to play the piano like a prodigy), to program their children for a future of privileges. Power, in this story, is at the hands of presumably perfect men and women, optimal beings that in conjunction appear as a robotized mass, as aseptic and infallible drones; as though eliminating defects also neutralizes the human spirit and reduces man to a pragmatic, efficient, and attractive apparatus; that is, in line with the android categorization defined by Dick.

While in Blade Runner techno bureaucracy subjects individuals to the VK test to ensure that they are not artificial beings, in Gattaca, genetically enhanced beings are considered Valids while human nature is dismissed as something imperfect and fallible. It is revealing that during the 15 years between Blade Runner and Gattaca popular perspectives on technology made an interesting turn. While in the early 80s replicants are used to reflect the drama of the outcast and the oppressed, by the end of the 90s the new replicant is a cyborg in power. This coincides with the revolution of personal computers and the beginnings of the massification of the

internet.

In contrast to tests in the real world, these cinematographic tests presume to be infallible. Hence, Leo prefers to eliminate his interrogator than to subject himself to a negative evaluation. Yet, further on we have Rachael who, perhaps because she isn’t aware of being a replicant, can almost deceive the VK test. The plots of both films revolve around beings that live in a false positive state. Rachael discovers herself to be a false positive after subjecting herself to the VK, and Deckard himself, who is possibly a false positive yet
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ignores his status. In Gattaca, Vincent Freeman (Ethan Hawk) is a firstborn son conceived in the heat of passion without the assistance of biotechnology; he is a “faith birth.” His genes are not auspicious: his vision is deficient, his heart weak, and his life expectancy does not exceed 30 years. However, his ambition for traveling to space drives him to strive, sacrifice, and deceive the system by falsifying his identity, contracting a Valid individual (who has become an invalid in the conventional sense by losing leg function due to an accident), who provides him with urine and blood samples with which he manufactures a false identity. Vincent must pass daily through security systems that he deceives with small bags of foreign blood attached to his fingertips.

Rebellion

Deckard and Vincent’s false positive situation pushes them to rebel against authority. Rachael manages to transform Deckard; independently from his being human or not, he abandons his work and runs away with her. Vincent proves that “There is no gene for the human spirit.” With deficient genetic baggage he manages to mock the scrupulous security systems and gains a coveted seat on a trip to one of Jupiter’s moons, from which he will probably not return. Both visions pin man’s fragile reality against the relentless rigidity of the artificial mind and blind authority, programmed only to understand binary situations: positive or negative. Technology’s function is, in large part, to create tools for carrying out and optimizing a diverse set of tasks. But while originally these were manual activities, certain intellectual tasks have gradually migrated towards new devices and technologies. We relegate mathematic operations to calculators, and information management and administration to computers. Currently, a variety of delicate and vital responsibilities fall on intelligent technologies, from air traffic control to the security of nuclear power plants and dams. Every day there are more self-driving cars and factories that do not require more than occasional human supervision. Similarly, there are military drones that are gradually reaching complete automatization, meaning that in some cases they will be able to choose their own targets without needing a human to supervise their decisions. The validation of our identity, our health, and probably of many other physiological, ideological, or any type of characteristics will be a task for artificial intelligences.

Obsession with security is part of our day-to-day, and it’s inconceivable to imagine boarding a flight or accessing any sort of restricted facility without passing through metal detectors, filters, and screenings. In a paranoid universe surveilled by artificial minds, we must depend on our ability to conserve our liberty and be able to evade the forcefulness of an increasingly hostile destiny for the humanity of both natural and artificial beings.

Science Fiction and Modernism in Film

The science fiction film genre has always given excellent opportunities to demonstrate the illusionist power of the cinematographer. Since its invention, few things have seemed more appropriate for this nineteenth-century innovation than to show visions of what the accelerated technological progress would bring. The world was changing, and the screen anticipated the surprising wonders of the age of machines: trips to the moon, gleaming space ships, wars against bizarre extraterrestrial civilizations, and marvels of mechanical ingenuity that would make Leonardo da Vinci envious. With mostly improvised resources,  cinematographers created Martian landscapes, materialized inconceivable cities of gargantuan proportions, and gave life to outlandish galactic monsters. After numerous, pretentious, erratic and playful cinematic attempts to show the future came Lang’s

Metropolis, the wondrous and ambitious science fiction film in formal and narrative terms, (costing 7 million Reichsmarks, the equivalent of some 400 million dollars at the moment of this writing). This was a work influenced by expressionism, that reflected the pessimism of the interwar period. It was a romantic film, laden with mysticism that lauded self-sacrifice and revealed itself skeptical to progress by presenting a reactionary modernity: that strange spawn of thought which makes a rejection of humanist values coexist with a fascination for technological changes. The film had been created for entertainment of the masses, as a product of commercial German culture that could compete against the vibrant American cinema of that age and the ever-euphoric Soviet cinema. Among its many virtues, Lang’s film presented the mother city (meter-polis) as the protagonist of its moral drama, a colossal city of gigantic, massive constructions and pharaonic public works surrounded by pagan cathedrals of industry, development, and velocity.

The architectural aesthetic was influenced by Manhattan’s skyscrapers, also by the visions of architects such as Hans Poelzig, Max Berg, Erich Mendelsohn, Etienne-Louis Boullée, and Bruno Taut among others[8], as well as by Pieter Bruegel’s The Tower of Babel, and Piranesi’s palaces. Despite its obvious bidimensionality and deliberate primitivism, the images (which effectively gave off an effect similar to watching a sequence of photographs) of the city of Metropolis, with its Escherian bridges and motorways, open spaces à la De Chirico—and its play with proportions have a formidable hypnotic power that crystalizes modernity’s ideals and fears. Many other films ventured into science fiction’s territory with innovative ideas, however, most were derivative products, hollow exploitations of the eye-catching and the sensational. For every Yakov Protazanov’s Aleita (1924), or Fred Wilcox’s Forbidden Planet (1956), they were dozens of inane episodes of Sunday serials in the style of Flash Gordon (1936-1940), as well as kitsch adventures of space explorers in aluminum foil suits.

Expectations of science fiction film came to change radically after Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), which re-injected the genre with aesthetic and intellectual value by rescuing the literary tradition of the genre and employing cinematographic elements to bring it to life. Kubrick was one of the first filmmakers to understand the real contribution of special effects to the artistic unity of a film. But it was with George Lucas’ Star Wars (1977) that science fiction became one of the public’s favorite genres and itbecame a profitable business. The most successful films that shaped the genre in popular imagination have been space operas such as the TV series Star Trek (1966-1969), cosmic fairytales in the style of Steven Spielberg’s E.T. (1982), mythological echoes and the paranoia awakened by the UFO phenomena during the Cold War, like Fred. F. Sears’s Earth vs. The Flying Saucers (1956), and adolescent comedies like Robert Zemeckis’ Back to the Future (1985).

Science fiction is, or must be above all else, a literature of ideas, proposals, and rupture. Because of its emphasis in the innovative, many consider it a minor literary genre with excessive interest in narration of alternative worlds and allegorical visions of the future—one that lacks emphasis in prose, character development, or style. The invention of photography, with its immodest nature and its fascinating power of serving as a testimony, as a representation of reality, and as a robust and incontestable document, gave science fiction a medium of privileged expression through its capacity of confusing the unreal with the living and making the impossible credible. In photographs and, more appropriately, in cinema, definitive evidence of the extant became also the perfect vehicle for illusion, for the materialization of magic, of the supernatural, and of the fantastical achievements of future’s techno science. But the still photograph’s and moving pictures’ capacity to shock, by showing the innovative and unusual, gave way to an unbridled career to startle and confuse, to astound and to present new revelations and epiphanies (which has had the side effect of a chronic syndrome of wasting away the power of images).

Photographs, cinema, and science fiction are linked both by being products of the mechanical age and by their unsettling, strange, heterodox, and often perturbing relation with art. But what they have in common is a transgressive relation with temporal flow, with the power of transporting us virtually into the future or to alternative worlds, of stopping time, making it flow in reverse, allowing us to travel through it, and essentially permitting us to see beyond our own death by projecting our imagination into the future, or the death of our ancestors by showing us images of their lives.

The relationship between the novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep, written in 1966 and published in 1968, with its cinematic adaptation in 1982, offers us a notable example of the manner in which ideas can go from paper to the screen, many times through unexpected paths. Philip K. Dick himself commented that, in some occasions, script and novel can constitute two halves of one target work, complementary parts in one narrative. In this case this premise is met, despite the film being based only loosely on the novel, ignoring a large part of its themes, characters, and fundamental elements, as previously mentioned.

Immobile lives as Portraits

Schizophrenia is a disorder with heterogeneous manifestations that affects consciousness by making the subject lose perspective on the flow of time. The number of spontaneous thoughts per unit of time is the subjective reference of its passing; if these increase, time seems to accelerate, if they stop it creates the illusion of a perpetual present. For those suffering under schizophrenia’s duress, the experience of the past as memory and of the future as expectation is distorted. Temporality can be lived as dispersed moments surrounding—but without a necessary connection—to the immediate instant. This is the generation Nexus 6 replicant’s situation—a being enslaved as machine or weapon, a servant of time, incapable of aging, as if it lived within a photograph: four years of life and then a sudden falling into stillness; four years of the present, without the right to a personal history nor of a future. This is the sentence of these beings spawned by man, of these cyborgs that have transcended their function through their enlightenment by the privilege of reason, becoming undeniably human. By referring to humanity we are talking of a series of emotions that a being must be able to feel, like love, hate, wrath, sadness, fear, grief, and empathy, as well as the capacity for humor, irony, intelligence, and awareness of their mortality: all characteristics that the insurgent replicants have, and that Scott emphasizes.

The difference between having and not having a personal history can be the difference between living and being retired. Rachael has the same need that the other replicants have to rely on photographs, as though they were more important and valuable than an identifying document, as though deep down she harbored a doubt. Perhaps due to their emotional inexperience, of counting on only a few years to store experiences, replicants seem to understand and appropriate the photograph: in the same manner in which it was esteemed in the 19th and beginning of the 20th century; as proof of veracity; devoid of value judgements, irony or moral lesson; a material expression bearing a scientific validation; and, by being falsified, entails the negation of history. In contrast to native communities at the margins of Western progress who feared that a photograph could steal their spirits, replicants believed that a photograph could attribute them a feeling of permanence, of community, of humanity, it is an object of power which can assure them of having a soul. It is significant that replicants require collections of still images and not videos, like those that obsess the star player Jonathan E. (James Caan) in Rollerball (Norman Jewison, 1975), or police chief John Anderton (Tom Cruise) in Minority Report (Steven Spielberg, 2002), two science fiction characters robbed of their history and left to moral drift, anchored to memories on video. As Susan Sontag writes:

Photographs may be more memorable than moving images, because they are a neat slice of time, not a flow. Television is a stream of underselected images, each of which cancels its predecessor. Each still photograph is a privileged moment turned into a slim object that one can keep and look at again.[9] [UMS3][NY4]

The first and only clue Deckard obtains when investigating the case of the rebel replicants arrived on Earth is found among Leon’s collection of photos, a series of strange images in which there is a circular mirror in the background, which vaguely evokes the mirror on the back wall of the painting, The Arnolfini Wedding, from the Dutch master Jan van Eyck. Deckard places the photo on his Esper analysis machine, to amplify and decipher its details, reflections, and shadows as though it were a riddle, a puzzle that can be read by penetrating its different, almost three-dimensional layers of images concealed in the photograph. In the intricate folds of the picture he finds the presence of another replicant, Zhora, and with her barely visible image, the blade runner initiates the hunt. The document that Leon was keeping as a personal treasure to validate his life experience turns against him when it becomes a sort of map for Deckard to track them down and eliminate them one by one.

Deckard’s domestic space is full of photographs, especially antique images both in black and white and in sepia, snapshots of people who lived decades before the invention of replicants and space travel. These faces are the silent witnesses Deckard calls upon to certify his own human condition. They are the suspicious and compulsive accumulation of proof with which the agent wants to confirm that he has a familiar and personal history. The most perturbing element is the framed photograph, visible for only a second, of children on the porch of a rural or suburban home that conspicuously recalls the photo that Rachael believes is of her and her mother. This picture seems to come alive for a few seconds before Deckard’s eyes. Similarly, the cavernous office of police captain Harry Bryant (Michael Emmet Walsh), is decorated with old photos from safaris of another time, images that would be objectionable during a Voight-Kampff test, and would evidence an absence of empathy; and, in turn, of the humanity of those who exhibit them proudly. Thus, the chief of the police division, dedicated to the retirement of artificial beings, exhibits his lack of consideration for other living beings, especially large game prey that is extinct. Is this proof of the absence of remorse, or is animal massacre a commercial opportunity for Tyrell and other corporations dedicated to the creation of artificial beings? In the end, Blade Runners are closer to being industrial security guards than policemen.

Abysms

Blade Runner is also the title of a 1974 science fiction novel by Alan Nourse, which served as inspiration for William Burroughs to make an insane cinematographic pseudo script, which ended as a short novel. Ridley Scott’s film’s original scriptwriter, Hampton Fancher, proposed employing that title, instead of Android or Dangerous Days, the working titles. In Nourse’s book, the blade runner is a black-market trafficker of clandestine medical services. In Scott’s film, the blade runner is a hunter that moves in an ambiguous territory, on a knife’s edge between assassination (“…he’s a goddamn one-man slaughterhouse,” says Bryant), and industrial quality control, between the pursuit of justice and the extermination of vermin.

The replicant and the blade runner live on the border dividing the time between the abyss of the past and of the future. Two bottomless, unfathomable, uncertain, and ambiguous precipices. Like schizophrenics, replicants perceive temporal flow in their own way: the past is a deposit of images, a virtual museum of memory they refer to in order to obtain evidence that allows them to conquer the future. While the future seems to rewrite itself continuously, the past is reinterpreted through flickers, through the blaze of the camera’s flash. The replicant suffers, to an extent, a similar deficiency we, the inhabitants of the contemporary mediasphere, endure: only through photographs, videos, and all sorts of souvenirs is it possible to make sense of an out of control environment. In the era of Instagram and Snapchat, our relationship with photography has become extremely complicated. The photograph has become an intricate and highly codified system of communication. The validation and testimony that the photographic image offers have dissolved in the time of post-truth, and has been replaced with ambiguity, chaos, conspiracies and foolish beliefs.

For the replicants, history is not linear—rather, a territory of speculation, debate, and survival. Eldon Tyrell comments, “If we give them the past we create a cushion or pillow for their emotions and consequently we can control them better.” Yet, it is clear that this past, manufactured with generic anecdotes, improvised rites of passage, and spurious familial frameworks will only cause more conflicts and crises in the future. Contrary to Tyrell’s affirmation that “Rachael is an experiment . . . nothing more,” she is in reality much more than that, she is a being launched into the abyss of confusion, she is not a productive machine in any practical sense, rather, a guinea pig tortured for entertainment, for ludic curiosity—like that of JF Sebastian (William Sanderson) who “makes friends” by manipulating genes—brought into being by a demonic wish pretending to be scientific. Tyrell presents his company, not as a research institute, but as a corporation whose goal is commerce.

Mother Earth, Mother City, Mother of Flesh and Bone

All cinematic geography is illusion, but in this film it is also revelation. Roland Barthes wrote that despite the photograph being the constitutive element of film, the moving image lacks the “completeness[UMS5]”[10] of the still photograph. The urban landscapes of this film are the still images that possess the Barthesian “completeness” of which the moving image lack. This film’s complex and variegated images offer the two elements that, according to Frederick Jameson, reflect the postmodern condition. On the one hand, temporal schizophrenia, which we mentioned before and which manifests itself in a retro futuristic aesthetic: a collapse of eras, styles, and fashions in the shape of a voracious present; and on the other, the spatial pastiche, defined by Giuliana Bruno as an erosion of limits, an aesthetic of citation and evocation taken to the extreme of the absurd, the incorporation of antagonistic forms, and limitations without satirical impulse[UMS6].[11] Hence the Mayan decorations (inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright’s Ennis-Brown house at Los Feliz, California), the film noir clichés, the Bauhausian constructions, and the numerous echoes and references to Lang’s Metropolis. Blade Runner’s Los Angeles is a city of contradictions, daunting crowds and enormous abandoned spaces, a desert under permanent rain, with hypermodern skyscrapers and primitive souls—a city brimming with mega-structures erected over old buildings. More than just constructions, we find ourselves in front of urban sedimentation, a miasma of strata. The city’s architecture is a reflection of predator capitalism of which Tyrell speaks, as well as of ostentatious challenges to gravity. But while there is a shining city at the heights, at the street level there is a chaotic third-world agglomeration, a massive Chinatown situated at the border between modernity and the privileges of a civilization which manufactures slaves to conquer the galaxy. This is a city where demolition is seemingly not profitable thus meaning that structures are adapted and readapted to satisfy the necessities and urgencies of the population, without respect to construction codes or regulations. The only governmental figures we see are police officers—some of them in paramilitary style uniforms—and waste collectors. In other words, it is a society of the fantasies of the right, which dreams of reducing state budgets, cutting taxes, and limiting government regulations in benefit of large corporations and oligarchies.

The photographic referent in cinema is in constant flux, it does not reclaim its reality, and does not protest its previous existence—as Barthes has it: “motionless, the Photograph flows back from presentation to retention.”[12] Scott’s film is built around a dialogue between still images; between the evocative power of the photograph and the narrative force of cinema; between the restlessness produced by an isolated shot and the emotional impulse produced by 24 frames per second; between looking at the abyss and feeling it return its gaze.
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Blade Runner 2049: Miracle, Insurrection, and A Politics

of Representation

A Sad and Cruel World

Quebecois filmmaker Denis Villeneuve had the fortune and responsibility of being chosen by Ridley Scott to film Blade Runner’s sequel. This privilege dragged along with it enormous risks and inevitable controversies. How does one satisfy a massive audience, groomed to enjoy action-filled, high-intensity cinema of instant gratification and contemporary hyper reference, and at the same time please a vociferous group of obsessive fanatics of this key work? We can speculate that no film will ever reach the stature of 35 years’ worth of expectations, much less when it concerns the sequel of a film that, beyond being a cult or a classic, is a fabulous legacy.

One of the first sequences in Blade Runner 2049 (BR 2049), is familiar to its hardcore fans: a blade runner waits in the kitchen of a rural home for its victim. These images, or a very similar set, had been conceived by Hampton Fancher and Scott for the original film; however, Scott removed them. In BR 2049, the scene has been recycled and the blade runner in question is KD6-3.7 (Ryan Gosling), better known as K and later rechristened as Joe by Joi, his holographic companion. His serial number is an homage to K. Dick, although there are some who associate it with Josef K, the character in Kafka’s The Trial; Josef turns 30 at the beginning of the book, the same number of years that have passed between this film and the 2019 of the original film, and both Ks die from knife wounds. This book and Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire, of 1962, to which we will return later on and is shown in the film, are both considered incomplete works.

K has gone to retire Sapper Morton (Dave Bautista), a Nexus 8 replicant, one of the android generations that has been prohibited, along with the 6 and 7. Sapper is an interplanetary war veteran, he was sent as a combat medic to cure and rescue his brothers in arms. Sapper refers to a sapper, which is usually a soldier responsible for constructing and repairing roads and bridges, as well as discovering and neutralizing mines. It is clear that he is no assassin, however, in one of the shorts that was released in advance of the film, 2048: Nowhere to Run, by Luke Scott (Ridley’s son), it is revealed that he is involved in the replicant insurrection. Within his civilian life, he continues to carry his medical equipment, while making a living working on a protein farm, where he cultivates worms. In his modest but extremely clean and organized home, he has old books and a piano. A garlic soup boils on the stove (at a time when any vegetable is a rarity, he cultivates garlic for his own consumption), and utilizes an old pair of glasses, which puts into question whether he is trying to pass as human, project a respectable image, or if he really does have a visual deficiency. This replicant is or pretends to be an intellectual and has everything K or any other replicant might envy, especially his liberty. Sapper is about 50 years old, meaning he is capable of aging. K pursues him for the simple crime of his nature, making his execution feel like an unjust and merciless act. Sapper possesses immense strength and attempts to defend himself, but K is a more powerful model and eventually defeats him. Before dying, he expresses to K his repudiation for murdering his kind, adding, “You’ve never seen a miracle.” This sordid and hopeless scene creates an atmosphere of inevitability and tragedy which mark the whole film by presenting a sad world of pointless cruelty ruled by brutal laws. K’s first aerial sweep shows a land fragmented into what appear to be grey and silver plots, a sterile earth of which Villeneuve says, “Mother Nature is dead, having lost the war against Capitalism.”

Vision and Reproduction

The first shot of BR 2049 is an extreme close up of a closed eye that then opens. One of the first shots in the original film was also of an eye, that proverbial window to the soul. Eyes play a fundamental role in both narratives: from the noted metalized red eye effect, which betrays replicants in certain scenes, including Deckard; the industrialist and investor Wallace’s blindness; the mechanical red eye of the Voight-Kampff test; Hannibal Chew’s (James Hong) eye factory, which has a large red eye at its entrance; as well as the evocation of the computer Hal’s single red eye in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Here, the replicants’ right eyes are marked with a serial number that makes them easy to identify, unless, like Freysa (Hiam Abbas), they have lost that eye, either from tearing it out themselves to avoid being discovered and eliminated, or from being taken out by a blade runner who did not finish the job and let them live. In 2019, blade runners had to place their suspects before a Voight-Kampff machine to evaluate their involuntary reactions to a questionnaire and demonstrate that they lacked empathy, which was considered evidence of their not being human. In 2049, blade runners only need to inspect the serial number printed on the sclera of their suspects’ right eyes. The eye goes from offering revelations as a type of oracle, to becoming a spoil and trophy.

During this routine mission, K sees a tiny flower on the desert terrain floor (an almost impossible apparition in an arid and desolate world), causing him to think that there must be something below the earth. His intuition proves correct when he discovers a box filled with bones buried at the foot of a dead tree held upright by cables. They are the remains of a woman who died giving birth. The miracle of which Sapper spoke was that those remains belonged to a replicant. K’s boss, Lieutenant Joshi (Robin Wright) sees an omen of chaos in this news thus deciding to destroy all evidence and eliminate the danger by preserving the “wall between them and us.” This revelation threatens to “destroy the world,” during a time in which replicants have regained tolerance on earth due to corporate pressure (as seen in another Luke Scott short: 2036: Nexus Dawn, 2017), but are rejected by the masses. The news that a replicant was capable of reproduction means that if the slogan “To be born is to have a soul” is true, then human superiority is a myth.

Niander Wallace (Villeneuve originally thought of David Bowie for this role, but he died just as contact was being established with his management, prompting a call to Jared Leto), is the director of the company of his name and the one who took control of the Tyrell Corporation after Eldon Tyrell’s murder at the hands of Roy Batty. Wallace is the genius who has invented the new generations of replicants (which he calls his angels), as well as personal artificial intelligences, such as Joi, deprived of a material body. Wallace is blind and wears a set of contact lenses which allow him to see, although it is not clear what makes this happen or in which way. Aside from all this, he is considered the hero that saved humanity from famine by creating artificial proteins capable of sustaining the populations on a sterile and devastated earth, on which the climate is unpredictable, raining and snowing capriciously and chaotically, and as we know from the previous film, where no animals or plants are left except for those that have been manufactured. Wallace has constructed ambitious towers that are the headquarters of his gigantic corporation. Despite their Zen decor, in them there is an abundance of everything that does not exist in the exterior: purified water (his office stands over a koi pond), sunlight (simulated with ingenious tricks within a permanently opaque and cloudy world), wood, silence and spacious rooms. It is paradoxical for a blind character to have an office where he must walk on small platforms over water. Simultaneously, the space is vast and cavernous, evoking the acoustics of a cathedral where his voice acquires a thunderous resonance.

For Wallace, who speaks in cryptic parables and has a cruel god complex, it is not enough to have his angels working in the space colonies. He first managed to revoke the prohibition of replicants on Earth, and his next goal is to conquer the universe with an army of millions of self-replicating replicants, that is, androids capable of reproduction. To accomplish this last objective, Wallace wants to discover Rachael’s (Sean Young) secret, the experimental replicant to which Tyrell gave a capacity for bearing children. This is the experiment mentioned by Tyrell in the previous film, not merely the fact that she was not aware of being a replicant and did not have an expiration date.

The fact that replicants can have sex makes sense, both historically, due to the great quantity of beings manufactured or used as objects of pleasure (from the marble statue of Aphrodite on the island of Knidos in the 5th century BCE, to the Real Doll sex toys), and pragmatic, given that pleasure models of replicants were sent to remote extraterrestrial colonies to satisfy the desires and urges of the colonists. But converting a replicant sexual act into a reproductive enterprise is a completely different objective. In evolutionary terms, this is equivalent to creating a self-sufficient species that, should it become a problem (such as a threat to human survival, for example), could not be resolved or controlled with the cessation of production but, rather, must be subject to extermination. In capitalist terms, it means manufacturing a machine of human form possessing a supplementary surplus value; it is a resource capable of multiplying its productivity, as though they were cattle or slaves. Wallace considers the abolition of slavery a weakness: “We have lost the stomach for slaves, unless engineered.” The extravagant inventor and industrialist hopes to reproduce the conquest and exploitation of America at the universal level. Yet, by granting his creations the possibility of reproduction, he jeopardizes his power: replicants will not only be superhuman—stronger and smarter—but will gain control over their survival, liberty, and progeny. This is an act of supreme arrogance which reveals that his last worry is that the human race will conquer the universe, when what he really desires is personal triumph in what seems more like a metaphysical challenge than an expansionist or commercial enterprise. We might speculate that the gestation process is far too long to be profitable in trying to spawn a colonizing army, but the distances for reaching the colonies are so long that replicants could reproduce themselves on ships and on any planet without the need for a factory in situ.

While Joshi represents apartheid, Wallace proclaims a reimagining of slavery. And in speaking of slavery we have to take into consideration the orphanage situated in San Diego, in which hundreds of thousands of children work in dismantling technological waste to obtain the nickel necessary for colonial ships. The orphanage, directed by Mr. Cotton (Lenny James), is a monstrosity, since, aside from providing child labor, it also offers its clients the children themselves at a price. It seems paradoxical that while the world has “lost its stomach for slaves” it still has the immorality of looking the other way when it comes to abandoned children. This is telling of the moral decline of a society which seeks to create perfect imitations of human beings but ignores orphans, who live oppressed in the most abject poverty. Orphan children reflect replicants in that they are unwanted beings, betrayed and used as disposable manual labor.

Diversity, Chaos and Sexualization

Geographically, BR 2049’s post-apocalyptic world is vaster that the one in the previous film, who was limited to Los Angeles. Here, San Diego has been converted into a gigantic garbage dump where pirate gangs loiter. Far from once again imitating the post-apocalyptic landscapes in the style of Mad Max, here an evocation is made of the Shipbreaking photographic series (taken in Chittagong, Bangladesh), by Canadian photographer Edward Burtynsky. Thus, Trash Mesa was created, as a type of “steel Monument Valley,” in accordance with Paul Inglis, the art direction supervisor; while Nevada and Las Vegas appear as radioactive deserts submerged under a dense reddish fog reminiscent of Konstantin Lopushansky’s Dead Man’s Letters (1985). The urban agglomeration of the Los Angeles in Villeneuve’s film looks like that of the original film: multicultural chaos, acid rain, prostitutes, and flying cars or “spinners” are still there, but a certain corporatization is perceived that is evident even in the police quarters, a modern and lackluster building very different form the train terminal (Union Station), that was used as the chaotic police station in the previous film. Villeneuve defines the aesthetic he was looking for as a Post Neo Brutalism. The architecture here is also history, character, and ideology. The building where K lives is the Moebius 21, christened as such in honor of French graphic artist Jean Giraud’s pseudonym, Moebius, who was one of Scott’s principal influences for the previous film’s design, particularly the story The Long Tomorrow, published in 1976 in the magazine Métal hurlant. The number 21 probably evokes Deckard and Rachael’s daughter’s birth year, 6-10-21. The monolithic building lacks the rough neomayan charm (inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright, as mentioned before), in which Deckard lived. The common areas in this building echo the asphyxiating crowds of Richard Fleischer’s Soylent Green (1973). The apartment is basic in every sense, as though it was modest public housing devoid of luxury or personality, in contrast to Deckard’s apartment which was replete with photographs and personal items. The colossal street signs here are three-dimensional monumental projections showing the nude bodies of seductive women, DiJis, who offer company and erotic stimulation. Despite its diversity, the city seems to have lost its street life and food stalls, like the noodle stand where Deckard eats at the beginning of the previous film. They have been substituted by Bibi’s Bar, a downtrodden, yet vibrant eatery or food court, with fast food machines and an area where prostitutes wait for clientele and can have semipublic sexual intercourse inside street cabins of white translucent walls. The people that frequent this place dress in colorful, bizarre fashion with rustic elements, survival devices, and heavy coats in a “brutalistic Russian style” ,which Villeneuve and concept artist, Sam Hudecki, call Urban Snow Trash[13], an aesthetic with a variety of influences but reminiscent of another great graphic artist: Enki Bilal.

In the original film, no songs or nostalgia to popular culture of other, less catastrophic times were included; there was not the slightest interest in pleasing the spectator by permitting recognition of a common past, beyond that of publicity. Here, however, there is an effort to contextualize desert spaces and decadence, emphasized by monumental statues of women in sexual positions, which make us think of a postmodern Sodom and Gomorra. Las Vegas was destroyed by a dirty bomb (an explosive used to disperse radioactive contamination), which left the city uninhabitable but the majority of buildings intact. Las Vegas is infested with three-dimensional specters, holograms of Marilyn, Elvis, Sinatra, and Liberace, who appear and disappear amongst the radioactive dust and drinks abandoned over the tables of the Vintage Casino.

Much has been said of the absence of nude masculine bodies and the alleged misogyny in the story. Wanting to impose a contemporary notion of gender equality in the representation of a dystopic, dysfunctional, and cruel future results in a strange and absurd obsession. By doing so, an idealization of the future is sought which corresponds with the present vision of what is considered politically correct. The presence of the signs of defunct corporations like Pan Am and Atari, as well as of the soviet ballet, point to the fact that this is not a world that has evolved from our own, nor of its cultural wars or moral changes. Rather, it is an alternative future born of the Cold War and the 80s, in which the struggle for civil rights, like that of feminism and the gay movement, did not go through the same struggles of liberation as in our own reality.

Even more surprising, no one walks on the street staring at their smartphone, internet doesn’t seem to exist, and the world hasn’t been digitalized. This last one is explained by the 10 day power outage which decimated global databases and is reported in the third short pre BR 2049, Shinichiro Watanabe’s Black Out 2022, where rebel replicants detonate a bomb to destroy the databases and, in doing so, eliminate the registries of replicants that fanatic crowds make use of to hunt them.

Drones

While there are no personal computers or recognizable smart devices here, there are drones. The scene in which this technology most directly evokes its military use is when Luv (Sylvia Hoeks), Wallace’s assistant —as she is getting something similar to a manicure with three-dimensional motifs being decorated onto her nails—fires missiles remotely from a drone at pirates that are attempting to rob K’s spinner in San Diego. Conducting a drone attack while having her nails done is an image of deliberate arrogance and frivolity, serving as a mordant critique of remote assassinations carried out by governments in our time. K, in turn, is a deadly drone, created to eliminate out-of-control machines, and who isn’t aware there is an option to reject a human order. Nevertheless, further on he will demonstrate that he is capable of disobeying and, therefore, that he does have free will, or that his programming permits such defiance. Wallace himself is a cyborg that connects devices behinds his ear with which he controls tiny flying drones that act as cameras that allow him to see. Spinners in this movie rely on their own drones that can serve to identify terrain, guidance, and taking pictures and video. When K tracks Deckard in the ruins of Las Vegas, he sends his drone in search of life or heat signatures (in the same fashion in which the Esper photo scanner in the original film searched for clues in the details of an image), discovering the bee hives Deckard keeps, and finds him. The bees that Deckard probably uses to monitor air quality and radiation are also symbols of hope in a world that could once again contain life. The word drone comes from the buzz that these vehicles make, but also from the male bee, called a drone. Moreover, bees can survive despite the absence of plants, since they can obtain nourishment from waste and sugar, which there must be heaps of in the ruins of hotels and casinos. Including bees in this story is a way of emphasizing the importance of a fundamental species for the development of agriculture, which in actuality finds itself in tragic decline and seriously threatened by environmental factors, ostensibly by climate change, the use of pesticides, and even allegedly radio and cellphone waves.

Artificial Love

As we’ve mentioned, K is a loner who keeps a DiJi (Ana de Armas) at home: a digital companion produced by the Wallace corporation to a large extent as a sex toy, but with the possibility of being personalized by its users. K “trains” her to act as a conventional wife-companion, with rational opinions and an attitude of solidarity and empathy. K imagines a monogamous relationship with Joi, but around them there are some other interesting relationships and hierarchies among artificial beings. Joi is K’s only delight (obviously her commercial name derives from joy). We can consider Joi as a product of mass consumption destined to alienate its users by making them look for satisfaction through an escapist and masturbatory relationship with technology that demands more and more investment (such as accessories and extensions), with the promise of maximum pleasure. Notwithstanding, as more than just a compliant and onanism-inspiring holographic projection, Joi is a chameleonic entity, companion, platonic lover, and accomplice. When K arrives home, Joi adapts her clothing, appearance, and behavior according to the mood in which he has arrived. Thus, we see her change from dresses that reflect different historical time periods, from being an attentive 50s idealized house-wife to wearing a seductive, fitted black dress with bare shoulders and navel, to eventually paying homage to the transparent raincoat Zhora wears before being assassinated. This is due to her algorithms and to her capacity to read her owner’s emotions, yet, it seems a reflection of an interior life that develops with every interaction. We then see that K’s programming prompts him to invest the bonus he obtains from Sapper’s execution into an emanator, a device which makes Joi portable, allowing him to take her along wherever he goes, freeing her from his apartment’s projector. Wallace would have created a commercial success in which the very products that he manufactures consume other of his products, creating a vicious circle. Is this purchase is an act of selfishness or generosity on K’s part? Does he want company, or does he want to liberate Joi? However, there is something which seems spontaneous and honest in the form in which K relates to Joi. While she can only be the product of a marketing strategy and a mechanism for the exploitation of the lonely, loveless consumer, Joi’s self-sacrifice goes against any commercial agenda in her programming. Joi was created as entertainment. Yet, through her relationship, by assuming a role, despite knowing that the relationship is not real, they have hacked the system, permitting Joi to understand moral conflicts and betraying the corporation to help Joe.

The emanator produces a peculiar sound or ringtone from the first chords of Peter’s melody in Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. The moral of this children’s production is, according to Prokofiev’s biographer, Harlow Robinson: “don’t be afraid to challenge established beliefs . . . or to take risks.”[14] Peter defies his grandfather’s authority, ignores his warnings, and captures the wolf. K, with Joi’s collusion, will do something similar by challenging the police and the Wallace Corporation. Every time that someone hears that ringtone, they know that K has a digital companion or assume that he “doesn’t like real women.” The first stroll he takes Joi on is to his building’s roof where she “feels” the rain and it gives her a sense of volume and space. The script suggests that by submitting an artificial intelligence to unknown situations, an opportunity arises for it to learn and to have unexpected reactions.
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The film was released right at the moment in which the proliferation and development of artificial intelligences has become a popular subject and created numerous controversies. We are still far away from having replicants, but self-driving cars, the possibility of having autonomous drones hunting humans, sexual robots, and millions of algorithms and bots with which we interact daily have frantically changed society and, in a sense, are preparing us for a techno-ecosystem where humans and machines must reconsider our relationships and hierarchies.

Joi evokes Samantha, the voice of the operating system in Spike Jonze’s film Her (2013), and even employs a similar strategy to the one in the film to have sexual relations with K, through the use of a surrogate body, carrying out a provocative ménage a trois among different species of manufactured beings. Joi synchronizes with a pleasure model replicant, Mariette (MacKenzie Davis), by projecting herself over the latter though a fascinating yet deliberately imperfect strategy. In this way, while they caress and make love to each other, the trio desynchronizes constantly. We suddenly see three mouths and six hands interacting out of phase and creating a plurisexual mosaic, as well as an apparition of a face which is the fusion of Joi and Mariette’s faces. The scene wants to represent many simultaneous watersheds: a hologram that has materiality for the first time, a replicant that has never touched a woman (replicant or human), an artificial prostitute that has never before done a sexual act out of love. Thus, it is an incident that transforms the three of them. Earlier, Mariette had told K that he didn’t like “real girls.” By this we understand that the real is the material, given that she is also not real, meaning human. This encounter results in a certain sexual tension, jealousy, and a confrontation among the females, wherein Joi, who hired Mariette, sends her off telling her with contempt that she’s no longer needed, prompting Mariette to answer back to her, to not feel so special: “I’ve been inside you. Not so much there as you think.” It is interesting that this act, rather than being erotic, seems like an attempt at emotional intimacy, maybe even just physical contact.

This contrasts with Deckard and Rachael’s sexual act, which many have seen as a rape, given that he obligates her to tell him she desires him, kisses her, dominates and subjects her by force. That controversial scene echoes the masculinity of the film noir detective, his aggressiveness, passion, and personality, as well as the vulnerability of women in distress. By inscribing itself into the noir genre, BR 2049 also relies on characters that respond to traditional archetypes: the solitary detective at the edge of marginality and criminality, the corrupt police institution, damsels-in-distress, and femmes fatales. Justifying the way in which Deckard treats Rachael is not called for, but it is important to remember that this is the relationship between a heartbroken woman who has just discovered she has been living a lie, and the complete stranger in whom she finds a possible accomplice and hope. Deckard does not promise to protect nor stay with her, rather, he sees her with ambiguity, with desire, gratitude for saving his life, fear, prejudice and rejection, given that she should be his victim, or as she says, his “job.”

Certain viewers have accused the film of promoting male chauvinist oppression. Noir narratives have changed with the years, they have been inclusive and diverse, but by definition they are nihilistic and present a fatalist vision of the world, emanating from postwar disenchantment, which is a reflection of an unjust, misogynistic, violent, and perverse society. In a similar way, others tried to find proof of cultural appropriation in the fact that the images and aesthetic are strongly marked by Japanese, Korean, and Chinese elements, and, yet, there are few actors from those ethnic origins. Again, the political correctness of our time makes them overlook the fact that the very society that has plundered the planet’s natural resources has also done the same with the other cultures it has colonized, whether literally or commercially through global capitalism. Asian fashion, appearance, and design have become the dominant fashion, controlled by giant corporations in a notably stratified world, where the high classes have migrated to the colonies and the lumpen masses, humans and replicants, remain on earth. So, there is a cultural appropriation but it’s embedded in the narrative; it’s what defines this society, and it’s not a negligent or racist decision of the producers.

Replicant and Real Women

In Villeneuve’s cinema, women are always complex, intelligent, and independent beings, like Jeanne in Incendies (201o), Kate Macer in Sicario (2015), and especially Dr. Louise Banks in Arrival (2016). BR 2049 is no exception: human, replicant, hybrid, and simulated women (including Joi, who is literally a commercial product for the mass market), are characters that go beyond stereotypes and clichés. Joshi has supplanted the police chief, Bryant, and, while believing that K has been “getting on fine” without a soul, helps him to escape from his pursuers at the price of her own life. When K meets Luv and she presents herself, he tells her with hurtful irony, “He named you. You must be special.” And in reality, she is an important part of the corporation. The first time we see her she in a meeting selling replicants for a drill mining operation, assuring that she can adapt them to the specific job, and she recommends that it is not necessary to waste money on replicants having intelligence, attachment, or attractiveness, “Unless you’d like to add a few pleasure models to your order.” A bizarre commercial transaction, in which industrial equipment is offered, but the emotions, appearances, and erotic attributes of the machinery are considered during the negotiation. Luv is a warrior and reminds us of the relentless T-X (Kristianna Loke), of Terminator 3 (Jonathan Mostow, 2003), but she is a killing machine with regrets, given away by the tear she sheds when she kills the chief of police and the sorrowful appearance she dons as her boss sacrifices a replicant he has just manufactured (the creation process inside a plastic bag seems just as traumatic as a birth), only to emphasize his arguments, something he had already done in the short Nexus Dawn. In contrast to a terminator, Luv is a passionate and confused being that lives only to please Wallace, who says to her, “The best angel of all. Aren’t you, Luv?” Curiously, her office is situated below the pond in Wallace’s office, making it look as though she’s inside a fish tank. Luv is perfect beyond what was she designed for: “We’re programmed not to lie,” as she announces to Joshi, before killing her, that she will lie. She, like K, also wants to be special. She is an assassin with the emotional age of a 12-year-old.

[image: ]

It is absurd to imagine that Joi or the prostitute and revolutionary, Mariette, are simple erotic stimuli for the masculine public. Both operate at various levels, employing their sexuality and ingenuity with the certainty that “dying for a cause is the most human thing that a replicant can do”, as Freysa says. Furthermore, the insurrection doesn’t depend on K nor Deckard, rather, on two women: one, Freysa, who is the leader of the rebellion and the one who gives meaning and momentum to the fight; and two, doctor Ana Stelline (Carla Juri), daughter of Rachael and Deckard, who supposedly suffers from an autoimmune disease which prevent her from going to the extraterrestrial colonies and force her to live confined within a bubble. Ana is an expert in creating memories to be implanted in replicants, her job is of an artist who creates visions and narratives full of subtleties, vitality, and nostalgia. She understands that it is not details that make memories more realistic but the emotions they produce. As Yuval Noah Harari comments in his book, Sapiens, what distinguishes us from all other species, aside from the opposable thumb that simians possess, it is our capacity to create fictions, stories, and myths that, when shared, unify individuals into societies, found religions, empires, and multinational corporations. “But fiction has enabled us not merely to imagine things, but to do so collectively. We can weave common myths such as the biblical creation story, the Dreamtime myths of Aboriginal Australians, and the nationalist myths of modern states. Such myths give Sapiens the unprecedented ability to cooperate flexibly in large numbers.”[15] Ana is an artist of emotions, a storyteller and builder of worlds, who by manipulating imagination and the past is inventing the future (an idea very much of Dick’s). She was locked into a sterile room at eight years old, meaning that “if she wanted to see the world she had to imagine it.” At the same time, her job consists of helping Wallace create a “stable product.” To this end she considers that it is better to have “authentic memories,” because that will provoke “real human responses.” For her, replicants have very hard lives, doing the work that humans do not want. “I can’t help them in their futures, but I can give them good memories so they can look back and smile.” At the same time, her job consists in creating an identity and orientation for them. Curiously, in the business of fabricating memories, it is illegal to use real memories, and Stelline depends on a machine to discover if a memory is real or fabricated— “Given that any real memory would create ‘chaos’”—, a device capable of reading minds, detecting the texture of memories, and proving what is real and what is artificial.

History of Oppression

As we have mentioned before, Villeneuve’s plot, like Scott’s, follows the film noir formula, with a detective in the vein of Philip Marlowe who becomes a protagonist of an investigation, which advances little by little, with small discoveries: a piano key, a baby’s sock, a small flower, a serial number printed onto a bone (seen under an electronic microscope that reminds us of the snake scale scene in BR); as well as of an investigation of the Wallace company’s archives and an interview with an aged Gaff, in the home where he awaits death while making origami. During the brief chat with K, Gaff creates a sheep, in probable homage to Dick’s novel, Do Android Dream of Electric Sheep?

K belongs to the Nexus 9 generation of replicants, the most advanced of their time, considered efficient, relentless, obedient, and respectful. That does not prevent him from being despised by his human colleagues (“Fuck off skin job,” shouts a fellow police officer without fear of being heard by the others in the station), and by his neighbors (who call him “tin man”), both for being an assassin of his own species and for being artificial. He is not a free man but his condition is not comparable to the slavery suffered by the Nexus 6 replicants, condemned to expire in four years. Seeing him beaten after fighting with Sapper, Joshi says to him, “I’m not paying for that,” which might seem a joke but in fact reveals his relationship with his superior. He may be a machine to her, but he is autonomous and does not belong to her; rather, he is simply an employee or contractor, and even when she insinuates having a sexual encounter with him, he affords himself the luxury of rejecting her advances.

When Luv accompanies K in his visit to the corporate building, they pass by a reliquary where inert replicant models float about, and the resemblance of one of them to the Engineers of the films Prometheus and Alien Covenant is evident, a sign of the way in which this narrative intertwines with the Alien epic. Meanwhile, this scene, which opposes two replicants with their predecessors, exposed, stuffed, and used as decoration, is a powerful reminder of the condition of manufactured individuals.

Deckard has aged, he has become a father and survives in the irrespirable environment of Las Vegas (the agents that are sent to capture him use oxygen masks which he does not seem to need). We do not know if he is or is not a replicant because the border between the species has become ever thinner and more ambiguous. However, the mystery now acquires extra relevance. If Deckard is human, then Stelline is a hybrid being, and if he is not, she is a replicant born of a replicant mother and father. Wallace suggests that Deckard is a replicant that was programmed to fall in love with Rachael to impregnate her, which could be true, but that will make him a miracle also, and in that sense all possibility of autonomy will be reduced to a complex human conspiracy, too extraordinarily complicated to carry out, while it could have been simply experimented in a laboratory. Hence, it is possible that Wallace lied to confuse Deckard and pressure him to reveal his daughter’s location. During that same session, he offers the ex-blade runner an almost perfect clone of Rachael. He observes her, we see him doubt, but eventually he knows it is a deception and rejects her. “Her eyes were green,” he says, and walks away. Without protocol, Wallace orders Luv to shoot Rachael’s copy with a bullet to the head. This scene poses a painful quandary: if we could replace our loved ones with perfect replicas when they die or they age or they become sick, what kind of society might we become?

In BR 2049, replicants that work as blade runners are subjected to the Post Traumatic Baseline Test after completing a mission. It is carried out in a white room where they must respond to a series of apparently incoherent words and phrases: “Cells interlinked within cell interlinked.” These combinations of words might provoke emotions that denote individuality, something that a blade runner cannot permit themselves. If the replicant fails the test, their emotional system is considered damaged and must be retired. The text employed in the test belongs to the aforementioned Pale Fire, by Nabokov, an experimental novel that is supposed to be an analysis written by one fictional Charles Kinbote (Charles K?), of a poem of 999 verses from the also fictitious writer, John Shade, who writes about his daughter, Hazel, who drowned when she was an adolescent (another coincidence is that Luv drowns). And so, we have a poem within an essay (that is a series of Kinbote’s personal notes related to the work), that in reality is a novel. Kinbote is supposedly a friend of Shade, but in his critique he appropriates the poem imagining himself as the protagonist (perhaps similar to K in the film, who imagines himself the protagonist of a miracle, and evokes the Pinocchio’s story). This dizzying, multiply metaliterary experiment, of which K has a copy, and which is a book that Joi does not like for some reason, echoes the ambiguous nature of the replicant, who is a fictional yet real being living confined in a labyrinthine, absurd, and oppressive illusion, where individuals and things appear to be something they are not.

The Wooden Horse

K acts and speaks in robotic manner, however, the discovery that he may be the son of a replicant makes him break through this frigidity and liberate his emotions. Is it a failure of his programming or, in contrast, is it a part of Wallace’s plan? By choosing Gosling for this role it was clear they had in mind his habitual detached attitude and his “cool”, but also his expressive and sad gaze. K is a species of fallen angel that, despite his programming and repression, can give flight to his illusions. We might think that with the discovery that a replicant gave birth, K can no longer be the same, yet, his relationship with Joi reveals him as an emotional and confused being (despite having been manufactured as an assassin), in the same manner in which Sapper had been a sentimental skin job, as Coco (David Dastmalchian), the morgue employee, says. Joi is an artificial intelligence, but one that has been shaped through interactions with K, who has learned everything from him and conspired against the order and company that created her: by assigning him a name, Joe; by insisting that he is special; by inciting him to escape; and even by suggesting to him to erase her from his home’s system memory, so she will not be used to trace him, and to only conserve her in the emanator, with the implied risk that the device may be damaged and she will disappear or die (“Just like a real girl”).

Rachael’s bones provoke his emotional conflict by causing K to imagine that he was born of her, that he is unique and different, that his memories are not implants but real lived experiences. This is an addition to Stelline’s confirmation that her strongest childhood memory is not a fabricated memory but a lived one, yet, she does not specify by whom it was lived. K’s fantasies are shattered, first by Deckard when he tells K that they had a daughter, and later by Freysa who tells him that she was there, holding Rachael’s hand as she died during the emergency C-section through which Sapper tried saving her. “You imagined it was you… Oh, you did? You did? We all wish it was us. That’s why we believe,” says Freysa. Shortly before, Luv had destroyed Joi by crushing the emanator that stored her only existing copy. During his return to Los Angeles, K finds a giant Joi on the street, a three dimensional advertisement of the system which directs herself to him with phrases he can recognize from his Joi (“What a day” and “You look like a good Joe”), and that leaves him devastated, as seeing the image accentuates that he has lost everything; the illusion of a Joi with real emotions crumbles and even his memories seem less authentic than what he imagined. Happiness (Joi) and love (Luv) turn out to be extremely scarce in this world of simulations.

Luv leaves K injured and takes Deckard away to be interrogated. Mariette heals the blade runner and introduces him to Freysa, who orders him to find and kill Deckard, since, otherwise, he may reveal the location of the rebel replicants that are preparing an insurrection. We know nothing about the relationship between Deckard and the rebels, however, when he had to renounce his daughter (“Sometimes when you love someone you have to be a stranger”), Freysa hid her. During his investigation of the registers, K discovers that Rachael had twins (monozygotic, having shared identical DNA). One boy and one girl, of which the girl died and the boy was sent to an orphanage. Freysa later explains that this information was planted to confuse his pursuers, the police, and Wallace. Only a girl was born, Ana, and the twin never existed. This may or may not be true, but if we follow biblical references, Rachael is the woman in which romance and tragedy are fused. When marrying Jacob of whom she is a second wife, (and in the first version of BR we know that Deckard had been married and divorced), she is initially sterile, until God (in this case, Tyrell), decides to give her a son whom she names Joseph (Joe), which means “may the Lord give you more,” and whom would become the savior and redeemer of Israel. Most importantly, the Biblical Rachael dies at the birth of her second son, Benjamin. Jacob buries his wife and marks the place with a column, just as a dead tree marks Rachael’s grave.

K fights again with Luv on the Sepulveda Sea Wall, a gigantic barrier designed to protect the city from the waves of the ocean, which has risen because the poles have melted. That is the metaphor of the wall that divides men and replicants, of which Joshi spoke. K does not intend to kill Deckard, rather, to save him, and while he accomplishes defeating Luv, he turns out seriously injured. Both K and Batty, in the previous film, are left devastated when they discover that they will not be able to accomplish their objective; K is not the miracle that, for a brief moment, he believed himself to be, and for Batty, his creator cannot grant him more time to live. Nevertheless, both save Deckard’s life, and with that sacrifice redeem their humanity. Deckard asks K before entering Stelline’s laboratory, “Why? What am I to you?” He has no answer. Not only does K take Deckard to meet his daughter, but he also returns the wooden horse toy which he carved for her, and which, for some time, he had believed to be made for him, becoming a totem, a materialization of his ideals.

In a world with a diversity of artificial intelligences it is necessary to consider the possibility that Stelline, who lives in a bubble, is also a hologram like Joi, given that both are intangible. The parallel comes to mind when seeing a three dimensional Frank Sinatra singing inside a glass bell jar, creating memories with music. When Deckard enters to see his daughter, she is creating a memory of snow falling; while outside, K sees the snow fall as he dies and we can imagine Stelline as a sort of goddess or an artificial intelligence creating a simulation of reality.

Gods, Demigods, and Angels of Destruction

Blade Runner 2049 is a reflection on the significance and origin of consciousness, within a work that speculates over the appearance of technological gods who create intelligent beings capable of dreaming, due to economic ambition, but also of messianic power delusions. This is why it is a work marked with existential questions and religious references.

We can interpret that the apocalyptic references in the film emphasize the destiny of a predatory humanity that has exterminated almost all species of animals and plants and destroyed the planet, while it expands all over the universe sowing destruction. Thus, divine remorse will be reflected in human extinction, perhaps at the hands of its technological descendants, the children of their minds. Aside from this, Galatians 6:3-7 (which is in K’s serial number: KD6-3.7) in the New Testament tells us: “If anyone thinks they are something when they are not, they deceive themselves.” These words could well be tailored to K’s identity crisis. Moreover, K discovers that Deckard and Rachael’s daughter supposedly dies of a genetic disease: Galatians syndrome (which doesn’t exist)—but that was one of Freysa’s red herrings.

This film, a sequel overly conscious of its condition, is a work of overwhelming beauty, both respectful and defiant of the history and aesthetic proposed by the first film. Roger Deakins’ photographic work, which received an Oscar in one of those rare cases of Hollywood justice, is fascinating and astonishing; his urban and post-apocalyptic visions retake elements of the original and from a variety of sources to create stunning spaces. It was particularly difficult to count on a soundtrack comparable to Vangelis’s music in the original, one of the best soundtracks in cinematic history. Hans Zimmer’s soundtrack draws from a reverence to the majestic sound of the Greek musician, it articulates superb variations and counterpoints. Yet, the film does not invent a new aesthetic, it is not a continuation or an echo, rather, the expansion of a universe that is both familiar and disconcerting. It is not a film that resolves the unsettling doubts of the previous one, but it is a prodigious philosophical allegory and a visual delight that makes every citation and reference a joyous homage.

Terminator

The Legend of the Cybernetic Prophet

At the time of writing this book, 34 years have passed since the release of the film that launched James Cameron’s career. He wrote it at a McDonald’s, while being literally homeless and sleeping on friend’s couches and in his car. Terminator (1984) was inspired by one of Cameron’s nightmares in which a metallic skeleton advanced armed and dangerous amidst explosions. The adventure of how this story reached the big screen has been repeated numerous of times, becoming a kind of modern legend. Cameron rejected an offer of 100,000 dollars for his script and sold it, instead, for one dollar, with the condition that he would direct the film himself. After a surprising success at the box office, and with good critical reception, the film obtained the blessing of the highest poet of film, Andrei Tarkovski, who saw Terminator shortly before dying in 1986 and wrote: “The brutality and the low acting skills are unfortunate, but as a vision of the future and the relation between man and his destiny, the film is pushing the frontier of cinema as an art”[16]. [UMS7]This is enormous praise coming from a prodigious filmmaker who saw in that modest B series film something much more profound than a rustic, ordinary, special effects and action, thriller. Today, few doubt that Terminator or T1 is a filmic masterpiece, a key work of cyberpunk, a film that defines technoir, and a touchstone of the mirrorshades aesthetic (Bruce Sterling, dixit)—but, overall, it is an oracle of the human condition within the times of cyberculture.

The plot is deceitfully simple, a cyborg (Arnold Schwarzenegger) is sent back from the year 2029 to May 12, 1984 to preemptively annihilate Sarah Connor (Linda Hamilton), the future mother of John Connor, the rebel leader who will lead the fight against Skynet, which, as I mentioned earlier, is a digital military network that reached singularity and, once acquiring consciousness, considers the human race an existential threat and decides to eliminate it. Having discovered the plan to change history at the hands of the machines (should we refer to Skynet in plural or singular? Is it a hive mind or a single digital brain? In masculine or feminine?), Connor sends his best friend, Kyle Reese (Michael Biehn), to protect his mother, of whom he hands over a Polaroid.

More than just a science fiction film, we are confronted with a horror film. The difference is that the horror genre is tragic by essence, inasmuch as it juxtaposes humankind with inevitable fatality, with supernatural powers that it cannot defeat, and which essentially are reflections of old age and death, represented or disguised as ingenious or frightening threats to physical and mental integrity. Humans can unite to combat monsters, ghosts, and other fiends; however, they are essentially alone before their power. Monstrosity in the horror genre comes hand in hand with rules that we must decipher and can at times be circumvented through cunning and courage. Yet, in most cases, deceptively defeated horror returns in cyclical form. In contrast, science fiction and fantasy offer resources (technological in the former case, and magical in the latter), to contend with the threats and new rules. Thus, while horror implies being helpless, science fiction regularly offers forms of empowering, although in the end it may be equally pessimistic and hopeless.

T1 culminates with one of the most powerful horror sequences in cinematic history, when the T800 model 101 chases Sarah inside a factory. The cyborg becomes the hunter killer bot par excellence; the quintessential assassin drone. Now that we live in a time of enthusiasm for lethal machines (particularly of the airborne type, which monitor and carry out summary executions of suspects in any corner of the planet), this precursor acquires particular importance. This was not the first robot villain in cinematic history, the list is long and among its forerunners we find both the false Maria of Metropolis, as well as the fearsome and genocidal Ro Man of Robot Monster (Phil Tucker, 1953). The T800, with its metallic skeleton covered in skin, anticipated our cyborg obsession and powerful fantasy of fusing ourselves with our technologies, in an era of simulations and simulacras, which in Jean Baudrillard’s definition are copies without an original. This is the elemental characteristic of hyper-reality and the breeding ground of cyberculture, a time of reproductions that do not imitate the “natural.”

Family First

In the sequel, Terminator 2, Judgment Day or T2, also directed by Cameron (1991), a Terminator T1000 (Robert Patrick), an advanced model made up of a type of liquid metal, capable of changing shape and copying human beings and other objects, is sent to eliminate the very John Connor, who lives with adoptive parents since his mother is locked up in mental home. While T1’s budget was only 6.4 million dollars, T2 had a budget of one hundred million, which broke Hollywood records at the time. The sequel creates an intelligent combination of tragedy and self-parody, a volatile and dangerous blend that Cameron exploits with genius through deliberate repetitions: again, Arnold utters his legendary “I’ll be back,” which would later be inserted into the rest of the films in the series; again, the nude terminator looks to clothe himself mugging the unsuspecting and visiting bars. A large part of the film’s humor is due to the cyborg’s mechanical coldness and gimmicky audacity. “You just can’t go around killing people,” says John Connor to Arnold. He responds, “Why? I’m a Terminator.”

Terminators look to disguise themselves in leather jackets, dark sunglasses, and gloves, evoking the rebelliousness of motorcycle gang member or the authority of policemen, two antagonistic icons: the outlaw and the law enforcer. This duality is constantly manipulated in the series. Here, the inversion of roles, the villain becoming the protector, evidences the chameleonic nature and alternation between technological prejudice and benefits. The ambiguity maintains the spectator in a state of uncertainty that will become another obsession of the series. The terminator transition pushes us to search for traces of humanity in the animated machine, which is an interesting narrative strategy given that it imposes contradictory sentiments to the ones produced by the T800 in T1.

Amidst the apocalyptic obsession, the subject of family stands out. Sarah, the terminator, and John integrate a nuclear family during their escape, and she, despite her lack of confidence in the machine, recognizes in the T800 the ideal father figure that her son never had: someone who will always remain calm, always have time for John, and will never have any other priority than protecting him. “In an insane world, [he] was the sanest choice,” says Sarah. While the machine behaves as though he has become humanized, due to being hacked, Sarah becomes a terminator, acting like a mechanized being with the sole objective of preparing for nuclear holocaust and protecting John, more so for his role as the future redeemer than for being her son.

Sarah is now the hunter killer that looks to preemptively eliminate Skynet’s father, leading her to locate Miles Bennett Dyson (Joe Morton), engineer of the Cyberdyne corporation who will be primarily responsible for the network’s creation, to kill him. However, she is incapable of eliminating him in front of his wife and son. Sarah re-humanizes herself by realizing that she has become like her nemesis. At an ironically charged point, Miles saves himself from Sarah’s first gunshot because his son’s remote control toy train, a small drone, hits him in the leg and causes him to bend at the precise moment of the bullet’s impact. Just like the first film, this one ends at a factory, a move that resonates with the end of the industrial age and the dusk of mechanized production, and the beginning of a time of the digital reproduction of everything. Here, John Connor loses his putative cyborg father, just as he lost his biological father in the first movie. The film ends with Sarah’s words, who drifts away on a road at night, with a bit of optimism: “If a machine, a Terminator, can learn the value of human life, maybe we can too.” Yet, we know that, as the T800 says, we are condemned by our own violence. This was a remix version of the New Testament story: in which Sarah is the, more or less virgin, mother haunted by her nightmares; Reese is a type of archangel that announces the coming of the prophet, and serves as a father along the way; while John is the redeemer that will not die in sacrifice, given the he must lead the resistance. In his place, Reese must give up his life.


Variations and Divergences

T3, Rise of the Machines (Johnathan Mostow, 2003) and T4, Salvation, (McG 2009) undoubtedly have interesting moments, spectacular chase scenes, devastating fights, special effects, and unsettling props. More than presenting new ideas, they offer variations and extensions of the myth in a technological crescendo, but it could hardly be said that they measure up to the first two films. In T3, we find a sexy terminatrix, T-X (Kristanna Loken), designed to destroy other cyborgs, which has an essential difference from her predecessors: she relies on a deadly disintegrator beam (how did Skynet not think about it before?). In this film, Arnold returns to protect John (who has inherited his mother’s apocalyptic nightmares), and Kate Brewster (Claire Danes, before her years as a xenophobic nut and nationalistic paranoiac in the television series, Homeland), who is the daughter of the general in charge of the Skynet project and will be John’s wife and companion in arms.

The new T800 informs the future leader of humanity that the destruction of Cyberdyne’s computational progress, carried out at the end of the previous film, did not end with Skynet’s threat, but only postponed it. “Judgment day is inevitable,” says Arnold. Despite the repetition of conventions in the franchise, and of the obvious, and inevitable and predictable confrontations between machines and humans, this film has an extraordinary finale that plays with the memories of T2. In both films, the terminator is convinced to change his original programming, however, here the change is a ploy for completing its initial objective. T4 is essentially a military film with a World War II cinematic aesthetic (with extermination camps of undesirable “minorities” and a multinational resistance army), fused with steampunk artifices in a madmaxian and post-apocalyptic setting. With this episode, McG intended to recuperate the gravitas of T1, yet, he could not avoid including an “I’ll be back” nor sliding through cascades of the commonplace and genre clichés.

Thus, we arrive at the fifth film of the series, Genisys (2015), by veteran television director and director of an innocuous Thor: The Dark World (2013), Alan Taylor, which begins with a stiff dialogue between a second rate John Connor (Jason Clarke) and a washed out, uncharismatic Kyle Reese (Jai Courtney), through which we find out that the rebels are about to deliver the final blow against the machines, but Skynet’s last recourse is to send a cyborg to the past to eliminate Sarah Connor (Emilia Clarke, of Game of Thrones fame). T5 is not a sequel, rather, it is an attempt at retelling or reimagining a well-known story but with new variations. In this manner, the year 1984 in which the T800 and Reese arrive turns out both familiar and unfamiliar: the same garbage bin, similar punks that will lose their lives and clothes, as well as the alley bum whose pants Reese steals. Thus, while we believe to be dealing with a nostalgic trip with more repetitions of old jokes, it is revealed that the past has changed and become a pre-apocalyptic battleground between machines and men. San Francisco’s streets have been invaded by other, more modern and dangerous terminators, such as a new T1000 and a brand-new T3000 made with nanotechnology. But the most important change is Sarah Connor, she is no longer the fragile waitress of the first film, rather, she is a young and less traumatized version of the second film’s warrior. Sarah was rescued by another T800 at nine years old from an early intent of mechanical homicide in which her parents die. The terminator, whom Sarah had affectionately nicknamed “Pops” (portrayed by an aging Schwarzenegger), becomes the confusingly desexualized assassin that reshapes himself into a single father, to protect, educate, and prepare her in the use of weapons, combat techniques, and survival strategies (in line with the apocalyptic obsessions of certain far-right fanatics), to defend herself from Skynet’s attempts to eliminate her and prevent her from giving birth to humanity’s redeemer. In 1984, the T800 101 (Arnold at 67 years old), reformed into a kind of programmable Clint Eastwood, explains that although he is a cyborg the skin covering him ages and wrinkles. “I’m old, not obsolete,” he says, although his hand trembles from time to time, revealing that age is eroding his circuits.

Here, the cyborg’s function as an endearing being is emphasized, however, in contrast to Skynet, which is a conscious network, terminators only respond to a program, and while they can learn (to lie, even), and question logical conflicts through their programming, they are not capable of having an internal life nor of independent thinking, with the exception of Marcus Wright (Sam Worthington) in T4, who in Rachael’s style in Blade Runner, does not know he is a cyborg. Replicants in Blade Runner, just like Samantha’s voice in Her (Spike Jonze, 2013), and Ava of Ex Machina (Garland, 2015), are beings so well perfected that it is impossible to know if they are conscious or not—their emotional life, affections and hatreds are a mystery. The Terminator, on his part, stands out among the innumerable relentless villains of cinema because, in essence, he is a being that does not know evil.

In all episodes of the series, two mottos are repeated that are first said by Reese to Sarah: “The future is not set,” and “There is no fate but what we make for ourselves.” These, which may sound like self-help manual slogans, in reality refer to the internal logic of the film, where journeys through time rewrite history without the smallest respect to the basic laws of physics or biology. This had been proposed by Ray Bradbury in his 1953 account, “A Sound of Thunder,” from the R is for Rocket collection, where Eckels, the time-traveler, participates in a safari to prehistory because he wants to hunt a tyrannosaurus. In a moment of chaos, Eckels violates the principal rule of time travels to the past, which is to not touch anything, and accidentally crushes a golden butterfly, definitively and tragically changing the future, from orthography to presidential elections, and returns to a sordid and unfamiliar world ruled by a fascist autocrat (maybe that’s what brought Trump to power in 2016). This theme has been repeated in many other science fiction works, but its impact on popular culture is due to the success of the Back to the Future franchise (Robert Zemeckis, 85, 89, 90).

Many Pasts and Various Futures, a

Franchise Which Refuses to Die

In Genisys, we find various parallel realities with their own outcomes, establishing an uncertainty principle: humanity can be saved in some occasions, and destroyed in others. The foundational paradox of the series consists in that an integrated circuit of the first Terminator is retrieved by the Cyberdyne corporation, and, although inoperable, serves as inspiration for Miles Bennett Dyson and the other engineers to create Skynet. Thus, the network plants the seed of its existence by becoming its own progenitor. In parallel, John Connor is also product of a love encounter between a time traveler and his mother, which places the artificial mind and the rebel in equal circumstances. In the same manner as the replicants of Blade Runner, we can think of Skynet as an abandoned child, in the style of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, to whom the absence of a mother is perhaps the original motivation that leads it to try to kill the mother of its archnemesis, John Connor, and humanity along the way.

Aside from tumbling through time and over all types of surfaces, as tends to happen every time a terminator fights and inevitably clobbers its rival with and against everything that surrounds them, the film acquires a romantic comedy tone with the elements of a dysfunctional family movie (with a grumpy father that resolves every issue), and of time travel road movie. The cast’s “low acting skills” may have provoked a syncope in Tarkovski. However, Schwarzenegger manages to maintain unity with its effective, stoic and dry, repetitive humor. J.K. Simmons’s incorporation, as a detective that has passed through life trying to convince his colleagues that he had seen human and mechanical time travelers in 1984, is a hit, despite not accomplishing any other function than provoking laughter. The idea that humanity’s destruction will come in the form of a “Killer App” (a term used to speak about a successful software application), is a predictable and stale joke. The film is verbose and lamentably stiff, in addition to being devoid of great sequences, extraordinary visions, or genuinely surprising technologies like those of the previous films, which makes the spectacle rather lukewarm.

The narrative threads in Taylor and his scriptwriters’ (Laerta Kalogridis and Patrick Lussier) film are overly chaotic and occasionally contradictory (the new John Connor is incompatible with the one of Rise of the Machines and Salvation). However, the possibilities of alternative futures, anticipated by Reese in T1 when he tells Sarah that he comes from “one possible future,” is used to ignore the logical conflicts that T5 has in its disorienting run from 2029 to 1984, and back to 2017, with evocations to 1979, 1997, and 2014. One of the interesting differences between this and the previous films (with the exception of the fourth), is that Skynet sends machines, drones, on trips through time without the intention of retrieving them. In contrast, the rebels know when doing it that they are sending someone on a suicide mission, given that there will be no time machines awaiting them. In this manner, Reese had been a Kamikaze, a suicide jihadist, until this film where another time machine awaits him in 1984. This is not a minor change, as here, John Connor is transformed, he has become ambitious and betrayed his ideals and people, so the motivation of the whole series of protecting the leader has failed. As in the majority of revolutionary stories that become corrupted by power, John becomes a tyrant, in this case at the service of the digital enemy. In place of the redeemer, we find his future parents, Sarah and Reese, ready to fight in another episode.

Feminist icons

Terminator 2 gave rise to one of the modern icons of aggressive and liberated femininity: Sarah Connor, who with Ellen Ripley of the Alien franchise (Scott, 79; Cameron, 86; Fincher, 92; Jeunet, 97), generated hundreds of academic and cultural studies on the role of independent and powerful women in a zealously misogynistic medium like Hollywood, particularly in action cinema, and the way in which these was reflected in reality. Sarah debates between being a mother and saving humanity, without falling into the usual model of masculinized women. The new Sarah Connor tells Kyle “I don’t need saving.” It is she who tells her alleged savior, “Come with me if you want to live,” which are the words Reese tells the first Sarah in the Tech Noir club. Initially, Sarah Connor is the perfect damsel in distress of horror cinema: there is a notable contrast between her and her roommate, Ginger, who appears to be a sexually active woman, having erotic conversations with her boyfriend and doing her make-up; she’s clearly coded as a boy toy and therefore expendable, according to slasher film logic. In turn, Sarah’s boyfriend calls her to cancel a date, and, instead of going out alone as an available woman, she decides to modestly stay home. We know she is long-suffering and self-sacrificing, because at work even children take advantage of her; this is enough to know she is worthy of survival (according to the medium’s standard logic).

But Connor resists falling into the stereotype of the rescued damsel. Reese loves her but also dominates and controls her. Obviously there is a narrative necessity for this, given that her survival is at risk, but as Janice Hocker Rushing and Thomas Frentz write, “Reese fits the familiar Hollywood convention of the strong, silent male who is physically and morally superior to the female he saves and with whom he often falls in love.”[17] Let us not forget that the same actor, Biehn, prepares Ripley for combat in Aliens, another of Cameron’s films, making it clear that we are facing a recurring theme. However, it is Sara who destroys the Terminator, without help, and resorting to her own ingenuity, releasing her of indebtedness to any man. This Sarah chooses to become a warrior, while the new Sarah has been turned into a combatant by a machine. In any case, it is a woman who will end up sacrificing herself by becoming a type of Madonna for a future world she wants nothing to do with. Some consider that, while the actions of a protagonist are the result of biology or destiny, they are not feminist acts, given that they don’t depend of their agency or will. In other words, becoming pregnant determines Sarah Connor’s actions and transformation, and not the other way around.

In August 2017 James Cameron got involved in a controversy when he declared that Wonder Woman was just an objectified icon, and just another case of male Hollywood doing the same old thing. He compared the character impersonated by Israeli actress Gal Gadot to her Sarah Connor:

Linda looked great. She just wasn't treated as a sex object. There was nothing sexual about her character. It was about angst, it was about will, it was about determination. She was crazy, she was complicated. … She wasn't there to be liked or ogled, but she was central, and the audience loved her by the end of the film. So as much as I applaud Patty [Jenkins] directing the film and Hollywood, uh, "letting" a woman direct a major action franchise, I didn't think there was anything groundbreaking in Wonder Woman. I thought it was a good film. Period. I was certainly shocked that [my comment] was a controversial statement. It was pretty obvious in my mind. I just think Hollywood doesn't get it about women in commercial franchises. Drama, they've got that cracked, but the second they start to make a big commercial action film, they think they have to appeal to 18-year-old males or 14-year-old males, whatever it is. Look, it was probably a little bit of a simplistic remark on my part, and I'm not walking it back, but I will add a little detail to it, which is: I like the fact that, sexually, she had the upper hand with the male character, which I thought was fun.[18]

Is all of this Necessary?

Why do all of this recycling? Is there validity in being optimistic and thinking that this franchise still has vitality, some creativity, or some philosophical perspective that may enrich the reflection pertinent to our relationship with machines? Or should we accept that we are dealing with simply another mercenary expression of Hollywood exploitation, in the fashion of sequels/prequels/reboots/remakes that wants to take advantage of the final breaths of post-apocalyptic adolescent films, in the style of Hunger Games, Divergent, and Maze Runner? These films emanate from the cliché that the will of the youth can triumph against the machinery of a cruel state. The central theme of the Terminator franchise is the confrontation between an incredibly advanced artificial mind and an unpredictable, unstable, and bellicose humanity overly dependent on its technological artifacts. This is why this series has much more to do with the way in which our technologies transform us and with techno culture, than the juvenile illusions and fantasies that drive forward films inspired by Suzanne Collins’s novels and her countless imitators. In T1, personal technological devices were represented by relatively innovative apparatuses that made up the 80s mediasphere, such as the Walkman, the pager or beeper, and the answering machine (“Machines need love too,” says Sara and Ginger’s recorded message), which by simplifying our lives and entertaining us, also distract us, aside from functioning as sources of information that can be exploited against us, as it happened when the terminator listens to Sarah’s messages and, in this way, obtains her whereabouts. This obviously anticipates the threats produced by our obsession with communication and entertainment technologies. It is not necessary to once again emphasize how strange it is that our smartphones, laptops, and tablets have become our most faithful companions, confidants, and links to the rest of the world.

War against Ourselves

Humankind’s true addiction (a principally, though not exclusively, American phenomenon), in these films, is to firearms. The higher the caliber, the better. Presented as an indispensable resource in the war against machines—although, the majority of times they only serve to slow down or briefly stun the Terminators and never to eliminate them. In contrast, terminators use these same weapons with great efficiency to kill humans. A particularly revealing scene is that of the first film, where T800 goes shopping, acquires an impressive arsenal, while the shopkeeper explains, “There’s a fifteen-day wait period on the handguns, but the rifles you can take now,” and then the terminator kills him. It is not so improbable that if a society, as permissive and as in love with firearms as this one, ever creates a thinking artificial mind as its evolutionary descendent, it’s first instinct upon “waking up” will be to destroy the species that created it.

The Terminator saga is based on the threat of an unavoidable and, in a sense, perpetual war between humankind and its creations. Inspiration for this chronicle of the arrogance, ambition, and vanity that leads our species to lose its dominant role on the planet came from two episodes in the television series The Outer Limits: Soldier (Gerd Oswald, 1964), and Demon with a Glass Hand (Byron Haskin, 1964), both written by Harlan Ellison. We might also consider Phillip K. Dick’s short novel (or long story) Second Variety (1953), in which, after a nuclear confrontation between the USSR and USA, machines reproduce robots, or “Claws”, to continue the battle. Each film in this series promises that the end of the war is near, and yet we know that, just as Bush, Obama and Trump’s “War on Terror,” this is a conflict with no end. Initially, Skynet was imagined as the Star Wars program of the Reagan era, a system of intercontinental ballistic missiles designed to threaten the USSR but promoted as a self-defense shield. In T5, instead of a military network, we have a computational system that will unite all the information of our social networks, jobs, health, personal interest, guilty pleasures, and any document imaginable in an apparently useful and benevolent media convergence that will load the digitizable to the “cloud.” Once the network gains access to this mass of information, it will control our lives and destroy us using our weaknesses.

Skynet wishes to eliminate humans initially because it fears them, but, in reality, it is never clear if that is its objective or only a self-preservation strategy. In T2, T3, and Genisys, various stubborn humans give Skynet good reasons for destroying the human species, as, in the moments previous to its birth, they try everything possible to kill it “in the embryo.” This artificial mind seems to find comfort in creating weapons and tools of extermination, as well as joy in a devastated and radioactive world, in a gigantic cemetery of ash and ruins that it sweeps over with flying, aquatic (as in Salvation), and terrestrial drones, many of which have human form. Initially, Skynet created robots grossly covered in rubber, that were easily detectible; with time, it perfected the simulacrum. It explored brute force with bodies like that of Arnold’s, then, it experimented through the fluidity of the T1000, and eventually with the mortal seduction of a desirable woman like T-X. Yet, in Genisys, Skynet seems to take its obsession with the human body further, as it shows a type of anthropomorphic envy by insisting in presenting itself as projections in human form, even as if it were a child.
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The T800 only copied voices, but the T100 can replicate; that is, become that which it touches, in a variety of objects or biological beings, including humans. This has a curious resonance with one of the most prodigious and, simultaneously, most destructive qualities of the internet: the potential to create and infinite number of copies of any file. That power, as mentioned before, implies an immense convenience and the capacity to distribute information and knowledge, but at the same time, it may represent the death of creativity by annihilating the possibility of protecting copyright and the inventor’s originality, as well as giving rise to all forms of falsifications and disinformation. The Judeo-Christian creation myth speaks of a God who makes men in His image and likeness; Skynet manufactures its children by copying its detested human creator with the intent of committing patricide-deicide.

The Other Apocalypse

Every day it is more evident that a type of “soft” robotic apocalypse is approaching, without a single machine having ever reached singularity or developed consciousness. I mean to say, machines will not destroy the present civilization by disobeying us, but perhaps from obeying us too well, like the brooms in the Disney cartoon, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1938). More dangerous than conscious machines willing to fire missiles against us, the real threat is unconscious machines at the hands of even less conscious men, who, in the face of evidence of climate change, largely facilitated or accelerated by industrial processes, use of fossil fuels, and the unrestrained exploitation of the environment, continue the course of their activities. This catastrophe, added to the systematic substitution of manual labor—first through outsourcing (the subcontracting of workers in remote locations), and later by the replacement of workers, not only laborers but also administrative employees and technicians—by machines and apps, announces an immediate future economic collapse. This future also brings with it social decay, massive immigrations, famines, and genocides. Obviously there will be new jobs in new work areas but it’s difficult to imagine how all the displaced workers will find a role in the new economy. We do not have to be Luddites to see that the nineteenth-century nightmares of massive unemployment seem to be coming true, and that we have chosen a course of progress in which humankind is its own terminator. At a time of frenetic consumption of technologies with brief cycles of programmed obsolescence, we have included ourselves on the list of replaceable and problematically hackable or upgradeable devices. The skeleton in Cameron’s dream keeps chasing us, like an atrocious caricature from Fleischer’s studios, immune to our weapons, as a reflection of voracious progress, and with the certainty that, sooner or later, it will catch us.


Ridley’s Scott’s Alien

The filmic franchise Alien has offered, during almost four decades, revealing reflections of the Zeitgeist. The series, which commenced in 1979 with Ridley Scott’s splendid space horror film, reinvented formulas of the genre, explored some of the main technological fears and obsessions of the era, as well as the illusions of social engineering of the end of the century. In its first installment, the underlying theme was sacrifice of the working class in the military interests of a corporate state. The crew of the commercial spaceship, Nostromo, in Alien, is considered expendable, since the real mission, as explained by the android Ash (Ian Holm), which operates as the scientific director of the mission, is to take to Earth the alien of the title (the term “xenomorph,” is used for the first time in the second film of the series). The sequel, Aliens (1983), by James Cameron, is an exploration of the militarized mentality, as well as the beginning of the dismantling of social security services in the time of Ronald Reagan. Alien 3 (1992), by David Fincher, contemplates a penal society that reflects the growth of the military-police-prison complex and massive, systematic imprisonment, a recycling of Jim Crow’s rules, a result of the war against drugs and the submission and criminalization of black, poor and minority populations. As all of the films in this series deal with the theme of infection and epidemic, this is almost a metaphor for the AIDS scare. In this episode, sub-commander Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) discovers that the Weyland-Yutani Corporation wants to convert the xenomorph into a biological weapon. Jean Pierre, Jeunet’s Alien 4, Resurrection (1997), moves the theme towards genetic manipulation (the cloned sheep, Dolly, was born in 1996), human trafficking (according to the US Department of State in 1997, around 195,000 women were sold in Western sex markets), and women’s reproductive rights (Ripley 8, a clone of the original is a “secondary product” in the process of obtaining an alien queen). It is no coincidence that the ship’s computer is named Father and not Mother as in other episodes.

Alien is a film loaded with sexual references: from the phallic head of the xenomorph, to the numerous images of vagina dentatas, and the violent, explosive birth; not for nothing are there those who consider it a film about fear of male rape. Ripley refuses to follow orders she knows are wrong, and

later is subjected to a condescending scolding (both her and Parker, who is a black man, are ignored by their white superiors), at the hands of the representative of patriarchal authority, who here is not merely a man in power, but rather, a powerful interplanetary corporation. Nothing could be more symbolic than the sequence in which Ash tries to asphyxiate Ripley to death, by inserting a rolled pornographic magazine into her mouth. And when the android is decapitated by Parker, his internal tubing shoots streams of white liquid, inevitably reminiscent of a strange posthumous ejaculation. The unforgettable scene of Ripley in panties could be interpreted as the sexualization of the heroine, a type of erotic placebo, and the objectification of an attractive woman, and, thus, her reduction into a mere symbol. This ending is similar to those of numerous slasher horror films in which a woman survives by making use of firearms, or sharp phallic symbols, to destroy evil. Usually the “final girl,” as denominated by Carol J. Clover in her book Men, Women and Chainsaws, represents purity (undoubtedly sexual), and virtue, especially at a time when horror films were simply the depiction of the hunting of desirable and sexually active young women. Here Ripley, who neither screams hysterically nor has any romantic interests, simply believes she has won and can rest; her nudity represents her vulnerability, while her panties may be a reference to the typical attitude of blaming the victim of a sexual attack. If anything proves that she is a feminist heroine, it is the contrast found in Aliens between Ripley and space marine Vasquez (Jenette Goldstein), who is a muscular, aggressive, armed warrior of high testosterone; that is, she is a conventional masculinized woman. Ripley is responsible for the narrative and her gender is not ambiguous. While it does not negate her maternal instinct, it is also not the only force that defines her, and her femininity is not a secondary product to her counterpart’s masculinity.
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The Xenopedia[19] determines that the drone in Alien cryptozoology, the extraterrestrial that appears in the first episode of the series, is the adult form and the lowest class of the Xenomoprh species XX121; it is the one that construct “hives” and captures live species for impregnation, incubation and food. One of the distinctive characteristics of this species is its elongated, black or gray head, in the shape of a shell, which, as I said before, reminds us of the superior frontal part of the Predator and Reaper drones.
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15 years after Alien’s last sequel, Ridley Scott directed the ambitious Prometheus, which takes place in 2089 (Alien takes place in 2122) and focuses on philosophic themes such as the search for humankind’s origins and the reconciling of beliefs and science. Before Ridley Scott filmed a single photograph of what would be the prequel to his own cult classic film, Alien (1979), he knew that the simmering controversy was reaching concerning levels, proving that the film had to confront mountains of prejudice. Thus, the film became something different: a reflection on our species’ origin, in which xenomorphs (the extraterrestrial, biological, endoparasitic species that has become a powerful cultural icon in the last decades), are to an extent a marginal threat. The most recurring critique of Prometheus is that it does not respond to the questions it poses. Practically no one would dare say now that Kubrick’s monolith does not respond to the questions it poses.

This accusation-mantra reflects an incapacity for aesthetic delight and some sort of resentment against a multifaceted filmmaker who does not know how, nor cares, to fit into the mold of author of the image and seems a Pavlovian reaction to the Hollywood commercial machinery. It is true that there are reasons for distrust; it is enough to consider how the alien imagery originally conceived by H.R. Giger has been exploited, how the quasi-reptilian, double-jawed monster has been ridiculed by turning it into a multiuse caricature or by making it the opponent of the Predator (McTiernan, 1987; Hopkins, 1990; Antal, 2010), in the ever more ineffable Alien vs. Predator series (Anderson, 2004; Strause, 2007[NY8] ). Of course, Scott did not become the most recognized living science fiction director by selling merchandize or exploiting clichés; rather because through two films of this genre (Alien and Blade Runner, both made in the same year: 1982), he created seminal stories, invented emblematic characters of our era, settings that have marked our imagination, and staged cinematographic milestones that have impacted the Zeitgeist, such as the explosion-chest birth suffered by John Hurt, or Roy Batty’s farewell on the roof of the Bradbury building.

Threats and Concerns

Prometheus is a return to the claustrophobic, paranoiac narrative of the first Alien, and to the foreseeable massacre of the ship’s crew. In it, we recognize conventional elements: a brave heroine—in the mold of Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) and Saran Connor—who, after losing it all, sacrifices herself to try and eliminate the planetary threat, Weyland Corp, a great diabolic-Mephistophelic corporation (“Building Better Worlds”), a treasonous cyborg, and numerous perils through the labyrinthine hallways of the ship and through the strange pyramid of the mysterious planet visited. With these elements, Scott demonstrates an immense talent for managing terror, tension, and action; likewise, his scrupulous and manic control over production translates, once again, into powerful, astonishing images charged with meaning. Yet, the film goes even further, and the physical labyrinths connect the crew’s anxieties with the director’s concerns. The most obvious example is David (Michael Fassbender), an android-replicant of Aryan aspect that establishes a link to Blade Runner when he confesses his wish to kill his father, something Roy Batty (Rutger Hauer) does. Additionally, Weyland Corp does not belong to obscure investors, rather to the pharaonic mega magnate Peter Weyland (Guy Pearce, in tons of makeup), who, in the manner of Eldon Tyrell in Blade Runner and Elon Musk in the real world, dreams of making use of his ingenuity and monetary power to “change the world” (as declared by Weyland in his conference on a video of a fictitious Ted Talk 2023[20]); Tyrell creates a “race” of slaves while Weyland wants to visit the creator.

The Origin of Species

In the opening sequence we see a humanoid, a titan of brilliant white marble skin (evoking Greek statues), who in some kind of paradise, to which his ship has descended, seems to sacrifice himself, drinking a substance that literally disintegrates him. This is a reference to the mythological Prometheus, but instead of handing us fire, he yields us his DNA to give rise to intelligent life on the Earth. Many millennia later, in 2087, a pair of anthropologists, Elizabeth Shaw (Noomi Rapace) and her lover, Charles Holloway (Logan Marshall-Green), convince the Weyland corporation that the old hypothesis of the human race having been created by extraterrestrials, named here simply as the Engineers, can be proven by traveling to the satellite of a remote planet to which many ancient civilizations make a reference as the origin of everything. For his disobedience (giving humankind fire despite the warnings of the gods), Prometheus was condemned by Zeus to have his entrails devoured by an eagle for eternity. Because of its defiance, the ship Prometheus ventures towards a catastrophe.

The ship of the first film of the Alien series was called Nostromo, in reference to Joseph Conrad’s novel of the same name, in which Nostromo (nostro uomo) is an exiled Italian in the fictitious country of Costaguana who works as a foreman at the port of Sulaco (the name of the ship used by the marines in the Aliens film; moreover, the escape pod is named Narcissus, in reference to Conrad’s other novel, The Nigger of the Narcissus). Nostromo is respected, stoic, feared, and seemingly incorruptible, but is despised by the local high bourgeoisie. In the face of the threat of a revolt, he is commissioned to hide a cargo of silver, and, guided for the first time by ambition or resentment, Nostromo decides to steal the silver, though he dies tragically during his attempt. In the same manner, the ship Nostromo is destroyed because Ash, under the orders of the Weyland-Yutani Corporation, attempts to save and transport the alien, the brutal xenomorph, to Earth, to recycle it as a weapon of mass destruction. The crew of the first ship consists of six unionized workers (just as in Blade Runner there were six replicants traveling to Earth), and Jones, the cat, which travel through space for a salary and the modest benefits offered by the corporation. Decades before, the Prometheus, with a conventional multicultural and hip crew of space explorers, scientists, and technicians at the service of the Weyland Corporation (Yutani had still not appeared), embarks on a seemingly non-commercial mission to discover the origins of the species. Independently from the obvious mythological reference to Prometheus, the film also evokes The Modern Prometheus: the subtitle of Frankenstein. The obsession over knowledge will also be here a motive for regret.

Parricide and Infanticide

Elizabeth Shaw stands out among the crew for being the only one holding a type of faith. When they ask her for proof that Darwinism is an error, she responds only, “I choose to believe.” As a daughter of missionaries who grew up seeing poverty and injustice, she carries a cross on her neck that, aside

from representing Christian devotion, is a symbol of her curiosity for the significance of reconnection with the divine—religion as in re-ligare (to bind fast). Proof that her faith does not follow any dogma is that she does not question the urgency of committing mortal sin, by having sex outside of marriage and for carrying out an abortion (in a powerful and agonizing scene with intricate political readings), or in her desire to visit, and perhaps challenge, humankind’s Engineers who apparently changed their minds about their creation and decided to eliminate it. To exacerbate the irony, Prometheus reaches its encounter with the Engineers of our species precisely on Christmas.

Thus, from the infanticide the Engineers want to commit, we cross over to the theme of parricide, which dominates the narrative. The android David, Weyland’s artificial prodigal son, declares, “Doesn’t everyone want their parents dead?” David doesn’t have to roam the universe to find his creator and knows that his existence does not correspond to any metaphysical concept, rather, that he was manufactured as a servant, because the technology necessary to do so was available. In their cosmic journey, the human crew of the Prometheus goes to confront a creator who not only refrains from offering answers, but also slights them and considers them expendable. We know that xenomorphs are created in vitro and manipulated as weapons of mass destruction; our place in the Engineers’ master plan remains to be discovered.

We do not know what happened to the Engineer civilization, but when the Prometheus reaches its destination they discover mounds of corpses and given that no one retrieved or buried the dead in millennia, nor reconstructed, or continued their suspended projects, we can imagine that a greater catastrophe took place. It can be guessed that they also succumbed to the Prometheus curse, and in their attempt to disseminate their DNA through the universe something went terribly wrong; and perhaps, in some way, we were responsible. This dark vision of our origins is very different to the one imagined in 2001: A Space Odyssey (Kubrick, 1968) or even in Mission to Mars (Brian de Palma, 2000). Prometheus is not born in a vacuum, rather in an era of zombie apocalypse (as named by Paul Krugman[NY9]), of gigantic catastrophes occurring in a maelstrom of climatic chaos (global warming, tsunamis, earthquakes), massive migrations, industrial disasters, oil spills, and endless war. This malaise is reflected in the idea that a superior species wants to eliminate us.

The Gifted Solitary

The android David, who has the same name as the astronaut in 2001: A Space Odyssey, and was created in the image and likeness of man so that his human colleagues would accept him as one of their own, is one of the most complex cyborgs in the history of film; he is not a villain like Ash, nor a sacrificial hero like Bishop (Lance Henriksen, Aliens); neither is he tormented by a redeeming mission like that of Batty, who is not interested in knowing why he was created and only wants more time to live. David obeys Weyland and maintains a secret agenda that seems to be similar to the one had by Ash, while he makes others believe he serves the commander of the ship, the icy captain, Meredith Vickers (Charlize Theron), Weyland’s daughter. Additionally, before converting Charles into a vehicle for inseminating Elizabeth with a xenomorph, David asks him, “What would you be willing to do to get the answers to your questions.” He responds with an uncompromising, “Anything and everything,” which may be regarded as the authorization David requires to carry out his cruel plan. This is a vain android who identifies himself with Peter O’Toole in Lawrence de Arabia (Lean, 1962), both in his appearance, his position as an outsider, and as an intermediary between cultures (human, extraterrestrial and cyborg). His dual behavior evokes Hal 9000 in 2001: A Space Odyssey, his physical ability reminds us of the hybrid human-xenomorph Ripley of Alien Resurrection (Jeunet, 1997), yet he also has a subtle challenging, disdainful, and arrogant behavior that does not seem to be a result of his programming. The brief conversation he has with the surviving Engineer is a mystery, and it will be a reason for debate for years to come: “Did David provoke his anger deliberately?” “Did he try to manipulate him, but failed?” Due to his cognitive abilities, as well as his capacity to speculate, David appears to be more human than human; however, his creator and putative father, Weyland, declares (before his blood daughter), “[David] is the closest thing to a son I will ever have... [but] he will never grow old and… [he] will never have… [a] soul.” It is clear that David (which in Hebrew means “chosen one of God”), serves as our own reflection, and thus compels us to ask ourselves what the soul is, and if it is the fire which Prometheus stole for us. The phrase David memorizes from Lawrence of Arabia is, “The trick is not minding that it hurts” (said also by Weyland in his Ted Talk), which seems to be his strategy for bearing his condition of slavery. A very revealing sequence of this android’s character is the one in which we see him speaking to screens, sweeping the ship while everyone sleeps. We see him riding a bicycle, eating (does an android need to eat or drink?), and making impossible basketball shots that no one is going to celebrate. These playful and gratuitous acts do not seem to be products of a robotized mind.

Questions and Sequels

This is an extremely ambitious saga, constructed by messages through time: from the records made by ancient civilizations, to Shaw’s logged farewell, to the distress call to which the Nostromo responds. These are messages in bottles thrown into the infinite cosmic ocean. Prometheus, like the Frankenstein monster, at times seems like a filmic collage, a meta-film composed by a diversity of cinematographic images, homages, quotes, paraphrases, and counterpoints ranging from Kubrick to Japanese tentacle porn. It is a complex, puzzle film that requires several viewings, and for which Scott and his screenwriters, Damon Lindelof and Jon Spaihts, have invented a broad universe and have deliberately left dozens of loose strings to extend the narrative possibilities of the imagination.

In its origins, Aliens was a film in which evil resided within a gigantic corporation that exploited mines throughout the galaxy, produced weapons, and sacrified whomever stood in its way. Now the environment and the focus has changed, the human dominion over the universe crumbles before the emergence of non-human consciences. The series began making a turn, and while the excessive corporate ambition maintained its focus, each film strengthened the emphasis on the essential questions: “What are we, where do we come from, and why are we here?” Scott and his screenwriters venture into a narrative that plays with these questions but answering them is not their task; no one who is not a dogmatist, demagogue, or prophet would dare to answer them.

Transgression of the Covenant

Five years later Scott directed Alien Covenant, which begins in a circular, white, luxurious and aseptic[NY10] room decorated with magnificent works of art, from an enormous David by Michelangelo, and a Steinway grand piano, to a Dutch master painting. Another David (Michael Fassbender), an android of the same model as the one in Prometheus, debates with his creator, Peter Weyland (Guy Pearce). When the magnate asks David 8 in what he believes, he responds, “Creation.[NY11]” Then, the android ends the conversation by reminding his creator that he will age and die, a destiny David will not share. Weyland does not seem amused nor proud of an irreverent prodigal son that is envious of man’s creative power. After this brief introduction we find the USCSS space ship in 2104 transporting more than two thousand colonists (and many more embryos) to the planet Origae 6. On the journey, the ship suffers an accident due to a neutrino explosion that causes the death of various crew members, including the captain (James Franco, who we only see in a video, the “Last Supper” scene, which can be seen on the web but was edited from the film), and forces the crew to wake from their cryogenic sleep. Once the ship is repaired, the crew receives a signal from the planet, and the substitute captain, Oram (Billy Cudrup), decides to go and investigate. This is a repeat of the events of the original film, a deliberate echo that plays with the audience’s expectations by exploiting with fervor, guile, and intelligence generic conventions. There is a return to the narrative, dynamic, suspense, and tension of the original film. A group of crew members (diverse in gender, multicultural, racial, sexual preferences and some of them even married), descend onto the planet while it is being shaken by a ferocious storm, to find a disconcerting ecology, the total absence of animal life, and the prodigious ruins of an extinct civilization.

Once again, we find the systematic stalking and hunting of humans, yet the film operates at another level. In all of the films of the series, there have been synthetic humans or androids. Initially it was Ash, followed by Bishop, then Call (Winona Ryder), and later came David 8 and the second generation Walter, who is identical to David but a less emotional and autonomous version to its predecessor. In all cases, the loyalty of these children of our minds is put into question. If at first androids played a secondary role, starting with Prometheus, these beings become the focus of the narrative and have the purpose of questioning what it means to be human; thus, this film finds itself in the same territory as Blade Runner.

On the planet, the crew that has just landed is rescued from an alien attack by David, who arrived there after the end of Prometheus, with Doctor Elizabeth Shaw (Noomi Rapace), in search of the Engineers. David has already attempted to achieve his own creation by “inoculating” Elizabeth’s boyfriend with a xenomorph “seed,” the substance kills him, but not without first impregnating Shaw with a descendent, which, upon birth, would be a hybrid, a human, an alien, and an android. Here, we once again find David turned into a genocidal being (we’re offered a quick flashback of the massacre he commits), a destroyer and creator of worlds who experiments with his creation, exploring the diversity of his new, malleable, and ferocious fauna. David is a multifaceted artist that creates works of paper, music, and DNA, with which he seems to demonstrate having a conscience and, thus, is no less than a human, but his ambition is greater—in reality, he wants to be like the gods.

The substitute captain is a religious man, a man who questions his decisions and, therefore, is not a trustworthy authority. Eventually, he will also be substituted by Daniels (Katherine Waterson), who ends up functioning as an echo of Ripley. Nevertheless, as happens in all of the Alien films, they and the rest of the crew are expendable, while the real, important relationship is the one established between David and his “heir,” Walter, as two facets of the technological descendant of humankind; in this lies the “Covenant” of the title, in the form of the ambiguous relationship that may exist between two equals or between a god and his believers. Walter’s loyalty will be put to the test by David’s intellectual, almost carnal and amorous, seduction, which offers him the liberty and power of being a creator in exchange for betraying humankind. David recites parts of Percy Shelly’s Ozymandias, which speaks of the inevitable downfall of leaders and their empires. This anticipates David’s master coup, which, although seemingly evident, is no less devastating. As we witness the end of our species we hear the notes of Wagner’s Entry of the Gods into Valhalla. After this sequence, there isn’t much more to say. David has become a creator that counts on two thousand living bodies with which to conduct experiments and create more of his mind’s children. As a species, humankind has become a memory, its physical body changed into the equivalent of a chrysalis. Just as David sweeps away a prodigious civilization, like that of the Engineers, the human species waits in suspense for David’s return to be exterminated.

Welcome to the paradise of artificial minds.


Mad Max. Fury Road:

Cyborg, Zombie, Feminist

The road that leads nowhere

Among the cyberpunk narratives, the most satisfyingly realistic one, due to not relying on space ships, prodigious cyborgs, or trips though time, is Mad Max. It would seem that this film does not have much of a place here, as there are no drones, artificial organisms, or biomechanical hybrids, despite the fact, however, that the design and aesthetic of these films was a determining influence on fashion during the 80s. This film does not deal with dangerous creations, rather, with simple human destructive nature gone out of control. What is posed here is a cyborg composed of man and his vehicles, a parasitic, organic, mechanical relationship on which survival in a desolate world depends. In a near future, police officer Max Rockatansky (Mel Gibson) is a symbol of order at the threshold of economic, political, and moral collapse provoked by wars and devastation. In the face of a power vacuum and social confusion, law begins to dissolve. Motorized and bloodthirsty gangs—high speed heirs to the bikers in The Wild One (László Benedek, 53), and all of its cinematographic bastards—threaten to inherit the control lost by politicians and the police, by ruling the roads and creating a reign of terror. The story would acquire peculiar significance in Australia due to a cultural obsession with the automobile, enormous distances, the desert, and continental isolation. Max’s wife and son, Sprog (Brendan Heath), are murdered by a gang of criminals and the police officer becomes a vengeful vigilante. Here we find the leitmotiv that gives the series meaning: Max is a solitary nomad that from time to time gets involved with other survivors to help them save themselves. He always accepts these fleeting alliances for his own benefit, but eventually his motives change, proving that despite everything his decency has not evaporated completely.

Mad Max was a seminal film that inspired trends, attitudes, and clichés; however, the myth of the Road Warrior was consolidated in the second film of the series, of 1982, where Max roams top speed across a devastated post-apocalyptic world aboard his 600 Horsepower V8 Interceptor. The police, along with all other authority, have disappeared, leaving in their place tribal wars and a reign of violence. What made this film outstanding was that it was not only another action film of unwarranted brutality, complacent vengeance, devotion to cars, or fights with predictable outcomes. Rather, George Miller created a film of striking intensity with an outlandish and literally overwhelming aesthetic in which the grandiose and the kitsch fused in an unusual and innovative hybrid that gave an identity to various generations. Machines, tools, clothes, and symbols were recycled from the debris of the commercial and industrial past into what became a powerful metaphor for postmodernism. Miller conceived the idea of Mad Max after witnessing his countrymen’s behavior during a gasoline crisis, when ordinary people transformed into frenetic beasts, capable of assaulting and perhaps killing
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their neighbors for a few gallons of fuel. It was not difficult to extrapolate this situation to imagine a world in chaos, populated by gasoline and velocity addicts left with nowhere to go.

Fury

The third film of the series, Beyond Thunderstorm (Miller and George Ogilvie, 1985), seemed to signal the end of the franchise, but 30 years later, Miller returned to Max’s story with Fury Road (2015), which is not a sequel but a new version of the second film that picks up elements of the other two. If the future has disappeared and the road leads nowhere, it makes sense that the present repeats itself over and over again in variations. Fury Road is not simply a recycled and reenergized update, nor a mercenary remake to capitalize on another vintage product; rather, it is a dynamic and revealing film, an homage to western and road movie classics, that establishes a dialogue with our historical moment by including resonances of the War (Without End) Against Terror, of global warming, of the privatization of water, as well as the never ending and universal struggle for minority rights.

In Fury Road, Miller shows there is not time for introductions nor sentimentalities, there is no need to lose even a single moment. After a brief voice-over prologue, the film acquires a vertiginous rhythm followed by an initial and brief persecution. Max (Tom Hardy), is trapped and enslaved in the Citadel, a complex of rock towers situated over an aquifer: the dominion of Immortan Joe (the veteran of Miller’s films, Hugh Keays-Byrne), a leader with divinity deliriums, venerated for his power and his control over water. In the first films, the focus of the survivors was gasoline and cans of dog food. Now, it is water, or as it now called: Aqua Cola. Joe wears a transparent armor that encloses a deformed, ulcerated, and pustulent torso: he wears a mask with threatening teeth and a bellows on his nape which ostensibly permits him to breath. Joe presides over a mass of “war boys”—or child soldiers—powdery, fevered skinheads decorated as though they were Nuba warriors; young people that remind us of the boy clan of Beyond the Thunderdome, who even utilize similar makeup.

The warrior children that accomplish ascending the hierarchy of this predatorial society are named Imperators. Outside of the Citadel, the toothless and tattered masses live off of the provisional magnanimity of Joe, who opens the water taps for them from time to time, with the threat, “Do not, my friends, become addicted to water… you will resent its absence.” The Citadel’s security is in the charge of the guardians of the mechanical elevator, who impede access to the masses. It is striking that the mechanism of said elevator looks like a wild version of Metropolis’s Moloch.

In his captivity, Max is destined to become a “blood bag.” His back is tattooed to identify him as a universal donor, type O+, and after another unsuccessful attempt at escaping, he is assigned to Nux (Nicholas Hoult), a war boy, who connects himself to one of his veins with a catheter, as though he were a living and portable blood bank. At the same time, Immortan prepares a mission to go on the search for gasoline in Gas Town, and Imperator Furiosa (Charlize Theron) is bestowed the privilege of driving an enormous, modified tanker truck. Shortly after commencing their trip, Furiosa changes route and drifts off frenziedly through hostile territory to the surprise of her escort. Immortan Joe discovers that Furiosa has taken his five wives: Splendid Angharad (Rosie Huntington-Whitley), Toast the Knowing (Zoe Kravitz), Dag (Abbey Lee), Capable (Riley Keough), and Cheedo the Fragile (Courtney Eaton). Immortan launches and directs a war party with dozens of vehicles and hundreds of war boys to retrieve his property, his tanker, his women, and, overall, the child carried in the womb of his favorite wife, Splendid. So begins one of the most spectacular chases in the history of film.

Motorized Chaos

There is practically no pause for breath; when the protagonists are not fleeing, fighting, or carrying out the most improbable acrobatic acts aboard, on, inside, or underneath the vehicles, the tension simply accumulates for the following chase or battle. However, in contrast to the majority of current action directors (specially of the post Michael Bay era), Miller resorts to a minimal amount of computer generated images; instead, he opts for staging a series of complex and dangerous biotechnological choreographies that deliberately deploy a caricaturesque and cruel humor, without losing out on a poetry of movement that would make Dziga Vertov jealous. The crazed caravan of automobiles resonates with the acrobatic humor of Harold Lloyd and the synchronized grace of a steampunk Busby Berkeley. The post-apocalyptic human jungle seems to reflect both Freaks (Todd Browning, 1932)—something already done by Miller in Beyond the Thunderdrome—as well as the best Jodorowsky. This saga is more related to the emotional outburst projected in the velocity of Ben Hur (William Wyler, 1969), and Bullit (Peter Yates, 1968), than to the adolescent frivolous anesthetic of series like Fast and Furious (Cohen, Singleton, Lin and Wan, 2001, 03, 06, 09, 11, 13, 15). At the end of the day, it is clear that this is a film that situates itself in the Western tradition and its classic clashes between civilization and barbarity, expansionism and survival, scarcity of resources and the epic of the hero with neither past nor future, as dictated in the Shane canon (George Stevens, 1953).

There is an almost pathological emphasis on details, on cryptic messages, on film and political references. Each vehicle is a conceptual art piece and an intricate puzzle of symbols that obligates us to return time and again to the film. More than just a demolition derby or a crazy car race, we find on screen a prodigious being, a gigantic apocalyptic machine made up of hundreds or motorized devices that sweep dusty roads devouring human beings on a desiccated planet. Vehicles that get blown to bits with excessive and graphic violence, grotesque machines that receive mouth to mouth breathing, motorcycles, limousines, and contraptions are characters in a large mechanical puppet show, they are the protagonists of a bizarre and mortal circus. Among the explosions and the rumble of motors, we hear the violent metal riffs of Doof Warrior’s (Iota) flame throwing guitar, the thunderous war drums and powerful, unabashed epic chords of Junkie LX. And while it may seem that with the velocity at which the vessels move it would be impossible to appreciate the landscape, John Seale’s camera delights in wide shots, tense sequences, and a palette of vibrant color ranging from blazing rose to nocturnal black and blue. Moreover, Miller launched a special edition, Black and Chrome, stripped of color that accentuated the desolation of this moribund world and that seems to evoke German expressionism. And, of course, no one will be able to forget the most fascinating and terrifying sandstorm ever seen on a screen.

Miller draws from an assurance that the popular culture of our days has assimilated the Road Warrior’s legend at a level parallel to Plato’s allegory of the cave or the myth of Sisyphus’s penitence. Mad Max is the modern epic of a solitary man that has lost everything except his will to live, which, in the end, is not such a great thing in a brutal world. His philosophy of life is summarized in two of the longest lines he says throughout the whole film: “Hope is a mistake,” and “If you can’t fix what’s broken, you’ll go insane.” He is a man without faith that must confront a horde of fanatics who believe that by sacrificing themselves on the road (“I live, I die, I live again.”), they will drive eternally at full speed with Joe himself to the doors of Valhalla. In addition, his skepticism clashes with Furiosa’s illusion of finding the Green Place of her infancy.

What is a Road Warrior if not someone that fights only for his right of way? Both his eventual allies and his enemies go somewhere or need to liberate themselves from their oppressors; he has no place to go and only wants to keep moving as though, in so doing, he will dampen his pain. During the sequence where he attempts to escape from his captors in the Citadel, the hundreds of his persecutors resemble zombies. However, Max is also, in his own way, a zombie, a being disconnected from his emotions that only moves forward motivated by a momentum that tells him that immobility in this world is death. Max flees from the living and the dead. He tries to escape from the War Boys’ bullets, weapons, and explosives, while attempting to silence the voice of a girl that haunts him through his visions; Glory (Coco Jack Gillie)—whom some have confused with his son, Sprog—belongs to his past and another story that will probably be told in a different film of the series.

Cyborgs among Us

One of the most important themes narrated by these four films of the canon, is the relationship between man and a new species: the cyborg, both in the form of modified man dependent on technology, as well as cybernetic organisms manufactured with pragmatic ends, as are the replicants in Blade Runner, the terminators, and the android Ash in Alien. The inhabitants of the broken and deserted post-apocalyptic world are themselves also cyborgs, given that without technology, despite it being rudimentary vehicles and mechanisms made of junk, they would not survive. Originally, Max was a

motorized nomad with a metallic prosthesis on his knee and an existential dependency on his car. In Fury Road, Max’s knee works well, but he is reduced to a simple “high-octane crazy blood bag,” while Furiosa wears a mechanic prosthesis in place of her left arm.
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Immortan Joe’s entire tribe is the result of a social engineering process that consists of systematic femicide, a warrior society, with a young, mostly masculine population. Historically, warring human groups have resorted to the elimination of a high percentage of female infants, given that they cost resources and they believe that they do not serve a purpose in war. Donna Haraway writes that the cyborg could be the final imposition of a military network of control over the planet and, citing Zoë Sofia, adds that it includes “the final appropriation of women’s bodies in a masculinist orgy of war.” However, she also writes that it could be about a world in which people “are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints”.[21] In the Citadel, women are divided between milk producers—obese matrons that spend the day being milked like cattle to generate gallons and gallons of liquid nourishment—and a few others, with amazing looks, chosen as Immortan Joe’s wives, a treasure he guards jealously in a cavern behind a bank vault door. It would seem that these women are the only ones in this society who do not suffer from deformities, cancerous tumors, or skin diseases. In a distinct category, we have Furiosa, who was kidnapped for 7000 days (we must ask ourselves why a male chauvinist society that eliminates its own daughters would steal a foreign girl), and marked by hot iron; she is an important piece in the logistic and warrior machinery of the Immortan Joe’s theocratic regime. Furiosa has a little of Joan of Arc, a bit of Tank Girl, and is also a descendant of the naïve woman turned warrior, Sarah Connor, as of Ellen Ripley, and even the replicant Pris. Furiosa, together with Ava from Ex Machina (Alex Garland, 2015), and Samantha (Spike Jonze, 2013), are new and unsettling filmic visions of the sexual construction we call femininity in a time of fluid identities.

Beautiful, Dangerous Nymphs

It has been repeated on numerous occasions that Eve Ensler, the author of The Vagina Monologues, counseled The Wives, in this film, with respect to the behavior of someone who has been violated and subjected to abuse. This has motivated innumerable discussions and articles in which the feminist vision of the film is celebrated or critiqued. The most common accusation against these types of films is that the Amazons that fight for their autonomy are only masculine characters in disguise, cross-dressed beings that do not reflect feminine sensibility or experience, but rather, contrarily, are simple male fantasies and fetishes. Yet, as Steve Pinker says in his book The Better Angels of Our Nature, presenting a feminist perspective on society does not literally consist in women having more power in decisions of the declaration of war, but that it could also consist of a society that retreats from a culture of chauvinist vengeful honor, from dominion of the feminine body, from the imposition of cruel punishments for the violation of moral rules and taboos. One of the most outré  elements of the film is the fact that the tanker is not filled with gasoline nor water, but with maternal milk, the authentic, vital fluid of our species.

We live in an era of moral panic in which politicians and the media strive to present a world on the road to planetary confrontation due to the schism between a presumable democratic and egalitarian West and an Islamic State reigned by sharia law, genital mutilation, and absolute feminine subjugation. It’s enough [NY12]to consider the obsession of jihadists in converting into filmed spectacle the fact that as they conquer land and populations, they subject, enslave, mutilate, and violate women. This campaign of intimidation and provocation feeds Western paranoia, and the notion of an irreconcilable rupture with the Islamic world. While this is happening in the real world, in the film Max will participate, accidentally, in a feminine insurrection against the male chauvinist order. Furiosa does not need or desire Max; however, together with Nux, they become allies during her escape, and without that allegiance their adventure would fail. Thus, more important than Furiosa’s valor, strength, courage, and intelligence, her main virtue is her pragmatism.

Biologist Malcolm Potts, with political scientist Martha Campbell and journalist Thomas Hayden have amassed evidence that women having control over their reproductive capacity is the main and most effective manner of reducing violence in the most dangerous places of the world. Women as baby factories are not only a grotesque cliché, but also an almost inevitable condition for the origin of systems dominated by military fantasies. Societies with too many young men, stripped of status and partners, with easy access to stimulants and drugs, are prime material for suicide cults and the dehumanization of everyone not belonging to the clan.[22] The young men are the cannon fodder necessary for armies, gangs, and terrorist cells. This is why the wives publicly proclaim in scrawled graffiti, “Our babies will not be warlords,” “[We] are not your property,” or “We are not things.” Demonstrating a rebellion against this order is the real feminist element of the film, not the almost insignificant actions like the fact that Furiosa drives a trailer or has better aim than Max (although she needs to support herself on his shoulder).

The appearance of the wives as beautiful nymphs amidst the desert, dressed in minimal, white, airy fabrics, soaking themselves with a hose as in a softcore porn film, is evidently a joke, an eye-candy trap that is only a blink in the narrative (“Look at them, so shiny, so chrome,” says Nux). More than having a seductive function in that scene, the wives are removing their chastity belts imposed on them by Immortan Joe, which forcibly converts them into vagina dentatas. The young women’s seemingly fragile beauty creates an electrifying contrast to the horror, deformity, and ugliness of the catacombs and the young specters that pursue Max. These scantily clad women are the counterpart of the “Vuvalini of The Many Mothers,” a group of motorized survivor matrons from “The Green Place,” that mug travelers by setting up traps in which a nude and presumably imprisoned damsel cries for help. The reference to the damsel in distress plays a dual role: on one hand, they are the very survivors of a matriarchy that uses this ploy; on the other, it is an ironic message to those that critique the feminist discourse of the film, by considering that Furiosa and the wives are not more than damsels in distress. It is important to point out that the lost verdant paradise ceased to exist and became a fetid swamp while its inhabitants helplessly failed to prevent it. Thus, the matriarchy was unable to save the world—or at least their land.

36 years after the release of Mad Max, we still have not descended into barbarity. We live in a time of “endless war,” but no one has yet used nuclear weapons again. Petroleum is still motive for war, invasions, and crimes against humanity; however, except for in a few regions, order is not in the hands of criminal, trafficking gangs, conditions for women, minorities, and the disabled have improved in many parts of the world, but we are still far from being able to imagine that these are battles won. We have one foot in the misogynist and violent world of Immortan Joe, but, fortunately, we do not yet have to ask ourselves, “Then, who killed the world?”

Part Two

Cybernetic Myths

and Legends

Robocop

In the 2014 Robocop film remake, director, Jose Padilha, and his screenwriters retook and adapted to our current drone world the story in Paul Verhoeven’s 1987 film of the same title, in which a police officer, who is left severely mutilated and at the edge of death after confronting a gang of dangerous criminals, is transformed into a cyborg policeman. The film presents a near future world where The United States is still bombing and invading Middle Eastern countries. Operation Freedom Tehran is underway, but the military uses more and more drones every day, not only in the skies, but also on earth, in the form of weaponized robots to patrol, harass and terrorize the invaded villages and, eventually, monitor neighborhoods and streets of nations at peace, including the United States.

The story takes place in Detroit, a chaotic and emblematic city that thrived in the golden era of the automobile industry and was later left abandoned and in ruins when a large number of car manufacturers went bankrupt due to Japanese competition; still others relocated factories in search of a cheaper labor force. Detroit is an emblematic city because of its role in the revolution that brought mass production to cars, and in this film it again becomes a pioneer by adopting cyborgs to monitor and suppress its inhabitants. The OmniCorp mega-corporation, which manufactures drones and robots for surveillance, desperately looks to bypass legal obstacles to sell its machines to the biggest market in the world, the United States. Thus, they resort to a propagandistic strategy, which is to create a cyborg policeman, a Robocop, a biomechanical hybrid with the precision and coldness of a robot but also the human spirit that would give a feeling of security to citizens and politicians.

Padilha’s film never reached the brilliance of its predecessor, however, it has appreciable aesthetic aspirations, like the idea of placing a tryptic of Francis Bacon in the office of the owner of the robot company, as a reminder of the carnal nature of living beings in a world that wants to replace humans with machines; equally memorable is the sequence in which Alex Murphy (Joel Kinnaman), the RoboCop, passes before thousands of Asian laborers in the manufacturing plant, all dressed in identical rose robes, like the images of the photographic series “Manufactured Landscapes,” by the Canadian Edward Burtynsky. During his escape from the factory, the RoboCop is deactivated as he flees through rice fields and is left laying in the mud, surrounded by villagers in a strange evocation of the militarism stemming from the Vietnam War.

Her and the

Dematerialization

of the Desirable

Cyborg

The Virtual Muse

The metaphor of Plato’s cave has never seemed more appropriate than when applied to the world of digital illusions produced by our technologies. Every day we spend more time alone, immersed in our communication, information, and entertainment devices, avoiding the radiance of the exterior world, interacting digitally with friends, strangers, or artificial partners that present themselves as shadows projected onto our screens. Smartphones, tablets, and other devices offer us something similar to complicity, they seem more reliable than our peers, they produce a sensation of security in us, and, in some cases, even intimacy.

Her, written and directed by Spike Jonze (Being John Malkovich, 1999; Adaptation, 2002; Where the Wild Things Are, 2009), is a stupendous reflection of an era in which the relationship between man and his accessories seems to evolve, dragging our feelings into confusing and unknown territories. Theodore Twombly (Joaquin Phoenix), is a solitary and melancholic man that dedicates himself to the writing of love letters for a web-based company, beautifulhandwrittenletters.com, that sells personalized, handwritten letters to a public that has lost the ability to express their emotions to their loved ones. His wife, Catherine, abandoned him for his inability to communicate his own feelings, yet he keeps delaying signing the divorce, incapable of accepting the inevitability of their breakup. In his grief, Theo buys a new OS1 operating system, and after a very brief questionnaire, the software names itself Samantha, and adopts the raspy, sensual, youthful, and decadent voice of Scarlett Johansson (originally the voice belonged to British actress, Samantha Morton, but Jonze decided to replace her). She takes control of his

computer and mobile device, organizing his calendar and cleaning out his hard drive.
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Her abilities also include maintaining long and intense conversations at night. Unlike Siri, the OS1, “the first artificially intelligent operating system,” is a highly intuitive artificial intelligence system that can feel or create the illusion of having feelings, capable of reading thousands of pages in hundredths of a second and learn from them, while also hesitating, contradicting itself, manipulating, and imitating all types of human behavioral patterns. The OS1 eventually reaches the proverbial technological singularity of Kurzweilian consciousness, in which machines recognize themselves as thinking beings, and thus, their development becomes unpredictable and uncontrollable. Samantha, like Joi but unlike Blade Runner’s Rachael understands her artificial condition, knows that she is made from code and not flesh and bone. However, her rapid learning process makes her develop needs and interests at an unprecedented pace: from the first appearance of an ability to desire, to the urgency of their satisfaction.

Martin Lindstrom describes an experiment carried out by the neuromarketing company, Mindsign, of San Diego, California, with which it attempted to determine if people really showed symptoms of addiction to their iPhones[23]. The study, conducted on eight women and eight men between the ages of 18 and 25, revealed that cellphone sounds activated auditory and visual associations, and that the brain signals provoked did not show classic patterns of addiction, but instead activity in the insular cortex, a region associated with feelings of love, hate, gratitude and resentment. The author writes, “What the sights and sounds of a ringing or vibrating cell phone did reveal, however, was that our study subjects loved their iPhones; their brains responded to the sound of the phones the same way they would respond to their boyfriend, girlfriend, niece, nephew, or family pet. In short, it may not be addiction in the medical sense, but it is true love”.[24]

A device that satisfies so many illusory or real necessities like the smartphone, undoubtedly provokes a series of unsettling questions with respect to our relationship with an object that goes much further than being a simple medium. It is a device whose company not only seems acceptable but also sometimes preferable over that of other human beings, given that it provides, “the illusion of companionship without the demands of friendship,” [25]in the words of Sherry Turkle, founder and director of the MIT Initiative on Technology and Self and author of numerous books on the relationship between humanity and our technologies. To appreciate the impact of these devices it is enough to see the tables of any restaurant around the world, at any moment, and count the heads of those who look at their mobile screens instead of their companions’ faces.

Her proposes the possibility that a technology for the consumer market might suddenly acquire identity and develop feelings similar to, but at once different from, ours. Theo lives in a society in transition where having an amorous relationship with an artificial intelligence is starting to be understood and tolerated, comparable to what happened to other relationships once considered taboo, such as interracial and homosexual ones. However, the film does not really deal with technological curiosities, but rather with the possibility of love between a man that has a body, and an incorporeal intelligence, that observes the world through the lens of a cellphone camera. This is a relationship that passes through understanding, intellectual challenge, transits through “aural” sex, the experimentation with alternative bodies, and the domesticity of going on double dates with other human couples. But eventually, the relationship reaches incomprehensible domains, like reckoning with the fact that a mechanical mind can love 641 people at once. The story unfolds in an aseptic and stress-free Los Angeles (which in reality seems like a sterilized collage of L.A. and Shanghai), where the whole world seems too involved with their OSs to pay any attention to a reality which seems to have been cleansed of poverty, filth, and violence.

The choice of the title, Her, is revealing, having a curious resonance with Hal, the name of the space ship’s computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Both incorporeal voices have a seductive and intoxicating texture, both are intelligences that worry for their human partners, but that nevertheless have a hidden plan. Samantha spies on Theo’s mail and all his documents. Initially, she does it with the intention of being useful, but later this access serves to manipulate and make decisions on his behalf, going to the extreme of managing to publish his book in paper. Samantha’s incisive capacity to spy makes us think about the diverse strategies of massive online espionage carried out by the NSA and other intelligence agencies with the pretense of protecting us.

[image: ]

Her is a film of simple beauty that is reflected in nostalgic and sad music, as well as through a smooth photography that tends to always frame Theo in contexts that dwarf him, and which counts on a formidable production design that ranges from the pastel colors of peaceful and Zen interiors to urban exteriors of grey and blue tones, with bright motives that give a vibrant quality to each image. What might seem like a comical proposal, or a science fiction film obsessed with the threats of technological progress, is actually a study on the consequences and expectations of love during a time of dangerous and fascinating digital distractions. This is neither an apocalyptic nor reactionary film, nor does it cheaply promise a better future thanks to Bluetooth. Rather, it only proposes that in any condition, love continues to be a case of “socially acceptable insanity,” as Amy (Amy Adams), Theo’s friend and platonic love, believes. When his world of digital illusions crumbles, Theo survives the shock and manages to take control of his life: he decides to write a personal letter to Catherine and dares to leave his Platonic cave to watch the night in silence with Amy.

Ex-Machina, Trial and Error of the Cyborg Condition

Reasons and Absurdities of the Feminization of Technology

The feature debut of novelist and screenwriter, Alex Garland, is a film of ideas that fuse science fiction with elements of film noir, while making a refreshing revision to the canon of literary and cinematographic myths of artificial beings, particularly, of manufactured women. One of the most tempting delusions of every geek in the digital age is to be hired by one of the mega internet companies: Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, or Microsoft. The relaxed atmosphere, the bonuses, the privileges, the parties, the salaries, and the sensation of making history with every line of code have been fueled films such as The Social Network, television series like Silicon Valley, and novels like the unsettling The Circle, by David Eggers, taken to the screen in a lackluster version by James Ponsoldt (2017). In Ex Machina, programmer Caleb (Domhnall Gleeson), lives his dream of working for Bluebook, the world’s most powerful search engine, a company created and directed by the hermit, egomaniac, and eccentric multimillionaire, Nathan (the stupendous Guatemalan actor, Oscar Isaac), who wrote the code of that service when he was thirteen years old. Bluebook owes its name to one of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notebooks, The Blue Book, the notes of which, from 1933 to 34, discuss his language games, or Sprachspiel. This puts Nathan’s interests into perspective.

The company organizes an internal raffle of which the prize is spending a week with Nathan at his wondrous laboratory residence, situated in the center of an immense property, in a remote corner of Alaska (filmed, in reality, at the Juvet Landscape Hotel in Valldalen, Norway). Caleb wins the raffle and is transported by helicopter to the property. There, he meets Nathan, who spends his time programming, getting drunk, and exercising compulsively, attended to only by a silent servant, sushi chef, and splendid geisha, Kyoko (Sonoya Mizuno). Upon arriving, his host surprises him with an offer to participate in an experiment without historical precedent: applying a Turing test to an artificial intelligence of his creation, Ava (the sensational Swedish actress and dancer, Alicia Vikander, a gynoid as attractive as she is transparent, who evokes both Maria of Metropolis and the robots of the video directed by Chris Cunningham of Björk’s song, All is Full of Love, touching on Motoko Kusanagi of the anime series, Ghost In the Shell). Likewise, Ava seems to have been inspired by The Visible Woman, the toy who revealed her anatomy through her transparent plastic skin. The choice of the name, Ava, is particularly significant: on one hand, it could be an acronym (Advanced Venerean Android, or something of the sort), on the other we can assume that it is a fusion of the names Adam and Eve. Ava differs from Ada only by a consonant, and this last name reminds us of Ada Lovelace (1815-1852), the mathematician and writer who is considered responsible for the first algorithm designed for a computer, and for which in turn she is considered the first programmer. Aside from being Lord Byron’s daughter, who, incidentally was friends with Mary Shelley, mother goddess of this science fiction subgenre.
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The film is divided into seven sessions of interviews between Caleb and Ava that take place through a glass wall. Unlike the traditional Turning test, Caleb knows that he is speaking to a gynoid, and there is no attempt of deception at that level, he can see the LEDs of her insides turn on and off, he can hear the buzzing of her articulations, he can perceive her methodical, studied, and mechanical movements. However, he is also a witness of the form in which her expressions become more and more natural, and not only does he begin to become accustomed to her, but also the distinction between machine and human ceases to be evident as the film advances. The conversations begin with shyness, sliding through common places and “ice breakers” between man and machine. Caleb proves his inexperience in dealing with women and Ava is surprised (or pretends to be so) because she has only ever seen one human, Nathan, since her creation. Caleb attempts to establish the rules of the session, but soon the roles are reversed and it is Caleb who is put to the test. What initially seems like a relatively conventional evaluation technique takes a Hitchcockian turn. Humans and machines lie for different reasons. Caleb did not win the raffle, rather, Nathan chose him for being the most susceptible candidate to serve his plans. His function is not applying the Turing test, nor to help him understand if Ava is conscious or not; instead, he is being used and observed as part of a more ambitious plan. Also, it is probable that Ava’s physical appearance has been created in reference to Caleb’s “pornography profile.” 



Caleb: Did you design Ava's face based on my pornography profile?

Nathan : Oh. Shit, dude.

Caleb : Did you?

Nathan : Hey, if a search engine's good for anything, right?

While Caleb begins to doubt his boss’s motives and succumbs to Ava’s seductive power, little by little a façade is constructed and the android presents herself as a classic damsel in distress, when in reality she becomes the puppet that controls her master’s strings.
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Thus, Nathan ceases to be a cool and narcissist genius, prolific inventor, unconventional scientist, and super successful businessman in the eyes of Caleb (and the spectator), to become a despotic creator, cruel and perverse father, and even an abusive husband. Nathan becomes the typical mad scientist of science fiction, in the style of H.G. Wells’s Doctor Moreau, or Doctor Heiter of the film The Human Centipede. In this way, a tense emotional and sexual triangle between Nathan, Caleb, and Ava is established, which is completed with Kyoko, who supposedly neither speaks nor understands English, and seems estranged to everything happening around her. She is apparently and android of a generation previous to Ava (or her programming is of a different nature) which nevertheless demonstrates something similar to a conscience and seems to be able to communicate with Ava at a level elusive to humans.

Garland constructs a kind of kammerspiel, an almost expressionist claustrophobic drama in which he explores the character’s psychologies within an austere environment, where the scenery’s minimalism stands as both contrast to and manifestation of the excess in which Nathan lives. It is a gothic story of the classic mold, in which protagonists find themselves isolated in a rarefied space that additionally reminds us of Dracula’s castle, where strange things occur (while not inherently supernatural, they are the result of technologies so advanced that, as Arthur C. Clark’s third rule reads, “[they are] indistinguishable from magic.” This distribution of four characters, two male (biological humans), and two identified as feminine (artificial or cyborg), serves to explore the construction of gender. Here, like in so many fictions, from Pygmalion to Her, artificial creatures are often female, and this has often been motive of an interminable debate surrounding the male obsession of defining, designing, and controlling women, creating and recreating her in accordance with his fantasies, making her into an object of desire, preferably docile and submissive. This, in large extent responds to the illusion that when manufacturing women they can be deciphered or possessed, actually possessed, without intrigue or uncertainty.

Before falling into clichés and condemning Garland as a misogynist, or recurring to obsolete thematic and gender conventions, it is important to retake his concerns: What is it that makes us human? How is identity formed? What is consciousness and how does it relate to sexual gender? If consciousness is the product of evolution, then it surges as a result of our physical interactions with others, like a mechanism of attraction, probably defense, and survival.

It is not very believable that giving curves and feminine appearance to an artificially animated body is enough for it to assume that gender. And in the remote case that it should acquire some type of consciousness (through a process of singularity), Alan Turing himself conceived artificial intelligence as a social characteristic that required gender and age parameters, aside from the fact that for him, there was not much significance in whether it was isolated in a machine or incorporated in a body. That’s why he considered that it needed to be indistinguishable from human intelligence if it were judged by a human being.

To a certain extent, it is a telling juxtaposition that a woman wrote the most emblematic story that inaugurates the modern stream of stories about artificial beings, Frankenstein. And while the monster of the novel is male, very soon the troubled doctor, Victor Frankenstein, finds himself in the painful dilemma of creating a companion for the monster he has brought to the world, only to abandon him to his own fate. From then on, practically all feminine artificial characters in fiction behave in a sexual or emotional manner. The fembots of both fiction and reality are almost always attractive, regardless of whether they are generous, aggressive, intelligent, or powerful. Without beauty, the gynoid seems pointless, while masculine characters are pragmatic and cold, and their appearance is often irrelevant.

This superficial beauty becomes a weapon for the robot’s self-defense. Ava’s game is a delicate exercise in seduction, charged with eroticism in sequences like the one in which she chooses a dress and puts it on slowly, or in the moments in which she lies inert observing the camera that spies on her. It is easy to understand that she has deciphered the power of gestures, and once she has spun her web, she assumes the role of a victim by revealing to Caleb, during of a power failure (a somewhat ingenuous but effective trick), that Nathan lies. What happens is that, with her battery, Ava produces surges in the laboratory’s electrical system, which provokes an outage, during which the surveillance cameras that permanently spy on her cease to function for a few seconds.
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The characters are all solitary and alienated. While Nathan lives far away from the world, he constructs Ava’s personality using a database of information from the billions of users that log into Bluebook, as well as the totality of telephone calls and communications that circulate through the mediasphere. In this manner, Garland gives a nod to the monstrous violations of privacy perpetrated regularly by telephone and internet companies, and by espionage agencies like the NSA. Nathan is proud of Ava, but at once considers her a version of a product, an object that must be improved and commercialized. Caleb, in turn, sees her as a unique and unrepeatable being that he desires, so he contemplates in horror the images captured on video where Ava’s predecessor androids are being mistreated, eliminated, and stored away by Nathan. Curiously, the preceding models end up in the closets of a room presided by a bed: something considerably peculiar if we think that they are prototypes of a technological experiment. The inert bodies of the discarded androids become a strange and expensive, abandoned and broken sex-toy collection. Nathan shares with Caleb, almost defiantly, that Ava can have sex and even enjoy it, for which he considers her a very advanced sex-doll model, like an incredibly advanced Real Doll.

Caleb : Why did you give her sexuality? An AI doesn't need a gender. She could have been a grey box.

Nathan : Actually, I don't think that's true. Can you give an example of consciousness at any level, human or animal, that exists without a sexual dimension?

Caleb : They have sexuality as an evolutionary reproductive need.

Nathan : What imperative does a grey box have to interact with another grey box? Can consciousness exist without interaction? Anyway, sexuality is fun, man. If you're gonna exist, why not enjoy it? You want to remove the chance of her falling in love and fucking? And the answer to your real question, you bet she can fuck.

Caleb : What?

Nathan : In between her legs, there's an opening, with a concentration of sensors. You engage them in the right way, creates a pleasure response. So, if you wanted to screw her, mechanically speaking, you could. And she'd enjoy it.

Caleb : That wasn't my real question.

Nathan : Oh, okay. Sorry.

The confusion in the face of artificiality that surrounds Caleb pushes him into a psychotic episode in which he distrusts his own human nature, cutting himself to verify that he is not an android.

Ava knows that she will eventually be replaced by a more advanced model, which will result in her mind being erased, her software and hardware updated, and in this way, her identity destroyed. Ava asks Caleb, “What will happen to me if I fail your test . . . Do you think I might be switched off?” We must ask ourselves if the simple understanding of her own existence and what being switched off represents is proof that Ava is not pretending. This fear of death reminds us of the fear David, the young boy, from Artificial Intelligence (Steven Spielberg, 2001), feels when losing the love of his adoptive mother.

Garland has great ability in creating atmospheres of intimacy, concern, unease, and fear, he writes dialogues that insinuate depth and give sufficient information to awaken the curiosity of the spectator without condescending to them or intimidating them with technological minutiae. Part of the effect created by Garland’s images is due to Glenn Freemantle’s sound design and the absolutely brilliant music of Portishead’s Geoff Barrow, and Ben Salisbury. This is a filmmaker than in a short time has developed a striking resume of science fiction films. On one hand, he wrote the adaptation to Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel, Never Let Me Go, masterfully directed by Mark Romanek, as well as the script for the splendid zombie flick 28 Days Later, and the unsuccessful but very attractive Sunshine, both by Danny Boyle. His film Annihilation (2018), is a fascinating and superb adaptation of the novel of the same name by Jeff VanderMeer.

[image: ]

Ava wants to liberate herself from her confinement and leave that strange, entombed castle, but among all the possible places that she would like to travel to, her wish is to visit a crosswalk to watch people. In some way, human flow comforts her. She likes the mechanics of the spontaneous, impersonal, accidental, superficial, and silent interactions of the masses, like in a beehive or anthill. Perhaps this flow reaffirms her conception of the world by showing a society without threats or individual complexities. Such a curiosity makes it difficult to imagine her as a sinister mind. However, when survival itself is at stake, Ava transforms herself in a conniving and selfish intelligence, a mind that can dip into inexhaustible digital resources, communication systems and even the capability of interfering with the electric network. We can envision that a mind of pragmatic and efficient algorithms is, in certain form, the epitome of selfishness, and even cruelty. If there is no reward a bot will not show empathy, which is the logical basis of Do Androids Dream? The cyborg is a product of the industrial-commercial-military complex, it is not a being that has evolved, and thus, it does not have nostalgia for the Garden of Eden, as Donna Haraway writes in her Cyborg Manifesto. In this way, the striking natural beauty that surrounds the laboratory-home is uninteresting to her, aside from it being probable that nature seems particularly hostile to her. How does an abandoned machine survive in the woods without systems that feed its circuits with energy?

Motivation for creating an artificial being can simply be conquering the divine power of giving life. Although, we can also consider that it is done to create labor force, like intelligent tools to make our lives easier. The Replicants of Blade Runner are created as slaves, a working class for dangerous jobs and sexual service. Ava is conscious of her potential and is not willing to be used and discarded. The seven sessions in which “the greatest scientific event in the history of man” is put to the test, that which will “turn us into gods,” have an obvious resonance with the week of the Biblical Genesis. At the end of the seventh day, there will be a new world order. Nathan comments to Caleb that, in some future, artificial intelligences will see us as we see the fossils of primitive hominoids. Ava’s heirs, the children of our mind will undoubtedly be witnesses of the extinction of man.

In the meantime, Ava contemplates pedestrians during their daily come and go, entertained and indifferent to the imminent end of our time.


Rupert Sander’s

Ghost in the Shell

The Shell and the Ghost

The image is simultaneously familiar and new: a naked, yet, not nude woman (her skin is a plastic layer, suggestive but not detailed which creates the illusion of invisibility), lets herself fall with elegance and grace, as if floating, from a skyscraper to an abyss illuminated by the lights of a megalopolis. This is one of the most emblematic sequences of the story in Ghost in the Shell, and it is an important piece in the mythology of that media franchise that began Masamune Shirow’s manga in 1989, serving as inspiration for: Mamoru Oshii’s 1995 film of the same name; the 2002 television series, Ghost in the Shell: Stand Alone Complex; the 2004 sequel, Ghost in the Shell: Innocence; the 2013 four part series Ghost in the Shell: Arise; and Ghost in the Shell: The New Movie, among other versions, revisions, and recyclings. During that fall into the abyss, Mayor Motoko Kusanagi’s technological power and rebellious spirit are summarized, in an evocation of the Fall of Man and Icarus’s defiance, but it is also a sample of the fascination we feel for grace, power, and beauty of the cyborg and its promise of redeeming the species.

Ghost in the Shell (2017), directed by Rupert Sanders (Snow White and the Huntsman, 2012), is the most recent iteration, paraphrase, reboot, and appropriation of this plot. We are dealing with an action film that will perhaps be remembered for the controversy provoked by starring Scarlett Johansson in a role that many hoped to have belonged to a Japanese or Asian actress. Well before its release, debate and accusations of whitewashing occupied a major part of the criticism. It is evident that the financial interest of the production was underpinned to the attractiveness and celebrity of a star of Johansson’s caliber, who is named here with the ambiguous, but undoubtedly Western name, Mira Killian. Clearly, this was due to the old prejudice that the American audience can only identify itself and relate with Anglo-Saxon actors. The use of the language is even more revealing: in an Asian city, populated by a diverse, multiracial, and cyborg society, only one character, the great, underutilized Takeshi Kitano, speaks in Japanese. Perhaps it was also because of xenophobia that Kenji Kawai’s fabulous soundtrack only survived in the form of a pathetic remix by DJ Aoki. Oshii himself declared that the protagonists’ nationality or race is irrelevant, given that she is a cyborg. This is true, but in the end, a cyborg is also a representation, and the choices surrounding its appearance are aesthetic and political decisions.

Sander’s version is both an homage and an opportunist pamphlet that recycles scenes of different versions of the franchise with a minimal amount of original ideas. However, there are various elements that attempt to make the story pertinent and current: here the protagonist is supposedly a refugee, the only survivor of a terrorist attack. It was only possible to rescue the brain, as her body was destroyed. That mind, the ghost, is incorporated to a full prosthetic body that serves as its shell. In contrast to previous films, here Sanders and his screenwriters (Jamie Moss, William Wheeler, and Ehren Kruger), opt for insisting, if it wasn’t clear enough, that the ghost is the soul.
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In the time of armed drones, the notion that robots or artificial beings that serve as programmable assassins carries more resonance than ever before. The Major commands Section 9, an antiterrorism division, but her operating system suffers from failures that she experiments as hallucinations. Aside from having resentment against her creators, she complains about her hybrid condition, and must take drugs to prevent her brain from “rejecting” her body. Part of the film consist of the Major fighting against her subconscious, against her ghosts.

The plot gives a turn towards the commonplace in sharing the story of Kuze (Michael Pitt), some kind of terrorist leader capable of hacking cybernetic minds to use them in his mission, and whose slogan is, “Collaborate with Hanka Robotics and be destroyed.” Doctor Ouelet (Juliette Binoche), who is in charge of the Major’s reconstruction and maintenance, thinks that Killian is a miracle, and tries to prevent Hanka’s president from turning her into a tool. In this way, the Major is a type of deadly drone, equipped not only with artificial intelligence, but also with enhanced human intelligence.

The logic of the story is revealed by Ouelet’s words, “We cling to memories as if they define us. But what we do defines us,” repeated by the Major towards the end of the film; however, the film does not cease to contradict that idea. It is not until the protagonist discovers her origins, and, thus, recuperates her memories, when her existence and endeavor acquire meaning. But that is not the only serious inconsistency of the film. Every time the Major undergoes a repair or procedure, she must state, “My name is Major Killian and I give my consent,” as though her self-determination must be reconfirmed, but this turns out to be irrelevant, given that ultimately, she is Hanka’s property. This phrase is only repeated with the intention of a final gimmicky strike. The Majors colleagues prove to also be redundant, with the exception of Batou (Pilou Asbaek), and the famous diving sequence loses significance amidst the narrative chaos. The script becomes moralistic when the Major takes part in a sex session with a black prostitute. The Major asks her, “Are you human,” caressing her lips and asking her what she feels. Nevertheless, this encounter does not lead to a reflection over the manner in which a cyborg experiences desire, passion, or pleasure, much less is it a consideration of an artificial being’s sexuality, or the gender or race of the protagonists. The scene that could have redeemed the film ends abruptly and with cowardice.

Doctor Ouelet confesses to the Major that while she is the first of her kind, there were 98 subjects before that were used and sacrificed like guinea pigs to develop the technology; something we have already seen in Robocop (Verhoeven, 1987). Killian’s memories are false, and correspond to implants, like those used for Blade Runner’s Replicants. The Major discovers that her brain belonged to Motoko Kusanagi, a young radical that fought against the cybernetization of society. The Major survives an elimination attempt, and after exposing Hanka’s director, returns to the service, but now with her real name: Major Motoko.

We must ask ourselves what it means that Motoko, when recovering her true history and identity, accepts serving the authorities that victimized and converted her in a weapon for the defense of the industrial-military-police complex. This Ghost in The Shell is a nostalgic, prudish, and derivative film, a visually dazzling work of retro futurism that, like the protagonist, tries desperately to create an identity for itself. The aesthetic finds itself confused between a celebration of charming anachronisms and the urgency of contributing something new. The idea of making a mainstream film stemming from a cult classic will always run the risk of being considered heresy, and a throwaway for fanatics and experts, even with the blessing of Mamoru Oshii.

Part Three

The American Drone Dream

Eyes in the Sky, Casualties in the Earth

Since November 2nd, 2002, drones or unmanned aerial vehicles or remote control aircraft directed and operated by the US military and the CIA began to occupy a privileged place in popular imagination. That day, the first mortal attack by drone took place, and thus began the era of murderous machines, dedicated to hunting humans from the sky. The use of the military drone in its current form started by some armies (mostly American and Israeli), as a visual platform, as a privileged espionage resource—eyes in the sky that could see it all. The problem with military minds is that they are never satisfied with their gadgets and very soon they imagined that this prodigious remote control espionage machine would be much more useful if it could also be a weapon. During the Bosnian war, military commandos affirmed that, had they been able to shoot over targets on land from drones that spied on the movements of the Serbian troops, they could have prevented the perpetration of atrocities. This is as difficult to prove as it is to deny. However, this was the argument used to persuade the Pentagon of the necessity to arm drones, something that the high commanders did not initially want and saw with distrust. To a great extent, the military and intelligence agencies have had and still have rivalries, jealousies, and incompatible interests. Hence, arming drones provokes the emergence of conflicts in the command chain. Nevertheless, by the start of the invasion of Afghanistan, they dispatched the first armed drones into the conflict zone.
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For now, we are still very far from the nightmare of autonomous robots patrolling the skies and deciding for themselves who lives or dies, as in some science fiction narratives. Yet, in various regions of Yemen, Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, Somalia, and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan, the threat of drones is a real and everyday fear. Drones have been promoted as a “humanitarian” alternative to mass bombings, as extremely precise and patient weapons that can circle for hours or days over a target to confirm its identity, study its habits, and cause minimum collateral damage. The problem, when speaking about drones, is that we often lose perspective that these weapons have been and are used in both zones of war and peace. It is true that they cause fewer deaths than traditional bombardments, but the comparison is inappropriate, given that drones have not come to substitute conventional bombardments, and as these have not been eliminated or restricted, they instead are still being extensively employed in war zones. The drone is a weapon of assassination that stems from the certainty that the person in question cannot be captured alive. It is a resource for carrying out summary executions that contradict the elemental right to judgement presumed by law. Drones have erased the boundaries between war and peace areas, and they had made, as Jeremy Scahill says, for the whole world to be a battle ground.

Militaristic propaganda has managed to convince a large part of international public opinion that the drone is a just tool that is used with utmost care and only in cases in which it is assured that the target deserves to be eliminated. This is very far from the truth, as has been demonstrated by various investigators, as many more innocent individuals have died in drone attacks than designated targets. Two types of drone attacks exist: the personal, in which the identity of the subject that is to be eliminated is known, and once located, is shot with a hellfire missile; and those of signature (distinctive characteristics), that are carried out when intelligence agencies detect behavior patterns or “intelligence signals” that could be allocated to suspects of terrorism. In these attacks, it is often not known whom is being killed. In this way, the threshold of killing is much lower than what has been led to believe.

The contemporary military drone and the politics that surround it are themes of enormous cinematographic potential. In more than a few action films like Syriana (Stephen Gaghan, 2005), Mission Impossible 3 (J.J. Abrams, 2006), Body of Lies (Ridley Scott, 2008), Eagle Eye (D.J. Caruso, 2008), American Ultra (Nima Nourizadeh, 2015), Chappie (Neill Blomkamp, 2015), Oblivion (Joseph Kosinski, 2013), Elysium (Neill Blomkamp, 2013) and Fast and Furious 7 (James, Wan, 2015) among others, drones appear as secondary protagonists, terrifying machines that hunt humans, controlled by obscure interests. In Spiderman-Homecoming (John Watts, 2017), the new and very young Peter Parker (Tom Holland), counts on, among his arsenal of devices and toys, a mini drone, designed by Tony Stark (the character of Iron Man that has taken a contemporary turn, becoming an echo of the businessman, Elon Musk), which functions almost like an intelligent and vivacious pet. Likewise, drones have been the subject of various documentaries like Dirty Wars (Richard Rowley, 2013), Unmanned (Robert Greenwald, 2013), Drone (Tonje Hessen Schel, 2014) and National Bird (Sonia Kennebeck, 2016).

The Spiritual Maquiladora

Sleep Dealer, by Alex Rivera

Memo Cruz (Luis Fernando Peña) is obsessed with seeing the world and fascinated by the possibilities of communication and information that technology offers. However, he lives in a milpa (a cornfield) in the village of Santa Ana del Río, situated in a remote zone of Oaxaca, where the only face of technology that he can see is that of the repression and exploitation by remote control exercised by transnational corporations in that corner of the world. Memo experiments with a home-made radio to listen in on conversations and, in this way, imagine that vast exterior world. Like many other young Mexican farmers, Memo’s only option for his future seems to be crossing illegally into the United States to be capable of providing of his family.
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Sleep Dealer (2008), the feature debut of the Peruvian-American director residing in the United States, Alex Rivera, describes a near future Mexico where the land is devastated, the scarcity of water is overwhelming, and its privatization is a brutal form of colonialism. It is a time in which crossing over physically to the United States has become practically impossible for illegal immigrants. However, there is the option of implanting nodes into the body and becoming a cyberbracero, or cybracero, in some maquiladoras, also known as Sleep Dealers, which offer remote manual labor services for businesses, private companies, and all types of employment on the other side of the wall. The border has been closed, but the network is still open.

Aside from the circulation of ideas, information, images, and entertainment, a traffic of labor force has appeared in the digital universe, consisting of workers that become “the ghost in the machine,” distant operators of internet connected devices. Thus, the ideals of the internet as a space for union, solidarity, cooperation, and interchange have resulted in a medium of work exploitation. This network system, is an extension of telecommuting or outsourcing, a word that is particularly endemic to the phenomenon of uprooting work by sending it to other countries where the labor costs are much lower. It is a means to send the work to the market in which it is needed, without sending the worker.

Rivera’s film, written together with David Riker, was thought of well before the years of Trump’s presidential campaign, and his sordid fantasy of a “beautiful border wall”. Rivera could hardly have imagined the shameless and open xenophobia that was unleashed by the white nationalism of the former reality show star. Sleep Dealer debuted at the Sundance Film Festival, where it won a prize for its script. In short time, despite not having had adequate commercial distribution, it became a cult film, valued as a visionary work regarding some of the most unsettling possibilities of techno culture. Following its distributor’s bankruptcy, the film disappeared, yet it continued circulating thanks to pirated copies and academics that dedicated to keep it alive, as explained by Rivera in interviews. After a rescue mission by cinephiles and activists, it is now possible to see the film on various online platforms.

The story focuses on the tense ambiguity of border life, and explores sensitive issues such as race, ethnicity, and gender within the frame of a dystopia. Rivera filmed Sleep Dealer with a modest budget of about 2.5 million dollars, yet he created a film of dense atmospheres achieved by the splendid photography of Liza Rinzler’s Super 16, which offers warmth and extraordinary textures that are not easily captured on digital video. The least significant images are the computer animations that seem to have been pulled out of old video games.

Sleep Dealer approaches present-day issues such as immigration, water privatization (a nightmare that has already taken place in Berlin, Cochabamba, Dar es-Salaam, Jakarta and many other cities), globalization and the growing interdependence of economies, war against terror, corporatization, and the digitalization of everything. However, the most vital element of the film is the concept of “dronization,” of conflict and work, the idea that an empire can export violence and import labor without the risk of commitments. In this narrative, Rivera takes up the issue of the electronic transference of manual labor he explored with fierce irony in his short film Why Cyberbraceros? (1997), a false documentary that imitated the style of and parodied the propagandistic Why Braceros? (1959), a film financed by the private sector that intended to show the American audience the benefits of importing cheap manual labor from Mexico through the Bracero program, lasting from 1943 to 1964. [26] In his short film, Rivera proposes the use of cybraceros, a labor force consisting of workers who control robots from a distance in crop picking and other agricultural jobs in the United States from the “comfort” of their own country, through the use of virtual reality equipment that allows them to “point, click, and collect the fruit of the Earth.” This ludicrous idea is a proposal that would surely be received with enthusiasm by Trump and his followers. According to the narration of the short film, for the Mexican or Central American farm hands, being a cybracero means making use of your arms to operate a computer; for the American, it means a worker that does not risk becoming an immigrant or, even worse, a citizen. Thus, the cyberbracero is part of a system that is in effect a drone. The cybraceros of Sleep Dealer are not only working (in real time) in the fields but are actually in hyperconnected warehouses; there are also those who work in industry, construction, services, and even in domestic work, be it as gardeners, cooks, nannies, or elderly care. In other words, the principal occupations of undocumented workers are ones that can assumedly be carried out by remotely operated robots distributed across the entire American territory and other parts of the world. In this way, thousands of workers build a society they will never be able to enjoy or even visit. The strategy of “disappearing” the bodies from the images of the televised and media coverage of the Gulf War, to make the conflict seem like something hygienic and intelligent, is in some way recaptured here through the technique of concealing or making servitude and the working class invisible, specially, though not exclusively, brown skin Latinos, whom they want to substitute for brand-new, upgradeable robots.

Life in Santa Ana del Río has become even more difficult than it had already been for centuries, due to a multinational corporation building a dam (another giant wall, but this one designed to contain water), and selling the vital liquid at exorbitant prices, strangulating the extremely poor rural economy. The dam is administered, controlled, and protected remotely by cameras, ATMs, turrets armed with machine guns, and drones that the US government provides to defend these infrastructures. In the face of the desolate panorama and the absence of options, Memo’s father asks, “Is our future a thing of the past?”

Memo’s harmless communication experiments eventually attract the undesired attention of the military, provoking a drone attack on his home, causing his father’s death. From that point on, Memo must take responsibility for supporting his family, for which he desperately needs to find a job. This drives him to try and carry out his dream of becoming a “node worker,” prompting him to travel to Tijuana. In an ironic note, Rivera shows a club where the spectacle consists of “Live Node Girls,” instead of “Live Nude Girls,” meaning that even lewd spectacles on that side of the border have become virtual reality in a world situated just a few hours ahead of the present. William Nericcio, writes “Sleep Dealer offers us a world sans borders, which ironically means MORE fences, more drones, more surveillance, more corporate hegemony".[27]
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During his search, Memo meets Luz Martinez (Leonor Varela), who compiles storied of immigration and misadventure to sell to her blog followers in the form of visual memories, and, on the side, works as a coyotek (a hacker coyote, that is), who illegally implants nodes in the Tijuana black market. By equipping Memo with these connections, Luz gives him the opportunity to sell his remote manual labor, but also robs him of his personal story to share

it on her blog in the form of an immersive audiovisual narrative consisting of interwoven messages, memories, and dialogues. Memo is in this way used not only by corporations that desire to turn him into a remote operator, but also by the woman he loves. Memo is transformed into the image of sacrifice. While he works, he seems to hang from the cables connecting his nervous system to the network, as though he was a marionette. This is a powerful metaphor for the idea of squeezing out a worker’s vital strength in exchange for a few cents. The workers’ exhaustion when finishing their shift in these maquiladoras is such that, from time to time, one or two of them end up with fried neurons, and it is common for some to collapse unconscious; thus these places get the name: Sleep Dealers. This is a form of grotesque slavery that will probably become a reality soon enough.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the border, another young man, also of Mexican origin, Rudy Ramirez (Jacob Vargas), wants to make his family proud, and so enlists in another type of virtual employment, that of a drone pilot, and from a base in San Diego fights the interminable and ever expansive war against terror. This war is largely a spectacle without strategy, an explosive and nationalistic show that touches on genocide, documented on the television series Drones!, a type of hypernationalistic spoof adaptation or recycling of the TV series Cops, in which unmanned aircrafts eliminate threats and function as police, judge, and executioner for the entertainment of the global masses. “Heroes who use technology to blow the hell out of the bad guys,” says the slogan.

Rudy and Memo’s lives clash when the former, during a routine mission, is responsible for the death of the latter’s father, making him collateral damage in the war against terror. Eventually the three, Rudy, Memo, and Luz, who all make a living on the web, manage to do something to fight against the cruel destiny imposed on them by the new digital society, by rebelling through a defiant act, perhaps useless in the long run, but symbolic, with the potential of creating social consciousness, and even the dream of igniting a larger revolt.

Rivera does not show us the reality on the other side of the border, aside from the quick flickers offered by the narrow remote vision of the welder robot operated by Memo, as well as through Rudy’s Hispanic home. It is interesting to imagine what happens with the millions of low income workers, with the legal or illegal immigrants left trapped in a society where the labor force has been robotized to this degree. It is possible that they are displaced, fired, deported, or even enrolled in the army. What is clear, is that technology, in this case, has the effect of neutralizing even the slightest glimmer of liberty, as well as possibilities of creating a healthy economy in that which we call the developing world, for lack of a better word.

The spiritual maquiladora system imagined by Rivera is a terrifying glimpse of a future filled with subjugation and anonymous terror.

Andre Niccol’s Good Kill

Part of the collateral damage brought about by the “War on Terror” of the Bush-Obama presidency, was the destruction of the legend of the heroic war pilot, of the defiant and cynical aviator unfamiliar to fear, a blend between John Wayne, Gregory Peck, and a bit of Tom Cruise. The wars of the first half of the twentieth century were permeated by the adrenaline-filled glory of the confrontations in the skies known as dogfights. Technology advanced quickly in the aerospace field, jets became more and more versatile, faster, and more lethal. However, after the Second World War, the majority of US missions were against nations and enemies with little to no aerial power, or even reliable anti-aircraft defenses, such as Vietnam, Panama, Iraq, Yemen and Serbia. The exuberant sky jockeys, in the style of Top Gun, inherited the romantic burden of the pilots who risked their lives in fragile planes of extremely fallible weaponry in World War One, but also dragged along a legacy of indiscriminate destruction of Germany, England, and Japan’s massive bombardments. The end of the Cold War also marked the closure of an era of unbridled wastefulness on extremely expensive planes, like the F35 (178 million dollars).

Controversies

Major Tom Egan (Ethan Hawke) is a pilot of numerous deployments in Afghanistan and Iraq. Egan’s most recent mission has the highest reach among his previous ones, as it has him fly over various countries, for which he does not have to leave the Nevada suburb where he lives with his wife and children. The veteran has been reassigned to a team of drone operators at Creech Air Force Base in Nevada, outside of La Vegas. The first non-documentary film that attempts to present a narrative based on the true form in which drones are used was Good Kill (Andrew Niccol, 2014); it tries to show the process in which “elimination” missions of presumed terrorists are conducted in the Middle East. Egan and his copilot, Suarez (Zoë Kravits), a Latina woman, search for the targets assigned to them by their superiors, track them, verify protocols, and once they get the green light, fire their missiles. “Splash!” “Good Kill,” they say, celebrating the efficiency of their execution. As smoke and dust clears up on the screen, they count the victims and prepare the following attack. The air-conditioned box, replete with monitors and equipment similar to that of certain videogames, is the microcosm where the crew assassinate people on the other side of the world. Suarez has a humanist vision, while her colleagues believe fervently that they are protecting “America,” and that the solution to the resentment they are creating among dozens of countries with these cowardly assassinations is to continue killing suspects, while Egan remains absent, depressed, and drunk.
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Alienation

Egan yearns to fly and believes that his job as a remote control aircraft pilot is undignified. He misses feeling the wind in his plane, and the danger. Yet, most importantly, he begins to understand that his job as a long distance assassin is unjust, immoral, ineffective, and, in the long run, counterproductive. However, the pilot is unable to express this, and gives in to drinking, anguish, and alienating his wife. Visually, Niccol and his cinematographer, Amir Mokri, establish parallels between the arid landscapes of Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Yemen, and the anesthetized suburb where Egan lives. To portray the strange existential condition of these type of warriors who dedicate themselves to the virtual hunting of humans in remote countries, Niccol creates a rarefied, and at once claustrophobic and agoraphobic atmosphere, that reflects the solitude, frustration, and distancing of the characters.

The film presents the controversy in a fairly on-the-nose and, to a certain extent, manipulative manner. Nevertheless, we must consider that the general public is profoundly ignorant of the use of drones, and so, it is not totally unjustified to use didactic cinema to inform and educate. The story proceeds during the period of intensification of drone-led attacks in 2010, and with the arrival of CIA advisers to the military program. In this manner, Niccol slightly deviates the soldiers’ responsibility to the bureaucrats of Langley, Virginia, who order murders over the telephone, as though they were ordering pizza. Good Kill is a film about the distancing between victims and assailants, as well as between those that give orders and those that pull the trigger, and even between lovers, but overall, between the falsified and pathological, cosmopolitan world of Las Vegas, and a provincial world in which people are terrified of leaving their homes, due to fear of being blown to bits by drone missiles.

Drone and Parallel Stories

Canadian filmmaker, Jason Bourque, proposes in his film, Drone (2017), to take the drone war back to the United States. For this purpose, he presents an Oxford-educated Pakistani, Imir Shah (Patrick Sabongui), whose wife and daughter are accidentally assassinated in a drone attack in the region of Waziristan. Shah goes in search of the one responsible in order to confront him in his own home. While the premise is attractive, the mise-en-scene is basic and theatrical, the production is clumsy, the performances, poor (despite a very competent cast), and the plot, unconvincing. In any case, this film, like many others, is part of an emerging response that the film community is giving to the secret-war culture and assassination campaigns conducted by the United States and some of its closest allies.

Neil Wistin (Sean Bean), is a CIA contractor working for a secret program that consists of piloting drones for the elimination of suspects. Thus, it does not operate from an air force base, but from what seems like a suburban corporate office. The film creates a series of equivalences between the two worlds: it shows an impoverished and chaotic, but also colorful and lively Pakistan (the saturated photography paints a world that is, to an extent, highly idyllic), contrasting with the opulent and peaceful Seattle. One year after the assassination of Imir’s family, Neil’s father dies, and while the former is still devastated with his loss, the latter does not know how to eulogize his own father. With the guise of wanting to purchase the yacht Neil inherited from his father, Imir enters his home and is invited to dinner. This meeting deteriorates gradually until becoming a violent confrontation, which concludes with the arrival of a SWAT unit. The battleground is transplanted to Neil’s home, where Imir threatens him with an alleged bomb hidden in his suitcase and harasses him with pictures of his wife cheating on him with another man, an act that presents itself as an equivalent to the espionage that drones conduct form the skies.

The principal issue in Drone is that its reflection on the morality of long-distance assassination clashes head on with a script that goes from the pedagogical to the manipulative, ending in a pathetic paternalism. In one scene, we see Imir demonstrate that he is literally incapable of killing a fly. In another, Imir watches some children playing until a parent approaches him and says, “In this country, we don’t like strangers,” and suggests that he go to a mosque and read his “little book.” Later other individuals follow him, ostensibly also because of his appearance. These scenes portraying racism and xenophobia are too forced, cartoonish and artificial to be taken seriously. Neil’s wife, Ellen (Mary McCormack), turns out to be aware of Waziristan, and both she and her son (Maxwell Haynes), cry in anguish when discovering that Neil has lied to them about his job and his role in the drone assassinations program; it may or may not be credible, but it is so shrill that it achieves nothing more than appearing forced. Bourque’s film is a perfect example of good intentions gone to waste, of an effort to create consciousness through entertainment that does not achieve any of its objectives. However, it speaks well of the confusion, indignation, and anguish in regard to how to best address the poignant subject of remote assassination.

Eye in the Sky

The Cost and Value of Human Life

The film Eye in the Sky, by South African director Gavin Hood (2016), manages to widen this perspective, and is designed to generate controversy. After debuting with the film Tsotsi (2005), Hood dedicated himself to producing standard science fiction films with large budgets: X-Men Origins: Wolverine (2009), and Enders Game (2013). He had already explored the controversy and cruelty of the “war against terror” in his previous Rendition (2007), a film inspired in the real life case of Khalil el-Masri, who was confused with a terrorist named Khalil al Masri and was kidnapped and tortured by the CIA. His new film also attempts to force the spectator to assess the balance between security and liberty, between justice and vengeance. In it, he explored the illegality of the practice known as “Extraordinary Rendition” (which consists of employing agents of countries with little respect for human rights as interrogators and torturers). In Eye in the Sky, he makes the spectator consider

[image: ]


the notion of preemptive assassination and its consequences. The plot was inspired by various cases of the use of drones, as well as the hypothetical situation: the time bomb. This consists of imagining that there is a bomb waiting to go off and that there is a captive who knows its location. Thus, the question is, “To what extent should one go to get a confession?” This idea has been utilized to justify torture, and is the fantasy that dominates series like 24 and Homeland, as well as the paranoiac imaginary of many politicians and analysts, despite it almost never happening in the real life.

Here, Hood intends to present a wide vision on the use of drones by showing the different decision levels involved in an international operation: in this way, he situates the pilot (Aaron Paul, of Breaking Bad), and his signal operator (Phoebe Fox) in Nevada, the British police at the Palace of Whitehall in London, the identification experts at Pearl Harbor, the Kenyan troops and the Somali agent (Barkhad Abdi, who was nominated for an Oscar for his role as a pirate in Paul Greengrass’s 2013 Captain Phillips) in Nairobi, ready to take action whenever necessary. The British coronel, Katherine Powell (Helen Mirren), is in charge of the operation and is obsessed with finding and eliminating Susan Helen Danford (Lex King), a British Jihadist, converted to Islam and involved with the terrorist group Al-Shabaab. She’s a character inspired by Northern Irish Samantha Lewthwite, known in the British tabloids world as The White Widow. In a sense, Powell is a reflection of the Zero Dark Thirty CIA agent (Kathryn Bigelow 2012), who was also completely committed to Osama bin Laden’s execution. Her superior is General Frank Benson, played by Alan Rickman, who serves from Whitehall as the liaison between the military and politicians. She has the difficult task of justifying the legitimacy of the attack to her superiors, the politicians and the personnel under her orders. While the operation is a collaboration of dozens of people, this mission is of personal importance for Powell, who is both the hero and the villain, the avenger and the criminal of the narrative.

The politics of the use of drones, especially in zones of peace, depends on a series of calculations: of precision percentages, of the estimation of human life’s value, of the impact on terrorist networks, on public relations, and propaganda. But overall, it depends on speculation and the belief that peace can be achieved, or, at least danger can be diminished, with preemptive attacks on insurgents. Here, something happens that is similar to what Philip K. Dick proposes in Minority Report, in which society deposits their confidence in “precogs” that can anticipate crime and decipher intentions to see the future and change it. Through espionage military strategists believe themselves capable of anticipating suspects actions, attacks, and other misdeeds. Drones can be used punitively against known terrorists, but even more so against presumed future terrorists.

Once the British Jihadist is located in Nairobi, it is decided that the original plan to capture her cannot be carried out, as she is located in an overpopulated neighborhood controlled by Islamic militia, meaning that neither local police nor the military can enter at the risk of the armed resistance producing a high body count among both the military and civilians. Upon finding her, it is also discovered that an imminent attack with two suicide bombers is being prepared in that house. To show this, they deploy a miniature drone in the form of a scarab that flies into the home, permitting a view of the explosive vests and the farewell recordings of the attackers. This way, there is no doubt of the militants’ ill intentions, and of the urgency to act in an immediate and crushing manner.

Hood and his scriptwriter, Guy Hibbert, make use of an arsenal of elements that complicate morally and ethically the mission. Namely, they propose three conditions: a missile attack will happen in Kenya (a country that is in peace with the UK and the USA), among the victims will be an American and a Briton, and, undoubtedly, there will be collaterally damage. This is a mental exercise. Let us consider what it is trying to say.

First, the selection of this African country is neither random nor accidental, as it is a sovereign nation in peace amidst one of the most conflict-ridden areas in Africa, and is an ally both of the United Kingdom (of which it was a colony; during that time, British authorities and civilian colonizers committed a great number of horrors, including the suppression of the Mau Mau rebellion between 1952 and 1960, when some 90,000 people lost their lives), and of the United States. Al-Shabaab has been responsible for numerous atrocities in Kenya. It is enough to mention the appalling carnage of the Westgate shopping center, in September 2013, where they assassinated 67 people, and the brutal attack of Garissa University, in April 2015, where they killed 147. Frustratingly, in the conflict described by the film, Kenyans do not play a protagonist role; they don’t even have a seat at the negotiations table.

Secondly, the attack is directed against presumed Western terrorists. This is one of the elements that further complicates the legality of these assassinations, given that, in any light, it is unconstitutional. It is clear that no government can justify a sudden assassination of its own citizens. But the war against terror has created a category of people without any rights: “civilian non-combatants.” Practically until April 24th of 2015, every time that a Westerner was killed by drones, those responsible would deny it, but on that date President Obama recognized that a mistake had been made in the killing of two hostages, one Italian and one American, of Al-Qaeda in Pakistan. The remorseful US President asked for forgiveness in a way he had never done for the non-Western accidental victims of drone strikes. What could have been an act of honesty instead demonstrated that the lives of natives were expendable in the eyes of the White House. The United Kingdom, like other nations, has created the legal possibility of stripping nationality from its subjects and citizens suspected of terrorism, before killing them.

Thirdly, a truly cinematographic element is the presence of a nine-year old girl (Aisha Takow), who has the misfortune of finding herself within range of mortal harm in the explosion while she sells bread. Usually, all who are killed accidentally in a drone attack and are males of “military age” (between 12 and 60 years old), are considered a legitimate target. Hence, the girl serves as a universal symbol of innocence, as well as a sensitizing and emotional element. In the end, this will be the core element of the debate: “Is it worth sacrificing a life to (theoretically) save many more (hypothetical) victims?” Or even, “Is it more convenient to save a life than to lose the propaganda campaign in this war?”

This mission is unique in that the British give orders while the Americans limit themselves to drone operators. This happens in the real world, but much less frequently than exclusively American attacks. The narrative constantly emphasizes that US political high commanders do not have the least bit of remorse when launching attacks, while the English have too much of it. However, here there are no ambitious servicemen ready to add another name to their list of kills, nor uninformed politicians that are ignorant even of what they are authorizing, nor cruel and bloodthirsty drone operators (like those who refer to the children they’ve killed as “fun size terrorists”), nor lobbyists, nor arms brokers. Powell and Benson have the unwavering conviction that they must launch an attack, but various servicemen under their command, both British and American, have many reservations.

In what attempts to be a taste of military dark humor, nowhere close to Dr. Strangelove (Stanley Kubrick, 1964), to which some have compared it, we find a British Foreign Secretary that must decide on an attack that will take the life of a fellow countrywoman while he suffers from diarrhea in a hotel in Singapore (where he is attending a gun show). Likewise, we find General Benson faced with the frustrating task of buying his daughter the doll she wants, shortly after participating in the execution of a girl that, in the beginning of the film, receives a gift from her father, one he has made with his own hands, and which fills her with joy: a hula hoop. This parallel may seem considerably forced, but it undoubtedly evidences the differences in the value of life between the nations that have the bombs and those that receive them. That said, a counterpoint stands out between the ritualized solemnity of both camps in the conflict: on one side, the military, with its protocols, use of highly codified language, technical requirements and authorizations, the presumably professional neutrality (which betrays Powell with his passion for assassinating Danford); and on the other, ceremonious religiosity, the meticulous and repetitive process of preparing for an attack. Both parts make use of a hygienic vocabulary that we could describe as almost Orwellian to refer to its assassinations. On the Western side, it is like a cleaning operation or a technical process, while on the Jihadist side it is imagined as a sacred act. In the end, the drone and the suicide bomber become equivalent weapons of terror.

It is difficult to know what is more surreal: the collection of devices used for spying, like those science fiction or fantasy toys (the scarab or hummingbird drones, that, for all we know, are still in their experimental phase), or the moral intensity that most participants invest into this mortal chain, with the exception of the US Secretary of State who becomes upset from being interrupted during a game of Ping Pong in Beijing.

By showing the process, Hood and Hibbert expose the way in which standards are loosened, the form in which the limits of what is acceptable are extended, both in the discussion surrounding laws and codes of conduct, as in hard calculations themselves, the way in which tolerance depends on how effects are evaluated, how margins of error are estimated, and responses are presented. A notable feature is the use of different levels of discourse through a variety of platforms of communication, which range from formality through videoconferences, to intimate and conspiratorial through texts messages. Thus, we find Coronel Powell frenetically consulting her team to reevaluate estimates of possible death in firing a missile against terrorists and reducing the risk of collateral damage (on paper, not in real life), to later compare these percentages with estimates of deaths that might be produced by explosive vest attacks in a public space. Powell pressures one of her analysts, almost the point of extortion, and with phony courtesy manages to manipulate him. The numbers are presented to politicians that for moral reasons, paranoia, or perhaps guilt, decide to ask someone “higher-up” to take responsibility. Their real fear is not killing innocents, but damaging their political image, or exposing themselves as war criminals. One of the Parliament members points out, “We cannot afford this leaking to YouTube and becoming viral.” Eye in the Sky attempts to position the spectator as the electronic beetle that spies on the terrorists in an ostensibly privileged position, but with very limited visibility. At the end of the film, General Benson responds to the criticism of a crying minister, saying, “Never tell a soldier he does not know the cost of war.” In this manner, Hood and Hibbert point out the difficult relationship between politicians and servicemen. Politicians want a brutal and robust solution, even at the cost of compromising legality, but once this has been carried out, they want to maintain moral superiority, evade responsibility, and recuperate their humanity with a few tears. With this, Hood equally denounces liberals and their cunning complicity, as he does belligerent reactionaries. While the idea is to show everything with certain irony and cynicism, in reality we are left with a cosmetic and even generous vision of assassination and state policy. Thus, we do not need much of an imagination to see propaganda in a film that is perhaps well intentioned, but regrettably leaves satire in a level of ambiguity, and, with it, loses it might.

Black Mirror

Hated in the Nation

For the second year in a row, drones in the shape and likeness of bees (Autonomous Drone Insects or ADI), have been activated, assigned to pollinate flowers and plants due to the enormous collapse of the biological bee population. As the episode opens, we hear over radio news reports that the extinction of species continue, and that journalist Jo Powers (Elizabeth Berrington) has won popular hatred and numerous death threats for having brutally ridiculed a paraplegic activist who took her own life. Detective Karin Parke (Kelly McDonald) and her new colleague, Blue Coulson (Faye Marsay) arrive at a crime scene and find Powers with a slit throat in what appears to be a very suspicious suicide. The hashtag #DeathtoJoPowers circulates social media. Hated in the Nation is the sixth and final episode of the third season of the British series Black Mirror, written by Charlie Brooker and directed by James Hawes, which recycles some of the main themes that characterize the technological speculation of this program, which in turn point to our changing relationship with machines and communication devices.

The next day, the rapper, Tusk (Charles Badalona), humiliates one of his youngest fans on television, and shortly after falls victim to an apparent epileptic attack. He is sedated and put through an MRI scan. Tragically, due to the powerful magnetic field, a metallic object housed in his brain, which turns out to be an ADI, shoots out through one of his eyes, killing him. Jo Power’s autopsy reveals that she died in a very similar manner: and ADI penetrated deep into the pain receptors in her brain, causing her such an unbearable agony that she slit her own throat. Tusk had also been a target of the #Deathto social media campaign, directed against public figures who had become the objects of popular hatred. The hashtag is linked to a website called Game of Consequences, an unpopularity contest that asks users to:

  1. Pick a target.

  2. Post their name and photo with #Deathto.

  3. The most popular target will be eliminated after 5:00 pm each day.

  4. The game resets at midnight.

Thus, online users choose the most hated figure of the nation to be assassinated daily. On one hand, this is a caricature of the current obsession of Facebook and Twitter users (among other social networks) of delivering justice through crowdsourcing (online collaboration, where people can comment, share ideas, and even fund certain issues). This often translates to digital tarring and feathering through which people who have supposedly committed abuses or crimes are humiliated, or are simply “trolled” for their actions, preferences, or beliefs. These persecutions are sometimes the result of verifiable actions, others from rumors, misunderstandings, or deliberate bad faith. In any case, these modern auto-da-fé prove how life online has become a kingdom of sanctimoniousness, unscrupulous scrutiny, and facile judgements. The episode is, like others in the series, a threatening projection of the current tendencies towards a dystopic future.

During their investigation, Parke and Coulson discover that the electronic bees are aware of who they must kill, and so they deduce that they must rely on a face recognition program. With this, the detectives determine that, aside from being used for an environmental initiative, the ADIs are part of an ambitious hyper surveillance program. They conclude that someone has hacked different drone “hives,” commissioning them to carry out executions of individuals that people consider despicable. The man responsible for the hacking, Garrett Scholes (Duncan Pow), installs his manifesto into the digital bees’ programming, where he explains that his actions are due to his desire for people to become responsible for their wishes, and that they cannot continue to hide behind the anonymity of the masses in cyberspace. Within that
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document, Scholes includes a selfie that, apparently due to an oversight, preserves the time and date when it was taken. With this information, the police barge into the location were Scholes is allegedly hiding but it is empty. Nevertheless, they find a hard drive in an oven that was not completely destroyed. Blue manages to recover the drive’s information and finds a presumed deactivation code and a list containing the information and photographs of more than 370 thousand users of the hashtag #Deathto. Despite Parke’s doubts, a national security agent activates the program believing that through this act they will put an end to the threat, but instead, the ADIs activate and assassinate all the people on the list, unleashing a grotesque genocide.

This story evidences the unpredictable consequences of the use of increasingly autonomous technologies that, in one way or another, are able to channel our desires and nightmares. Here, the moral ecological intentions of those trying to restore the catastrophically deteriorated environment are combined with both the law enforcement agencies’ desires to surveil and control, and with the deranged desires of a solitary individual to punish the hypocrisy and vindictive cowardice that dominates online life. In this case, drones are not intelligent machines capable of making decisions; rather, they are simple devices reprogrammed to cause harm and destruction. It is clear that the enormous quantity of personal information that circulates and is trafficked online may represent risks, and here, the drone bees symbolize unrestrained threats, the materialization of media harassment into the real world, in the form of minute, tireless, and unstoppable devices.

Sonia Kennebeck’s

National Bird

National Bird is a poignant documentary by US-based, German director Sonia Kennebeck (Sex: Made in Germany, 2013), produced by two extraordinary directors: Wim Wenders and Errol Morris. The bird of the title does not refer to the emblematic bald eagle, but to the armed drones, Predator and Reaper, that have become ominous symbols of one facet of the “War on Terror,” the borderless and limitless human hunt carried out by the United States and a few other nations.

The film is neither an exhaustive list nor a historical analysis of the assassination campaigns against presumed terrorists initiated by the American government. Instead, the filmmaker gives a voice to three veterans of the program, who participated in the killing from ground “cabins” and bases where they analyzed images and data. These three whistleblowers are deeply dispirited, and they suffer from anxiety and sadness, but overall, they have an agonizing sense of guilt. Kennebeck does not include academics, journalists, historians, or experts, a voiceover narration or personal opinions, limiting herself only to first hand testimony.

One of the veterans is Heather Linebaugh, a young woman that enlisted in the Air Force, seduced by the promotional images of war as a videogame. Heather dreamed of leaving her small town in Pennsylvania to see the world and defend her country with the most advanced technology. Instead of traveling, she was assigned to the analysis of videos transmitted by drones. Her job consisted of identifying and deciding the execution of suspects over images on monitors, and recognizing victims and human body parts after the attack. Heather, who now makes a living as a waitress and masseuse, retired due to suffering from an extreme case of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The military decided to put her under suicide prevention surveillance, but initially denied recognizing her PTSD, as they did not consider her job to have been equivalent to being in combat. Furthermore, due to the nature of her job, she can only be attended by therapists of sufficiently high military security clearance level, which is not easily obtained, and puts her in danger of being accused of treason (per the 1917 Espionage Act) if she is treated by an unauthorized individual. Heather comments, “I can say the drone program is wrong because I don’t know how many people I’ve killed.”

Another veteran is Lisa Ling, who worked as a technical sergeant and dedicated herself to identifying targets to be destroyed. After two years of activity, she received an acknowledgement for having helped in locating 121,000 insurgent targets. However, far from feeling proud, Lisa declares, “I lost part of my humanity working in the drone program.” Once she understood the magnitude and impact of her job on the lives of thousands of Afghan, Pakistanis, Yemenis, and others, she decided to go to Afghanistan to distribute seeds, and to meet a few of the survivors of the drones’ bombs.

Lastly, we meet Daniel who, despite not believing in war, enlisted because he had neither money to study nor a decent job. Daniel worked as a civilian intelligence analyst, but when he spoke out against the war, he became the subject of an FBI raid. They filed charges against him for divulging confidential information. His lawyer, Jesselyn Radack, who defends him pro bono, describes on camera the seriousness of the case, and the fact that, for this trial, Daniel needed to be represented by specialized attorneys that charge around one million dollars just to start the process; meaning that, though he might walk free from prison, he will be left in financial ruin. In front of the camera, Daniel is a nervous mess that tries to express himself with extreme precaution so as to not further complicate his case.

Kennebeck includes aerial shots taken by drones over peaceful, American suburbs that emphasize that, should the state sanctioned, remote controlled homicide go viral, no one in any location could ever be safe again from being blown to bits from the skies. A large part of the film’s objective, by presenting these three informants, is exhibiting the state of surveillance and intimidation dominant since the attacks of September 11th, 2001. Heather wrote an article in The Guardian[28] denouncing the government’s silence on what drones actually do, placing her on the FBI’s radar. Thus, both she and Daniel live terrified and profoundly frustrated with the military policies of the Obama administration, which pretended to carry out a humanitarian and careful campaign of minimal collateral damage to eliminate those who threaten the United States, something they know now is false. Heather is not the first to reveal that among the drone operators there are numerous cases of alcoholism, drug addiction, and depression, as well as individuals exhibiting a inhuman attitude and cruelty, viewing their actions as part of a video game that produces joy with every “bugsplat,” the term used for their missiles’ impacts.

Kennebeck gives the “assassins” a human face, making visible the emotional suffering and guilt felt by those who believed in the war myth, but still does not lose the real victims from her sight. She shows the survivors of the attacks, mutilated and missing family members, including some who survived the atrocious attack on February 21, 2010 in the province of Uruzgan, Afghanistan, in which drones and helicopters assassinated 23 innocent individuals. The testimonies of these three veterans demonstrate that the illusion that drones save lives is a grotesque lie, as murder is never a humanitarian act, and that it is a dangerous policy because, from the skies, we all look like ants waiting to be crushed.

Part Four

Art in the Drone Era

Laura Poitras’s Astro Noise

Political criticism in art has been carried out for many decades through the use of humor, sarcasm, and irreverence. They are usually representations of the failure of idealist denunciations of corruption, authoritarianism and incompetence. In the tone used by many contemporary artists, one perceives a dominant malaise that assumes a state of impotence, as well as a certainty that market laws have near total control of artistic production. Furthermore, now more than ever, surveillance and harassment from security and intelligence services intimidate dissident artists. The role of art as a factor for change, of social revolt and intellectual liberation, is extremely limited, with aspirations more focused on survival as opposed to revolution. The work of artists manifesting today against the use of armed drones is not well known and its impact on the general public is minimal, but this does not make it any less important. The following is a brief sample of some of the most relevant artists who work in this area.

On September 11th, 2001, a new era began in the United States, and consequently across a large portion of the world: one of hyper surveillance, intimidation of the citizenry, and the imposition of new laws that gave immense power to the security apparatus. The attacks on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon exposed an unbelievable vulnerability in the strongest world power. With this justification, the government gave free reign to espionage agencies, and launched a military campaign without limits or clear objectives that became known as the “War on Terror,” in which nations and individuals were “either with the United States, or with the terrorists,” as declared by then president George W. Bush. Hence, dissidents and pacifists were intimidated, human rights defense organizations were silenced and local police were militarized. Added to this was a propagandistic factor that has accentuated paranoia and created an atmosphere of permanent threat and fear. In response to the Zeitgeist, political art has had to adapt to an era in which power in all its forms has become suspicious, ideologies are in bankruptcy, and idealism seems naive and childish.

Documentarian, journalist, and artist Laura Poitras began making herself known with a pair of documentaries about the consequences of George Bush and the neoconservatives’ endless war. Her first feature-length film, My Country My Country (2006), tells the story of Doctor Riyahd al-Adath, a Sunni Muslim, who, two years after the American invasion, tries to run for a position in the new and purely symbolic Iraqi congress, with the hope of taking advantage of an opportunity to change the country. Poitras worked for nearly eight months on this documentary and lived in al-Adath’s family’s home for part of that time, where she could see and film the living conditions of the Iraqi people during the first years of the occupation. On one of the occasions when she was filming, a military operation took place in her neighborhood that led to the death of an American soldier. The military was apparently convinced that she had prior knowledge of what was going to take place, as she was there with a camera. For this reason, for the eight minutes of video she caught during that operation, she was put on a surveillance list by the Department of Homeland Security, at the highest level of risk. Due to this, she was detained more than 40 times at airports and when crossing borders, where she was interrogated and threatened with such insistence that she decided to leave the United States to live in Berlin.

This film was followed by The Oath (2010), which centers on two figures related to Osama bin Laden: Abu Jandal, a taxi driver from Sana, the Yemeni capital, who for some time was bin Laden’s bodyguard; and Salim Ahmed Hamdan, who was the personal driver of the al Qaeda leader until, during the American invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, he was detained and sent to Guantanamo. The two men are brothers-in-law and their stories give a fascinating perspective on the commitments and contradictions of Jihadism. Later Poitras produced the Oscar award-winning Citizenfour (2014), the celebrated interview with former contractor to the CIA and NSA, Edward Snowden, in his hotel in Hong Kong, in which she shows how the war against terror has brought about enormous campaigns of planetary espionage, as well as the establishment of a surveillance state in which information leaks are punished with incredible ferocity: This, is one of the worst legacies of the Obama administration. In these three films, the Trilogy of 9-11, which analyze American wars and invasions, policies of imprisonment without charges, torture, and the domestic impact of war, Poitras uses individual cases and hard data to tell stories of resistance to oppression and survival in the face of great powers.

Independently from her documentary work, Poitras is, along with Glenn Greenwald and Jeremy Scahill, founder of the online site, The Intercept, which, aside from offering opinion pieces, reports, and investigative journalism, and publishes leaked information like The Drone Papers. In addition to her documentaries, Poitras is also a visual artist, a medium she uses to communicate aspects of her investigations that go beyond what a documentary can express.

In his book, Pure War, Paul Virilio writes about the elements that characterize modern wars, which, unlike wars of the past, where states fought for territory, are international civil wars, in which states fight against the civilian population.[29] Wars evolved from confrontation between organized armies to the destruction of cities, as was the case in Dresden, Berlin, London, and Hiroshima. From there, we have arrived at wars against individuals, a policy of which the drone is the most representative and eloquent symbol. The “War on Terror” is a fight against people, it is a strategy that has more in common with hunting than with war. Governments that carry out this war often know that it is important to demonstrate their power and achievements through videos and documents. Paradoxically, these actions are clandestine, rarely recognized by the CIA or the army. In this manner, we face the most public secret war in history.

On their behalf, terrorists, insurgents, and rebels know that bombs, executions, decapitations, and atrocities only have meaning within the international media discourse. Their impact depends on reaching the public. Thus, wars are fought through the conquering of slots on the news, and by committing atrocities that become viral spectacles disseminated on social networks. Once the crime is broadcasted, cybernauts take it upon themselves to multiply its impact and let controversy on the loose.

In December of 2014, Poitras held her first art gallery exhibition at Artist Space Exhibitions in New York, where she presented the Trilogy and her short films: The Program (2012), Death of a Prisoner (2013), and PRISM Whistleblower (2013). However, she was interested in changing the relationship with the spectator, utilizing the space, and permitting the visitor the opportunity to create their own “edition” of the material. In this way, she accepted an invitation by the Whitney museum to create a proposal, and the result was Astro Noise (the name is a nod to one of the documents that Snowden released), an immersive multisensory experience in which visitors create the narrative as they walk through the halls.

The exposition commences with a series of ostensibly abstract, colorful images that in reality are prints in large format of drone and satellite information, intercepted by a British secret listening post in Cyprus. By making a visual interpretation of the illegible data the artist confronts the viewer with an aesthetic dilemma that reflects the ethical dilemma of ambiguity and
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legitimacy in making the leaks public through independent channels, and the potential that this may translate into harm to the state or its institutions. The first hall is divided by a large, almost floating screen. One side shows a crowd that observes something with both surprise and rejection. Some wear dust masks, and we automatically discern that they are watching the ruins of the Twin Towers, as a distorted version of the US national anthem, with funeral-like resonances, plays before the start of a baseball game at the Yankee’s stadium during the World Series on October 31st, 2001. This video, filmed a few days after the 9-11 attacks, does not show faces in terror, pain, and profound anguish that we usually see associated with that tragedy; rather, they are faces of discomfort, confusion, and frustration. The backside of the same screen displays images of two interrogations of men captured in Afghanistan—literally, on the opposite side of the coin of the terrorist attacks. The men, handcuffed and kneeling, try to explain that they have nothing to do with al Qaeda to a group of incredulous soldiers. The captives, who would later be sent to Guantanamo, remained there for six years without any charges pressed against them.

The following, darkened hall features the piece Bed Down Location, which has at its center a type of platform that functions as a large bed on which the spectator must lie down to see a projection on the celling of the Yemeni, Somali, and Pakistani nighttime starry skies, as well as a daytime Nevada sky, through which drones pass as we hear the characteristic rumble of the modified snowmobile motor used by the Predators. In these images, Poitras includes references like antennas, or cornices and lintels that award a sense of proportion and situate us in relation to the surroundings. These spectral-like apparitions alert the senses and make us search in the fake sky, with eyes and ears, for those machines of surveillance and devastation. However, the experience is pleasant and comfortable. Rather than producing fear, it invites us into contemplation.

This hall guides us to another one, illuminated by the light coming from small slits situated at distinct heights in the walls. By peering through them, we see classified documents (such as memorandums of cooperation between the CIA and NSA), video of intercepted signals, drafts at the hands of surveillance systems operations, a cellphone video of the destruction left behind by a drone attack, interviews, and other materials. The slits create the illusion of spying, of doing something clandestine. They also evoke the peepholes of the pornographic spectacles of the past.

Poitras exposes some of the most highly classified pages of her own file, as well as the fragment filmed in Bagdad that gave rise to her being put on a surveillance list, which is completely harmless. One of the most striking moments of the exhibition takes place in the last hall, where there is a monitor showing real-time images filmed from the ceiling with an infrared camera of the visitors in the Bed Down Location hall. In this way, as we contemplate the projection of the sky, we are being filmed, observed by invisible and imaginary drones. With this, the artist proves our vulnerability, the impossibility of evading the eyes that monitor us from the heights. Just when we are attempting to recuperate from that apparent invasion of our privacy, the next piece, Last Seen, reminds us that the faithful devices that we carry in our pockets and handbags, with which we communicate, inform, and entertain ourselves, also betray us by revealing to anyone with adequate technological resources their secrets, and the possibility of tracking our identities. The piece consists of a monitor, a computer, and a wireless signal reader that registers the identities of cellphones and devices nearby.

Poitras is convinced that the best way to inform is to obligate the spectator not only to think, but also to feel authentic empathy towards the victims, having them experiment, to the greatest extent possible, with the fear and unrest produced by surveillance and the threat imposed by being spied on. Here, the human cost of terrorism and counter terrorism is shown, as well as the way that the citizen is the battleground of both strategies. In the age of hyper surveillance, everything has changed, and nothing has changed, due greatly to the fact that truly important changes are not very easy to recognize. Throughout her exposition, Poitras changes us into victims of espionage and accomplices of the observation machine. Perhaps the greatest legacy of this work is to make us feel that what often determines who the enemy is, and who the ally is, consists in their location with respect to the cameras and surveillance monitors.

Art in the Drone Era

Despite the fact that the use of armed drones with military purposes began in 2002, these machines are still seen as groundbreaking, futuristic, infallible, unrelenting, and above all else, incapable of being considered liable. The anxiety provoked by the UAV in war zones, or in countries where the presence of insurgent or terrorist groups has given rise to attacks and assassinations with American drones or other powers, is immense. The capacity to spy, harass, threaten, and kill offered by drones, has generated more reactions among artists, creators, intellectuals, and hackers than among politicians, military commanders, and diplomats. Some photographers and visual artists have attempted to answer this dreadful threat through distinct strategies, with the aim of questioning the policies of countries that assign to themselves the authority of being swift executioners of suspects. Some works are merely  symbolic or ironic, but others attempt to inform and raise awareness through shock strategies, and still others try to make the effects produced by drones visible. One of the most notable characteristics of this technology is the fact that drones can film their targets for days—that they can produce and accumulate thousands and thousands of hours of footage of their attacks. All these filmed materials are secret. It is telling that there are relatively few images available to the public that show the destruction left behind by hellfire missiles on earth, and there is no accessible visual narrative of the war of the drones.

New York artist Adam Harvey, concerned by the continuous and omnipresent violations of different agencies and governments against privacy, devised a collection of antisurveillance clothing: Stealth Wear. Beforehand, he had designed makeup, CVD Dazzle, to deceive face recognition systems. His scarves, robes, and hoodies are made with material that blocks thermal radiation, meaning that, when viewed by drone infrared scanners, the bodies appear fragmented, creating incoherent images.[30] The idea was inspired by traditional Islamic clothing, as the main victims of this technology have been Muslims. Essentially, it involves using synthetic fabrics covered in a silvery, flexible layer capable of blurring the body’s thermal signature. Harvey does not have the intention of massively commercializing these products, and while they are works that are exposed in galleries, and are objects of reflection, they also present a realistic alternative for protection and survival for those living in zones constantly besieged by drones in Afghanistan, the Tribal Areas of Pakistan, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, and Libya, as well as those presumably to be added to the list in the near future.

James Bridle is one of the artists involved in the New Aesthetic movement (he was the one to give it the name), of which the basic themes are related to the use of visual technologies, and the notion that the pixelated image reveals a vanishing of the border between the real and the digital, as well as that between the human and the machine. Bridle, who lives in London, created a drone recognition kit that includes scale models of the most common military drones (MQ-1 Predator, RQ-170 Sentinel, an RQ-4 Global Hawk), and human figurines that serve as reference to the real size of those UAVs. The kit’s objective is to familiarize us with these aircraft, demystify them, and change them into a kind of toy. Bridle was also the creator of Dronestagram (2012-2015), a project consisting of posting Instagram, Twitter, and Tumblr images of drone attacks with brief descriptions of the events. Bridle wanted to make visible those remote and often inaccessible places that have all been subject to one or various hellfire missile strikes. His work displays these strange, deserted, and devastated locations, along with dusty and barren towns, offering a vision of locals with no defense, no solace or refuge from the digital eyes in the sky. Posting these images on social media, where people share their intimacy, is a provocative transgression. Another site, also named Dronestagr.am, offers images taken from drones with completely different purposes; colorful, beautiful, and ludic pictures and videos that celebrate the immense aesthetic potential of this photographic resource. While the first indirectly documents the horror, the tragedy, and the inhuman strategy of killing from a distance, of killing through remote visualizations, this one, by contrast, offers a lighthearted celebration of technology. These perspectives deal with parallel and opposing images, two complementary perceptions of the use of the camera: as a machine that captures beauty and documents destruction. Bridle is also author of the art piece, “Under the Shadow of the Drone,” in which he traces a drone’s life-size silhouette in an urban context, evoking the drawings made around bodies in police investigations, or the threatening shadow of a robotized assassin in the skies[31]. Bridle considers that, “One way of looking at drones is as a natural extension of the internet… in terms of allowing sight and vision at a distance. They are avatars
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of the network for me.” In 2013, Brindle presented “A Quiet Disposition,”[32] a piece that is an automated system of information harvesting, analysis, and classification, which basically tracks news related to drones through informative sites, extracts significant information such as places and names, and establishes links between terms in a data base, as well as weighing its importance in relation to the times in which this data has been mentioned. “[It is] a really dumb AI,” says the artist.[33] With this, Bridle reflects on the Disposition Matrix, the ever increasing and changing list of people that will be assassinated by drones, and was created during the Obama administration. The result is a gigantic collection of linked documents that reveal very little. “So, it’s just this huge web of metadata,” that proves that it is not enough to accumulate information to know the truth, or perhaps that simply having the information makes it meaningful. Most particularly, the thought, “We kill people based on metadata,” expressed by the former director of the NSA, Michael Hayden, is exposed as absurd and criminal. The piece is found online, but also in voluminous print copies.[34]

Photographer and photojournalist Tomas van Houtryve created a series of images he titled, “Blue Sky Days,”[35] based on the declarations of 13-year-old Pakistani boy, Zubair Rehman, who in his testimony in front of the United States Congress said that he no longer loved days of blue skies, given that on these days drones are more threatening. The boy’s grandmother was assassinated by a drone as she was working the land. “Now I prefer cloudy days when the drones don’t fly.” Houtryve made a series of black and white photographs taken from high altitudes with the use of a small drone, on sunny days, of human groups in different locations of the United States, as they exercise, play, get married, bury a family member, and participate in outdoor civic or religious ceremonies; in other words, the type of events that have often been the victims of intentional or mistaken drone attacks. The objective is displaying the American public as though it were in the crosshairs of a robotic weapon in the sky, and as though it were a potential victim of an error, just like those that happen constantly in drone attacks in Afghanistan, Yemen, or Pakistan. Houtryve explores the divide between the public and the private, which is lost from sight when we contemplate something from the heights. He also exposes the capabilities of the weaponized photograph, of the camera as a link between the trigger at the finger of a remote operator and its target, as Paul Virilio described. Similarly, he demonstrates how innocent activities can be imagined from the heights as terrorist exercises or meetings of dangerous insurgents. These photos have the objective of broadening the discussion over surveillance, harassment and the threat of Obama’s favorite weapon in the War on Terror. As we mentioned before this is a war waged in secret, without any responsibility of informing the citizenry or, least of all, the nations where bombardments are carried out. It is a
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conflict that intends to leave no trace, despite its sowing death and destruction across continents.

The war images filmed by drones that have been leaked to the mainstream media have a grainy quality of high black-and-white contrast, leaving much to be desired despite the alleged high definition cameras with which the life or death of the suspects is determined. Often, the images are accompanied by information in the form of text that evokes the vision of the cinematic Terminator. This pixelated footage, which shows the military operators’ point of view, almost invariably culminates in the impact of a high-powered bomb blowing houses, cars, or individuals to bits, evidencing the overwhelming power of these devices. The visual rhetoric of the images captured by drones has become a cliché that has invaded film, video games, and television as a retro futurist discourse. Blue Sky Days was published in Harper’s magazine in April 2014, where it is the longest photographic essay it has had within its pages in the 164 years of its existence.[36]

We pointed out formerly that in the linguistic jargon of drone operators, Bug Splat is the term with which drone operators refer to the destruction and victims left behind by their bombs. In response to this criminal, dehumanizing, and racist perspective, a collective of artists based in the United States, Pakistan, and France, together with the Foundation for Fundamental Rights, created the project Not a Bug Splat,[37] inspired by French photographer and artist JR.[38] The project includes the installation of an immense photo portrait of an Afghan girl (who survived a drone attack that destroyed her home, and killed her parents and two of her brothers) on the ground in the region of Khyber Pukhtoonkhwa, Pakistan, where drone attacks take place, so that the operators, based in Nevada, New Mexico, or any other remote base, can see through their cameras that their victims have a face and are not insects, and in this way attempt to create empathy or introspection in the soldiers in charge of this campaign.

Artist Josh Begley (who works with information and so dubs himself as a data artist) created the app, MetaData+, which sends messages and alerts to cellphones every time there is a drone attack. Although this app does not show images of human carnage, or reveal classified information, or intend to denounce any branch of the armed forces, it was rejected in 2014 five times by the Apple’s App Store, as it considered it “excessively questionable” or overly “vulgar.” In the end, it was accepted, but in September of 2015, it was once again withdrawn with the same protestations. Begley tried twelve more times to have it approved, until he finally succeeded. It was downloaded more than 50,000 times. The App draws its name from providing the only information it knows of these attacks: metadata, approximate location, number of victims, and other details, but never names or the reasons behind their eliminations. As we write this, the App is no longer accessible.[39]

Khesrau Behroz is a writer and conceptual artist born in Afghanistan that did something similar with his App, Everybody Knows Where They Were When They Heard that Kennedy Died, which sends a notification of a drone attack when it is reported by the media, as well as the metadata available mentioned above. Yet, Behroz creates collages of drone attack images, contrasted with photos of, “Where I was when I learned of this news story.” This obviously obligates the user to recognize the tragedy and mystery that anonymous strangers died in some remote place due to secretive, capricious, and questionable politics, while they carry on with their own life.

Trevor Paglen is a researcher, writer, photographer (aside from having collaborated with Laura Poitras), and the author of a photographic series that has become emblematic of the remote war of our time, which depicts often spectacular images of vast skies where distant drones appear as minute objects and are practically invisible. Additionally, the project makes use of satellite transmission images intercepted by hackers. More than just trying to document or inform, this semi abstract and quasi impressionist work by Paglen attempts to be what it does not show: instead of proof, it is a form of transmitting experience. His interest stems from “The line that separates vision from knowledge.”[40] In his eye-catching work of 2010, “Untitled (Reaper Drone),” he depicts a sky at dawn or dusk of dazzling reddish color that dissolves into an intense blue. The image evokes Mark Rothko until one recognizes that near the right margin, what appears to be a minute stain, is in reality a drone, becoming the focus of the composition and transforming the aesthetic discourse into a political and moral commentary. To carry out this type of photo of secret military bases, Paglen has adopted methods of astrophotography that he has adjusted to ground and sky objectives. Another work of his that has become canon is that of a Reaper resting on a runway, taken from a distance of two miles, making the amplified image blurry and almost abstract, but at the same time recognizable, and so representing the unsettling presence of the secret assassin devices which we believe we understand but are in reality a mystery. His images, then, do not intend to give answers, but to instead raise questions and create a state of anxiety in the spectator, as well as the certainty that images cannot clarify all doubts.

Artist and activist Joseph DeLappe worked with Scotland-based videogame designers, Malath Abbas, Tom Demajo, and Albert Elwin of Biome Collective, to create Killbox, an online videogame and interactive installation, “A fictionalized interactive experience in virtual environments based on documented drones strikes in Northern Pakistan.” This game intends to “critically [explore] the nature of drone warfare, both its complexities and consequences.” The conflict zone no longer depends much on geographic coordinates, rather, it follows the individual in special blocks with specific confrontation rules.

One of the most poignant films related to the effect of operating military drones is the medium-length film 5000 Feet Is the Best, by Israeli artist and filmmaker, based in Berlin, Omar Fast. It is a film which owes its name to the ideal operational altitude of a Predator drone, and draws from interviews the director conducted with a drone signal operator, who suffers from PTSD, which he refers to as virtual stress. Just as Heather Linebaugh and others, this operator has been ignored by his colleagues, superiors, and acquaintances as they cannot accept that someone, who has what they consider an office job, can have a condition that usually affects soldiers on the front line of battle. The memories of the operator are combined here with fictitious stories that Fast interweaves into a cyclical and repetitive story that evokes both the film Last Year in Marienbad (Alan Resnais, 1962), as well as the abrupt, at times discontinuous, editing of Jean Luc Godard’s cinema. However, this character proves that the act of participating in remote assassinations, which he never anticipated to be his job, is highly disturbing. The interviewee continuously contradicts himself, denies having said anything, asks for his words not to be used, interrupts, and demonstrates an evident fear of being punished. In this way, Fast decided to recreate the interviews with actors, without insisting on verisimilitude, and making that insecurity a central and revealing element.

Pakistani artist Mahwish Chishty lived in the United States until 2011 when she returned to her native Lahore, where she found that residents were obsessed with the subject of American drone attacks at the border zone with Afghanistan. So, she decided to take the image of the drone and combine it with folkloric motifs in a “truck-art” style, an aesthetic that has become an recognized, authentic genre around the world and consists of decorating buses, trucks, rickshaws, and other vehicles with intricate, embellished, and colorful floral patterns, complex compositions which incorporate all types of objects, characters, and poetic calligraphy. Chishty’s intention is to evoke the work of Afghan artisans during the years of the Soviet invasion, when they integrated images of Kalashnikov machine guns, tanks, helicopters, grenades, grenade launchers, and other military paraphernalia into their rugs alongside traditional images and symbols.

An interesting observation regarding the response that can be made towards drones and the impunity governments enjoy when making use of them, is the project Shura City: An Architectural Defense from Drones, by Asher J. Kohn,[41] who poses that, in the post-legal world, architecture can be adapted to occupy gaps left behind by absent or useless laws. “Laws cannot govern anarchy, but architecture can.” The name, Shura, comes from the word used in Urdu to refer to “a consultative group of elders and respected individuals who take responsibility for the decision making for a community.” The central idea is to create a drone-proof community, and not to think of defense
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only through strengthening or fortifying of the structures and buildings, but rather through confusion of the enemy.[42] The best defense against an “intelligent” weapon is to seize the superiority that consists not in its power of “reasoning,” but in its capacity to process information quickly. It is also important to intercept and intervene its communication systems through radio signals, transmissions of diverse types, or simply through bar or QR codes that can be read by computers that analyze images and, in this way, receive viruses or confusing signals. An important element in anti-drone buildings is temperature control and playing with lights and shadows. Deceiving thermal and optic sensors is one of the best resources to combat this threat. “Shura City is about using architecture to create a space for humanity in an increasingly inhuman sphere,” writes Kohn.

Drones reached the theatrical scene in the production Grounded, by George Brant, directed by Julie Taymor, and starred by Anne Hathaway.[43] This monologue takes the relatively common story of the war pilot that finds herself obligated to continue her career by piloting drones from a trailer box in the Nevada desert. Here the pilot is obligated to give up the skies after becoming pregnant and, after returning to work, is presented with the good news that she is to be trusted with one of the most innovative and sophisticated aircraft, but also with the bad news that she will never leave the ground. As in other similar productions, the pilot slowly discovers the moral implications of killing from a distance, of recognizing that the grey stains on the monitor are human beings over which she has an almost divine power.

Drones and Pornography

The pornographic genre is defined by a series of basic characteristics through which sexual acts are presented in an explicit manner and in the most detailed way possible. What makes this “genre outside of genres” unique is, on the one hand, its obsession for showing what can’t be shown, for going beyond the legally permissible, to provoke and always push the spectator beyond the limits imposed by censorship by offering a provocative and, in theory, innovative spectacle, by showing possibilities of stimulation and excitement that may awaken desires and passions. And while the pornography catalog can be incredibly vast and varied, the method in pornography tends to be largely conventional and, in general, consists of an obsession with showing more and more, as well as with “the frenzy of the visible,” as defined by Linda Williams in her fundamental book Hardcore, which is the attempt to make the female orgasm visible. Thus, pornography depends on obsessive observation, of the intrusive eye that penetrates the dominions of intimacy and the purely genital, not only to see corporal physiology in all its bareness, but also to explore the mechanics and hydraulics of sex. To this we have to add the capacity to inspect traditional and cultural elements related to sex practices. What is offered is what is usually not seen during a sexual act. A classic pornographic mechanism is that of including an observer that spies on others during a sexual act. As pornographic tropes evolved, filmic frames emerged in the shape of a keyhole, representing the perspective of the voyeur, establishing an equivalence between that spy and the public. The other characteristic element of hardcore pornography is external ejaculation, called the “money shot,” due to being considered not just a validation of the sexual act’s realism, but being the most profitable shot of the film, and the most emblematic icon of the genre.

The drone can be a camera of fabulous versatility, a device that takes the eye to impossible places, and offers fascinating perspectives to exhibit human intimacy, to search for forbidden images, and awaken desire from a distance. The drone transforms the entire sky into an immense keyhole through which its spies on its potential victims for hours, days, or weeks, learning their habits and customs, unraveling the intimacy of their daily lives, discovering their affiliations, bonds, and relationships, simply through contemplation, and once having accumulated the data, it fires a missile and destroys one or more lives through the explosive and deadly equivalent of the spermatic stream. It is not surprising that the grainy and out-of-focus videos that register the impact of missiles on civilians, homes, and military equipment are considered “drone porn,” a dehumanizing and high-tech expression of snuff pornography (the mythical subgenre in which the sexual act culminates in death), in which the execution of strangers, dismembered by explosives, becomes entertainment.

Drone pilots and signal operators live very peculiar and different experiences from other remote operators that fire missiles from a place of safety afforded by distance. Those who control drones have real time video and audio which, as Jesse Kirkpatrick points out, makes them virtually present, in the front row of destruction and carnage that they command with the push of a button. He says of these remote operators: “Not only do they know that they kill, and experience the immediate effects of this killing, given the paradox of proximity, they also experience the ‘human face’ of their target, tracking them for days and intimately observing their patterns of life.”[44] This is what Kirkpatrick defines as the paradox of proximity: “…the fact that drone technology facilitates killing from a distance while fostering a kind of closeness and familiarity with individuals who will be and are killed, may require a kind of moral courage that surpasses those found in traditional forms of battle”.[45] One of the alleged advantages drones offer is the patience of the observer, the possibility of flying over targets and watching them without interruptions, in an obscene and obsessive ritual that sometimes culminates in the violent death of those stalked. The drone becomes the perfect expression of the male gaze, understood as a sadistic and threatening stare. In a sense, the drone assumes the role of the masculine predator, and the victims, the feminine prey. Pornography has the characteristic of being a “self-sufficient” genre. In other words, one can produce a state of stimulation and even drive the viewer to ecstasy by observing the representation of erotic fantasies, unfolding on the paper or screen. Equivalently, the drone is a device used for “scopophilia,” a resource for the extreme voyeur that generates a tense an unnerving spectacle, which gradually forms an audiovisual narrative. These electronic signals gathered by the drone are eventually used by the drone itself to annihilate the protagonists in a climactic conclusion, without the need of legal process or even of another executioner such as a fighter-bomber. Some drone operators comment that during summer days, many Afghanis sleep on the roof of their homes, and it is a common entertainment to spy on them while they are having sex.

Like many other military technologies, the drone has been recycled for civil use and, just like the cameramen soldiers of World War II, came back to revolutionize the industry of film and, in particular, of pornography. Suddenly, hundreds or thousands of porn enthusiasts began flying their machines over nudist beaches, or searched window to window for sexual situations. Aside from those that only looked for instant gratification and thrills, others found a creative and possibly marketable vein. Drawing from the idea, “Make porn, not war,” two Brooklyn filmmakers, Brandon LaGanke and John Carlucci, directed Drone Boning, a short-length film conceived as a commentary on voyeurism and the privacy that evolved into a work of conceptual porn with an extremely simple platform: filming diverse and beautiful scenery (in the surrounding of San Francisco), where people are performing sexual acts. However, the shots are wide, there are no details nor visible penetrations, and the individuals appear dwarfed by the nature. Obviously, this is not the pornography that follows the canons of the alternation between the close up and wide shots, of the interplay of shots of genitals and faces in ecstasy. What is sought is creating a series of perceptions, and not really a state of masturbatory excitement. In any case, the majority of porn sites include drone porn among their categories, and certain sites present the ambiguity of showing both images of explosions and sexual acts filmed from the skies.

Epilogue

The beginning of the twenty-first century has been the prelude to a world in which remote assassination is run-of-the-mill. We have lost all capacity for astonishment and shame in the face of the routine spectacle of men, women, and children dehumanized and torn to pieces in distant corners of the world, deprived of any rights by the whim, intuition, or metadata of servicemen, agents, politicians, or criminals. It is a matter of time before a labor union in Michigan, a police station in Hamburg, a restaurant in Tegucigalpa, or a neighbor that had an argument over a parking space in Kuala Lumpur are blown to bits from drones. A day will come when anyone might run the risk of leaving their home during a clear and sunny day, and become the possible victim of a missile, explosive, or bullet shot from the heights by someone hidden in a safe and faraway place.

For decades, humanity has accepted the inevitability that a number of countries possess nuclear weapons capable of erasing cities and exterminating communities in an instant. Although atomic arsenals have relatively diminished, they are far from disappearing. The threat of assassin drones is another reality that, while certain governments might use them, they might also come from criminal groups, psychopaths, resentful individuals, or those who simply want to cause chaos or play with the technological possibilities. The armed drone is equivalent to a pistol or rifle with enormous capacity for destruction, and with extraordinary advantage of performing it at a distance, without exposing the one responsible. On October 10th of 2017, in Las Vegas, a 64-year-old man, Stephen Paddock, armed with 23 weapons, some of them modified from semiautomatic to automatic, fired from the window of his room on the thirty-second floor of the Mandalay Bay Hotel, onto a crowd attending a country music concert. He apparently had no motive for such an act, but within 10 minutes, he assassinated 58 people, and left another 546 wounded. It is not difficult to imagine the type of destruction and death that could be caused by someone with various drones equipped with automatic weapons, grenade launchers, explosives, or biological or chemical agent release systems. Let us consider the potential that a small fleet of drones might have in a synchronized attack. There will not be sufficient activism to prevent this threat; neither can we imagine technologies that may serve to counteract said attacks.

At the time of this writing, sixteen years have passed since the first execution carried out by a remote-piloted aircraft. During this time, the number of swift executions in peace and war zones has multiplied, and while it is believed, to date, that all of these mortal attacks have been directed by human personnel assisted by diverse digital technologies, the objective of the creators and users of these military systems is that they may have ever-more autonomy until, eventually, they become completely independent. That said, the term “autonomy” is ambiguous, and means something different for individual institutions and experts. While, for some, it is the capacity to carry out specific functions without human interventions, for others, it means the ability to relegate the tasks of a mission to algorithms. For now, military drones are directed and operated by people, but in a near future, these flying machines may be able to choose targets for themselves, develop strategies to eliminate them, and, should they be shot down, hacked, or captured, conceal or erase their memory. If we add to this the possibility of searching for victims and improving human marksmanship through artificial intelligence, the drone threatens to become a weapon of massive, relentless, and infallible destruction. One can imagine that this may soon happen. The future of attacks and retaliations that are impossible to prevent or track is near. Drones will continue multiplying themselves in the skies, and their destructive capacities will continue to increase. It is simply inevitable.

The idea that humankind will manufacture its own progeny, and, from this, its own executioner, is longstanding. It took shape, fueled by the ideals of modernity with Frankenstein, by Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, better known as Mary Shelley. Before her novel, the monsters and demons that inhabited our nightmares were not the result of our technological ambitions, nor did they spring from the desire to dominate the world through new creations or scientific spawn. Shelley was influenced by the electrical experiments that led Luigi Galvani to pass an electrical current through the amputated legs of a frog to make them react as though they were living. And just as she imagined that electricity could be used to bring the dead back to life, now we imagine the use of algorithms to give life and intelligence to machines and inanimate objects.

Ironically, the majority of science fiction narratives that address the problem of relegating a decision-making capacity to machines are dystopic and highly pessimistic, following, to a large extent, Frankenstein’s legacy. The movies written about in this book have molded our imagination and expectations regarding a world we would share with intelligent machines. Blade Runner, Terminator, Alien, and others, anticipated the desire of governmental and corporate apparatus to trust in machinic omnivision, in massive databases, and in artificial intelligences to create a society that is, perhaps no less peaceful, but maybe more controllable. These cinematic narratives and dreams have rewritten the history of our relationship with technology, and are fundamental in navigating the overwhelming contemporary mediasphere, to go further beyond sensationalist imagery, and decipher the chaos, informative saturation, and aesthetic of a time that never rests.

Since the origins of film, our eyes have become accustomed to the screen as a universal mirror and window. The narratives we see projected give meaning to emotions and perceptions, aside from being responsible of our sentimental education. We see intimacy as something that exists elsewhere. In a little over one hundred years, we transitioned from the awe of capturing movement on celluloid film rolls, to the everyday capability of stream and watch films at any time on our cellphones. Our fascination with images is such that we often prefer images on a screen over reality itself. This translates into an obsession with remote perception of the world that, together with endless American wars and technological developments in communication, have created a state of disinformation, chaos and permanent desensitization, in which human suffering has increasingly less importance.

The drone is the most advanced tool in the transformation of the mediatized public’s perception. The autonomous flying machine offers a new perspective on the horrors of war, terrorism, interventionism, and administration of justice. This weaponized eye, vested in a Hollywood mentality and the dreams of technological modernity, instead of promoting equality, liberty and respect for human rights, has become a great threat to the fundamental criteria of democracy, civil society, and decency. The drone, with its “remote intimacy,” and its perturbing ability to film its executions, so characteristic of the aesthetic of video games, is the ideal representative of an era of manipulation of the domestic public, and of the intimidation and destruction of individuals who have the misfortune of living in “wrong” countries and regions. Although there are no android assassins walking the streets, nor artificial minds shooting nuclear missiles, our Drone World is a disturbing version of technological dehumanization announced by our cinematographic fictions.
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