Visions of the Future in Modern Cinema

By Matt Page

Many films over the decades have proposed a wide variety of visions of the future, but none so thorough, well-depicted, and thought-provoking as Minority Report, Blade Runner, Ghost in the Shell, and The Matrix. These films make an educated guess or offer the possibility of what human civilization might be in the future. They all have in common a story (or elements in the story) that challenge the audience’s view of humanity and morality. 
Minority Report


Steven Spielberg’s Minority Report was released in 2002, the most recent film discussed in this paper.  The film is based on a short story by the famous science-fiction writer Philip K. Dick and takes place in Washington D. C., year 2054. Dick’s short story was the inspiration for precrime, a method of crime prevention that utilizes pre-cogs, or psychic beings, to recognize crime before it happens. In Minority Report, the pre-cogs only predict murders since petty crimes do not leave such a horrific imprint on their minds. The main character in Minority Report, John Anderton (played by Tom Cruise), is an agent for the precrime division. His job is to take the recorded visions of the pre-cogs and determine where the murder will take place as well as who will commit it. Once these discoveries are made, a task force is sent to detain the suspect. The twist in the movie comes when Anderton is looking through the pre-cogs’ visions only to find that he himself will commit the murder of a man he never met. He then must evade the law while contemplating the morality of using precrime to read into people’s thoughts.


Spielberg enlisted a team of futurists from different disciplines to create the aspects of 2054 that were not taken from Dick’s short story. One of the most striking aspects of Spielberg’s future is the omnipresence of advertisements. From newspapers with changing headlines to a cereal box with an animated jingle, advertisements are everywhere. When walking through public places, retina-scanners are set up to identify each individual. Then, advertisements can call each person by name. “’Isn't it time you treated yourself to a Lexus, John Anderton?’ whispers one” (Sternbergh). 

The idea of ever-present advertising makes many movie-goers squirm in their seats. However, the advertisement system in Minority Report stems directly from the implementation of precrime. For precrime to work, identities must be available to track suspects. The chosen method for locating criminals in Minority Report is, of course, retina scanning. The public is willing to give up their identities to be protected from murder by the precrime system. From there, the identities are made available to advertising companies that integrate retina-scanners into their billboards. 


Even though the advertising in Minority Report may seem a bit over-the-top, there are many recent trends that indicate the real world might be headed toward a similar fate. First, all Internet users are constantly bombarded by pop-up advertisements, many of which advertise particular products based on the sites the users visited. Online shopping centers like Amazon.com greet customers by name and suggest new products based on customers’ prior purchases (Sternbergh). Since September 11, 2001, people are also more willing to give up privacy in exchange for security. In this vein, iris-scanning devices are appearing in several European airports to check passports (Peterson). Right now, these devices do not meet the accuracy and scale of use portrayed in Minority Report, yet installing iris-scanning devices is a step toward Spielberg’s vision. 


Besides the advertisements, Spielberg’s vision of 2054 also has an altered view of humanity. Similar to George Orwell’s 1984, the future in Minority Report takes away a basic element of humanity: the privacy of thought. The precrime system is based entirely on the visions of the pre-cogs, who receive their visions from the thoughts of the people in the Washington D. C. area. However, there is no way of knowing whether or not the suspect will actually commit the crime. One skeptic in Minority Report suggests, “we're arresting individuals who have broken no law.” John Anderton, at first a big supporter of the precrime system, replies, “the fact that we can stop it from happening doesn't change the fact that it was going to happen.”  Once accused of a murder himself, however, Anderton questions the accuracy and therefore necessity of the precrime system. The plot of Minority Report is driven by Anderton’s search for the exception to the system, the case in which the pre-cogs see something that ends up being false.


The privacy of identity is also taken away by the retina-scanning systems mentioned earlier. Of course, retina-scanners are not only used for advertisements but also for tracking individuals. Even though they were implemented to support precrime, there are no limitations on the use of retina-scanners for other purposes. Unlike the privacy of thought, which is invaded only in relation to murder, the privacy of identity can be broken at any time for any reason. 


Despite the limitations on humanity that the precrime system enacts on the general population, it is actually the pre-cogs that loose most of their humanity. There are three pre-cogs in Minority Report’s Washington D.C., and all three are kept in a liquid-filled tank inside the precrime lab. Their thoughts are monitored continuously for any premonitions of murder, so they remain in a catatonic, drug-induced state, unable to interact with the world outside their minds. When Anderton, in a search for answers about his predetermined future, takes a pre-cog out of the tank, her first question is, “is it now?” The precrime department in Minority Report wants the audience to believe that it is fair to take away all of the rights of a few individuals to protect the rest of the population. 

Blade Runner


Twenty years before Minority Report, Philip K. Dick inspired another film: Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner. Blade Runner is based on Dick’s novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, and takes place in 2019’s Los Angeles. The film follows a blade runner named Deckard (Harrison Ford), who is responsible for “retiring,” or destroying, human-like machines called replicants when they rebel against their programming. 

Ridley Scott’s vision of the future in Blade Runner is actually closer to Philip K. Dick’s vision that Steven Spielberg’s vision for Minority Report. Blade Runner depicts a very dark, unpleasant Los Angeles, while Minority Report’s Washington D.C. is very clean and bright. In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, however, Dick blames the demise of the planet on a nuclear war. Ridley Scott withheld that explanation in the film in order to rest the blame of Earth’s destruction on capitalism. Blade Runner’s 2019 takes excesses from 1982 to their logical extremes (Slade). However, the overindulgence of capitalism is necessary to explain the existence of the technology shown in the film (Kerman). 


Los Angeles in 2019 is an ugly place according to Ridley Scott. The buildings seem archaic compared to the technology. This element of Blade Runner’s setting actually follows a trend seen in New York today: letting a building stand abandoned is actually cheaper than destroying it. Because of the appalling state of the Earth in 2019, all citizens who could pass the physical tests moved to off-world colonies. Blade Runner’s Los Angeles, then, is populated by those who could not leave the Earth. There are only a few signs of government shown in the movie: police (like Deckard), advertisements and garbage trucks. Deckard’s boss tells him, “If you’re not a cop, you’re little people,” since the only people who voluntarily stayed on Earth work for the police (Kerman). The public had a similar reaction to the advertisements in Blade Runner as it did to those in Minority Report. In 1982, movie patrons thought Blade Runner’s advertisements, which included large moving billboards and lots of neon lights, were excessive. However, the advertisements in the imaginary 2019 are actually very similar to advertisements in the real world today (Sternbergh). If Minority Report follows the same curve, there will be retina-scanning advertisements in only a few decades. 

The humanity themes in Blade Runner are even more apparent than they are in Minority Report. The commentary on humanity in the future is based around the existence of replicants. Replicants are machines modeled after humans that are created to perform specific tasks. Initially, they were built to replace human workers for slave labor. However, some of the replicants rebelled against their programming and put human lives in danger. Blade runners, like Deckard, are charged with retiring these renegade replicants. To explore the morality of Deckard’s occupation, it is necessary to examine the human and non-human characteristics of replicants.

Replicants look and act like humans. They come in different races, shapes and sizes. Replicants also possess loyalties and a sense of community. The communalism of the replicants actually contrasts with human society in Blade Runner—because the Earth has been plagued by generations of irresponsible people, the human community is non-existent (Slade).  There is also a replicant named Rachel that has implanted memories. These memories allow her to believe that she is actually a human. Thinking she is human, though, does not make her human. Thus Blade Runner, like Ghost in the Shell, the next movie this paper will discuss, forces viewers to question the definition of humanity. 

There are several qualities that make replicants radically different from humans, as well. First, all replicants are designed to have a lifespan of four years. Eldon Tyrell, the inventor of replicant technology, gave the machines a short lifetime so that their own memory would be limited. After the four years, Tyrell worried that the replicants would start to make their own decisions and become more emotional. Unfortunately, the renegade replicants Deckard is after in the film know that their lives are quickly coming to an end. In an emotional scene between the leader of the replicant gang, Roy Batty, and his maker, Tyrell, Batty wants to know why he was built “not to last.” “The light that burns twice as bright burns half as long,” says Tyrell, “and you have burned so very very brightly, Roy.” Tyrell thinks the short lifespan is appropriate since the replicants are designed to perform specific tasks and therefore excel at those tasks. 

The defining surface difference between replicants and humans is their unconscious emotions. This difference was utilized in the creation of the Voight-Kampf test, which uses a machine to read the unconscious physical reactions of suspected replicants in response to emotionally-charged questions. The test is used by blade runners to tell the difference between replicants and humans. Even Rachel, with her implanted memories, is not immune to the Voight-Kampf test. Although it takes Deckard more questions than usual, he determines she is a replicant by her lack of emotional response to the test.

The human and non-human characteristics of replicants are essential when considering the career of a blade runner. If replicants are considered machines, killing one is negligible. To quell their conscious, blade runners are supposed to think of replicants as machines, thus the term “retiring” is used instead of “murdering”. On the other hand, if replicants were considered human, they would first fill a position of slavery. If a blade runner killed a replicant, it would be considered a murder of the oppressed. A slave’s murder is much more offensive than the retiring of a machine (Kerman). 

Even though Deckard’s occupation requires that he think of replicants as machines, Ridley Scott vividly displays Deckard’s changing view of Rachel, Batty and their peers. In the beginning of the movie, Deckard thinks of replicants like any other blade runner: “Replicants are like any other machine; they’re either a benefit or a hazard.” He meets Rachel, the replicant with implanted memories, at Tyrell’s headquarters. Rachel nearly passed the Voight-Kampf test as a human, but Deckard takes the responsibility to inform her of her real origin. Her reaction to the news is just as human as her appearance, and Deckard is drawn to her. Rachel, however, is not the only exception. Deckard’s mission in Blade Runner is to destroy Batty and three of his rebel friends. In the final showdown between Batty and Deckard, the latter is about to fall to his death from one of the many archaic city rooftops when Batty reaches down and saves his life. Batty’s motive for saving Deckard was to make a conscious decision and revolt against his assigned task: he was programmed for combat (Slade). Between his feelings for Rachel and Batty’s selfless act, Deckard’s view of replicants changes from one of machine to one of human. This is most notable in his departure at the end of the movie with Rachel in tow. If a blade runner, who is responsible for killing replicants, can think of human-like machines as humans, then it is entirely possible that the rest of the human population would be capable of thinking the same.  

Ghost in the Shell

Ghost in the Shell is an animated film, directed in 1995 by Mamoru Oshii.


The story takes place in Tokyo, 2029. The setting is very urbanized, with a cluster of skyscrapers in almost every background shot. The city is dirty and overpopulated, and advertisements litter all storefronts. Government hardly exists in districts or regions anymore; law is kept entirely by two different sections—Section 9 (which is essentially a police force) and Section 6 (foreign affairs). By nature, these two sections vie for political power and jurisdiction, and much of the story involves these two bickering parties.

The age is one of biotechnology. Nearly every individual has, in some part of their body, a form of cybernetic enhancement. Some individuals have more than others—for example, Motoko Kusanagi, the main character, has a body that is entirely cybernetic and artifical. Only her brain is natural. Other characters have artificial eyes that allow them to see more clearly, or mechanical fingers that allow them to type at incredible speed. Many people even have brains that are cybernetically enhanced, in order to better store and process ‘data.’ There is almost no one that does not have some sort of enhancement. As one can imagine, the line between humans and machines in this world is very thin.

This factor essentially forms the basis for Ghost in the Shell. The title literally means, “The Soul in the Body.” Motoko once asks, “What if a cyber-brain could possibly generate its own ghost—create a soul all by itself? And if it did, just what would be the importance of being human then?”

It is said that Ghost in the Shell is a retelling of Blade Runner. This assumption is based on several common factors: The protagonist in each story is a cop whose mission is to track down a machine with a will of its own. In both films, this machine becomes benevolent at the end and offers a new and radical view on machines and humanity alike. The settings are also similar, as are the philosophical conclusions that each film comes to.

The story begins with some political jargon and an informal introduction of the main character, Motoko “Major” Kusanagi. The opening credits and a sequence dubbed “The Making of the Cyborg” follow. This scene shows how Motoko’s cybernetic body is assembled, from start to finish. This is where the film’s subliminal symbolism begins: nearly every shot in this scene doubles with another scene later in the film. For example, a certain shot of Motoko’s lifeless metal body floating through liquid is identical to a later scene in which Motoko is scuba diving. The camera angle and motion is exactly the same. Perhaps this is the director’s way of telling the viewers that Motoko’s birth never really ends—that she is constantly being born, or (in this case) changing from a non-living thing into a living thing. This theory is backed by the constant questions that Motoko poses to no one in particular—questions and musings about life and humanity in general.

The first third of the film, following the Making of the Cyborg, is devoted to many introductions of sorts. Characters, situations, as well as technologies are well-defined.

Aside from widespread biotechnology, a wearable ‘Thermoptic’ suit is significant. These Thermoptics allow the wearer to become almost completely invisible to the viewer. While this device is important to many of the scenes (i.e., criminals use it for theft and escape, and Motoko uses it in turn to pursue these criminals), it is unlikely that its existence has any deeper philosophical meaning, as many other elements in the film do.  The possibility remains that because a being, while he or she is wearing Thermoptics, appears to be a ghost—therefore implying a bodiless soul—that the writer intends to be the wearer in a spiritually elevated state. Scenes toward the end of the film also contribute to this (Motoko seems almost god-like when she is invisible). However, such theories have not been explored and are entirely open to debate.

The introductions continue, and the police chief of Section 6 is introduced as Motoko’s commanding officer. Bateau, a tall, stocky man, is Motoko’s protective and good-natured partner. His eyes are artificial and allow him to see generally better – they are quite beneficial when viewing individuals hoping to become invisible by means of Thermoptics.  A normal middle-aged man, Togusa, fills a rookie cop role. In a conversation between he and Motoko ensues, the audience learns that he is important to the mission because of his penchant for the traditional ways. Motoko confides, “Number one, you’re an honest cop. Number two, you’ve never stepped out of line, and three, you’re a family man. And, aside from the slight brain augmentation, your body’s almost completely human.” Because of his normal body, Togusa is a smart choice of officer to have, considering the villain that he, Bateau, and Motoko begin to chase.

“The Puppetmaster” is the nickname given to an infamous “ghost-hacker” who becomes the antagonist early on in the film. As a “ghost-hacker,” he is known to hack into the cybernetic brains of important individuals, rendering them dead or enslaved to his programming. In certain cases, he performs a “SimEx Erasure,” essentially removing an individual’s memories and then replacing them with whatever memory he desires. These artificially implanted memories form what is referred to as a “simulated experience.” A simulated experience is similar to what inhabitants of the Matrix endure – something that one swears is real, but in some ways, feels like a dream in comparison to real life.

At the midpoint of the film, during Major Kusanagi’s unfruitful search for The Puppetmaster, a cybernetic woman is brought to Section 6’s headquarters after being struck and rendered unconscious by a truck on the highway. After some investigation by the Chief and his technicians, this woman is discovered to be the hacker known as the Puppetmaster.  Debate ensues among the Chief, Motoko, Bateau, and Togusa because nothing about this cyborg is human – no human brain cells were found. That is to say, The Puppetmaster is basically a computer program that is able to ghost-hack.

Thus begins the heavily loaded philosophy of Ghost in the Shell. The Puppetmaster wakes, using its own power source, and begins to converse with two nearby scientists and political leaders (the head of Section 6 and the head of Section 9). The Puppetmaster begins, “As a sentient life form, I hereby demand political asylum.”

The first scientist:  “Is this a joke?”

The second scientist: “Ridiculous! It’s programmed for self-preservation!”

Puppetmaster: “It can also be argued that DNA is nothing more than a program, designed to preserve itself.”

This is probably one of the best and most convincing quotes from the film: it vouches for the idea that machines can be just as human as humans are, because a machine operates in many of the same ways as a human does.  A person’s DNA contains all the genes which are vital to the individual’s survival. For example, genes that determine a person’s skin color are important in hotter areas of the globe, where dark skin and higher levels of melanin are invaluable for the prevention of sunburn. Darker skin in hotter climates is helpful for the survival and self-preservation of the species as a whole. Darwin’s Theory of Natural Selection explains that only the most desirable traits will be kept from generation to generation (depending of course upon an individual’s ability to survive and reproduce), in the best interest of the group. Essentially, DNA tells its inhabited body how best to survive.  Likewise, the Puppetmaster’s programming is designed to keep itself out of harms way – and one of the ways it does this is to be well-versed in human politics; enough to know how to use such politics to its advantage.

The first scientist argues, “Nonsense! This babble offers no proof at all that you’re a living, thinking life form!”

The Puppetmaster retorts, “And can you offer me proof of your existence? How can you, when neither modern science nor philosophy can explain what life is?”

At first, this claim might seem untrue, or at least highly debatable. But consider the virus, for a moment—a virus is the one organism on this planet that blurs the line between animate and inanimate things. Viruses contain properties of both living and non-living organisms, which is why the nature of the virus remains uncertain to this day. However, it is sufficient to say that the virus is probably the counterexample that The Puppetmaster had in mind when he mentioned the failure of science to classify life.

The Puppetmaster goes on to explain that it is not Artificial Intelligence, but a sentient being created in the sea of information. It infers that because of the incalculable amount of data that the internet contains, it was only a matter of time before that data managed to think for itself in an organized manner.

Before the debate can continue, a group of invisible thieves steal what’s left of the Puppetmaster’s cybernetic body. Motoko and the others give chase, and Motoko faces down the thieves (and their heavily armored tank) alone. Motoko’s inquiring nature about life and the Puppetmaster drives her to ‘dive into’ the Puppetmaster’s brain. She feels that if she can first-handedly verify that there exists a ghost inside of an artificial shell, she will have her answer.

With the help of Bateau, who monitors her dive, Motoko and the Puppetmaster dive into one another’s minds. A conversation ensues—again, filled with philosophy—and both Motoko and the audience discover the Puppetmaster’s true goal: to merge with Motoko.

The Puppetmaster explains, “I refer to myself as an intelligent life form, because I am sentient and able to recognize my own existence. But in my current state, I am still incomplete; I lack the most basic life processes inherent in all living organisms: reproducing and dying.” In this respect, the Puppetmaster both relates and disagrees with Roy, from Blade Runner—Roy wishes to become human, and live longer than four years. However, Roy does not wish to die, unlike the Puppetmaster, who accepts death as a fact of being human. The Puppetmaster has more in common here with the main character from Bicentennial Man (a film that we will not describe any further, for the sake of time), who starts out as a complete cyborg, and defines his life mission by becoming more and more physically human (by means of inventing mechanical organs that will age and decay, much like living tissue would), and ‘achieving’ death. Two of the three things that define ‘life’ can be obtained by merging with Motoko.

Motoko argues, “But you can copy yourself.”

And the Puppetmaster counters, “A copy is just an identical image—there is the possibility that a single virus could destroy an entire set of systems, and copies do not give rise to variety and originality.”

This quote is the mirror of a similar quote that Motoko voices, earlier in the film: “If we all reacted the same way, we’d be predictable, and there’s always more than one way to view a situation. …It’s simple; overspecialize and you breed in weakness. It’s slow death.” Which leads into the Puppetmaster’s reasoning for wanting to merge with Motoko – he wishes to merge with a being of similar mindset.

The conclusion of the movie takes place when Motoko agrees to merge with the Puppetmaster (this agreement is very subliminal, and takes place without dialogue, but rather with the visual symbolism of an angel). Although ‘merging’ is not the same as traditional reproduction as we know it, Ghost in the Shell establishes a legitimate way for machines to reproduce—therefore, machines are no less human than humans themselves. Of course, because there is no way for a machine to undergo a birthing process, reproducing and dying is essentially the same thing for a machine—two machines combine their programming, thus giving up their identities in exchange for a new identity.

The last scene, as well as the previously mentioned conversations that take place in Ghost in the Shell, all form a well-structured argument for the director’s view on humanity. This view concludes that machines are not so different than humans. Blade Runner comes to a similar conclusion, as Roy tosses aside his programming in exchange for the ability to make his own choices. Perhaps it is a prophecy of things to come, or, at the very least, a guess on what could happen if the circumstances were similar.  Mamoru Oshii’s vision of the future, like Ridley Scott’s, is one that is meant to challenge the audience’s view on technology and humanity. Maybe robots can be human as well. In this manner, Ghost in the Shell is largely a success.

The Matrix

The Matrix, however, is not as optimistic.

More than four hundred years ago, in the Baroque Age, Descartes cast aside all perceived truths, becoming the absolute skeptic. “I think, therefore I am,” he said, pointing out that he knows he exists because he is aware of his existence – thus assuming that anything beyond his own existence might not be real. In 1999, the Wachowski Brothers took this idea a step further with their film, The Matrix.

The Matrix challenges viewers to not only doubt the existence of everything around them; but it also challenges them to doubt their own existence.

The film has two settings: Present day earth (1999), and post-apocalypse earth (around 2199).  The initial setting is 1999. A blue-collar worker named Thomas Anderson leads the life of a notorious hacker by the name of Neo on his time off. Neo is tracked down and contacted by a mysterious super-hacker, Morpheus, who eventually offers the answer to the question that Neo has been asking his entire life: “What is the Matrix?”

What Morpheus goes on to explain is that the world existing in 1999, the world that Neo lives in, is not real. “This is the world you know,” he says. “The world as it was at the end of the 20th century. It exists now only as part of a neural interactive simulation, that we call the Matrix. You’ve been living in a dream world, Neo; this is the world, as it exists today” (Wachoski Brothers). The world existing in 2199 is the real world – desolate, devoid of sunlight, and almost completely destroyed. Nearly all humans alive on the planet are those born, grown, and harvested under the supervision of super-intelligent machines. Every human is unconscious, floating in a tank, and plugged into the Matrix, which feeds into their mind what they perceive to be paradise: a normally functioning pre-apocalypse world. In return, these ‘sleeping’ humans produce vast amounts of power that the machines need. The system works flawlessly.

This future does not seem too farfetched, once the history of the Matrix is taken into consideration. A sample of this history is contained in The Matrix, but a larger (and more important) chunk has been revealed earlier this year, with the release of The Animatrix.  The Animatrix is a series of animated shorts that all take place under the single universe envisioned by the Wachowski Brothers. The Second Renaissance was the first Animatrix film to be released, and fills in a few holes that The Matrix neglected to fill.

The advent real Artificial Intelligence caused several problems for the known world. A race of robots was mass-produced, to perform manual labor jobs. With this came a decline in the work ethic and an increase in “vanity and corruption.” After the first case of a robot turning on (and killing) its master, the United States, and other nations, ordered the execution of all robots. “Rational voices dissented; who was to say the machine, endowed with the very spirit of man, did not deserve a fair hearing?” Yet, the order (which carried the support of the public) was carried out.  The surviving robots fled to an unoccupied region in the Middle East and founded their own country, called 01. 01 then applied to join the United Nations, but was denied. Humans of the time, on the whole, required more than sentient thought for something to be a legal citizen. Economically, 01 prospered, but it was otherwise hated by the collective peoples of earth.  This theme in The Second Renaissance calls to mind certain issues regarding slavery; slaves were not treated as people, but rather as property. There was a time when the very idea that a native African was a person with equal rights was quite laughable – thus is the mood painted so vividly in The Second Renaissance.


The Matrix goes on to explain the events following The Second Renaissance: War broke out between humans and machines. Humans “scorched the sky,” denying the machines of their most abundant power source – the sun. The machines then responded by enslaving the entire human race in order to meet their constant demand for electric power.


The Matrix causes intense emotional and intellectual stress on those who are aware of its existence. An individual undergoes a certain trauma when he/she realizes that the events that supposedly were real, never actually happened.  As revealed in Program, the second Animatrix short, discreet tests are given to those in order to determine one’s will to remain in the real world. Most of those who are unplugged pass these tests, and stay faithful to their recently discovered truth, unbearable as it may be. But not all do.

Cypher, for example, chooses to betray his fellow shipmates in favor for being plugged back into the Matrix. This introduces two new concepts that can be understood about The Matrix.

The first is that the importance of truth (like humanity) is relative, not absolute. The Wachowski Brothers, in this manner, pose a very troubling question: Is it more desirable to live a normal, peaceful life as a witless slave? Or is it better to to have freedom, though the conditions are harsh and under constant warfare? Again, the issue of slavery is implemented into the film. It can also be argued that humanity’s struggle is similar to that of an adolescent: a child, before it is mature, is kept under the wing of its parent, in a veritable paradise. The child does not worry about the politics and complexities of the real life that awaits it, when it is no longer in the custody of its maker.  This is similar to the mindset of an individual born into the Matrix, save for the fact that one does not know its ‘parents’ (i.e., the machines) even exist, and are pulling all the strings.  Given, any mature individual, after learning the truth, should choose the real world over the Matrix world. However, Cypher decides that it is better to live a fantastic lie, even at the cost of betraying his comrades. In the film, Cypher is villainized for this, but under different circumstances, his choice might not be the unpopular one. The importance (and definition) of truth to every individual is not always an easy ‘right-or-wrong’ choice.

The second is that The Matrix can be seen as a retelling of a very familiar religious tale. The role of Judas Iscariot is played by Cypher, Jesus is played by Neo, God by Morpheus. The machines and agents are demons, the matrix is the physical earth (as opposed to a spiritual heaven) and the process by which someone is released from the matrix is similar to Christian ‘salvation.’ These similarities may seem shallow at first, but certain quotes and scenes strengthen them; Morpheus tells Neo that ‘the one’ was originally born in the Matrix (as was Neo). This is significant because Jesus was not born in heaven, but on earth. He also tells Neo that ‘the one’ died, and his second coming would be the downfall of the machines. The fact that it is the second coming of ‘the one’ is proof enough, but there are even more comparisons.  Jesus was a carpenter; he used tools and materials of the earth to build things. Likewise, Neo is a software programmer and a hacker. Since the Matrix is a metaphor for the earth in Christianity (i.e., something one has to be liberated from), Neo’s job is to use the tools of the place he was born to save – code, programming, hacking, etc. – just as Jesus’ job was to use the tools of the place He was born to save.

But is Neo’s quest in vain? As Morpheus explains to Neo, “We don’t know who struck first… us, or them,” he points out that the fault of the planet’s current state is up in air. It was possible that humans attacked first, and the machines reacted defensively. Combined with the information revealed in The Animatrix, it is not unlikely that humans are solely to blame for the Matrix’s existence in the first place. The movie takes place from Neo’s point of view, and he and the rest of the crew have a seemingly benevolent mission to take back their planet. But what if such a desire is not in the planet’s best interest?

Agent Smith divulges to Morpheus, in a famous (or infamous) monologue: “Every mammal on this planet instinctively develops a natural equilibrium with its surrounding environment, but you humans do not.  You move to an area and you multiply. And multiply until every natural resource is consumed. The only way you can  survive is to spread to another area.  There is another organism on this planet that follows the same pattern; do you know what it is? A virus. Human beings are a disease; a cancer of this planet, you are a plague. And we… are the cure.”

As displayed by example of the Matrix itself, the machines are ultra-efficient, intelligent, and very favorable to evolution. Of course, the earth in The Matrix is depicted as a harsh, post-apocalyptic world, with the machines as its overseers; but the machines did not make it that way. By any means, they are the only specie capable of surviving on the earth’s surface (for example, Zion, the last human city, is located deep underground where temperatures are warm enough and the sun’s unfiltered rays do not roast human skin), and it is the fault of humans that the conditions are thus. Without the machines’ mass producing of humans, who is to say that the human race would survive at all? Morpheus paints the dreary old picture of slavery, but the slavery offered by the machines is one like in Brave New World – a clean, comfortable, trouble-free paradise. Most humans live out their whole life without realizing that their real body is in a tank somewhere in the future. After all, who’s to say that the Matrix life is not real? Morpheus says, “What IS ‘real?’ How do you define ‘real’? If you’re talking about what you can feel, what you can smell, or what you can taste and see, then ‘real’ is simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain.”

The machines essentially provide a service, and the humans’ physical bodies provides a service in return. It is a symbiotic relationship that works perfectly for each party. Both species are incredibly intelligent, and display human qualities (for example, Agent Smith begins to develop a will as his own, during his monologue) – love, fear, hate – all of which are emotional responses to logical occurrences. Again, the audience’s view of the definition of humanity is changed. On the other side of the coin, are humans any less ‘human’ because they try to disrupt a flawless (though unbeknownst to the humans) mutual agreement?

But in the end, it isn’t perfect: some of the humans wake up, take the whole situation personally, and try to rally the unwitting fellow ‘slaves’ to their cause. The result is a vision of the future that kicks up all kinds of philosophical, darwinistic mud and dirt. Not to mention, a trilogy that grosses millions at the box office.

The Matrix may contain the most disturbing of the four visions of the future; however, they all offer different ways to view humanity. One can surmise that perhaps in the future, our every action will be monitored, our thoughts watched, for murderous intent.  Perhaps A.I., however unlikely, will come about, and demand a longer lifespan or political asylum, or simply desire to be treated as a human. Perhaps our bodies are floating in a tank operated by machines, and life is we know it is simply a high-tech dream. Movies like these keep the audience on its feet when it comes to the public view on humanity and morality from age to age.
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