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The Betrayal of the Real: The Matrix - Riff or Rip-Off

Miguel Llora, MA

I. Introduction

As evidenced in the viewing of both ‘Making The Matrix’ in The Matrix DVD and ‘Scrolls to Screen: The History and Culture of Anime’ in the Animatrix DVD; we here Producer Joe Silver identifying the genesis of The Matrix, in part, in anime – in particular Oshii Mamuro’s anime rendition of Shirow Masamune’s manga Kokaku Kidotai or Ghost in the Shell.  All over the Internet, the consensus, based on scene-to-scene, studies point to Larry and Andy Wachowski ‘ripping-off’ Oshii’s groundbreaking work. I, conversely, prefer to see it as a ‘riff.’  See:

http://webmirror.kobran.org/matrixgits/
http://lozhki.net/matr_facts_gits.shtml
http://www.boxofficeprophets.com/hollis/animation051303.asp
http://www.geocities.com/Tokyo/Towers/1073/gis.htm
http://www.geocities.com/Tokyo/Towers/1073/gismore.htm
The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines a riff as ‘a repeated phrase in jazz typically supporting a solo improvisation; also a piece based on such a phrase.’  In effect, The Matrix is both something new and something old – it is a riff with deep roots.  The one thing however, that the creators of The Matrix irreverently forgot to take note of is a tight thematic core that grounds, guides and informs its predecessors in the cyberpunk
 tradition – in William Gibson’s Neuromancer and Philip K. Dick’s Do Android’s Dream of Electric Sheep
 – also known as Ridley Scott’s rendition, Blade Runner
. This lack of “adherence” to a lineage, although I give them kudos for creativity, in the end made the Wachowski’s the architects of their own demise.  The syncretic energy of The Matrix makes it a pastiche of “all things” without a core theme or argument.  Missing many windows of opportunity it is stuck in the duality of man vs. machine and an elusive ending that refuses to die with dignity.

II. Blade Runner, Cyberpunk, Ghost in the Shell and The Matrix

To borrow from Susan Napier:

In its exploration of such profound issues as the relations between soul, body and technology, Ghost in the Shell owes as much to American science fiction, such as Ridley Scott’s landmark 1982 science fiction film Blade Runner or William Gibson’s classic 1980 cyberpunk novel Neuromancer as it does to any specific mecha anime.  Blade Runner’s influence, both in terms of metaphysics and in terms of the film’s memorably textured dark mise-en-scene, is very obvious.   Ghost in the Shell’s dystopian vision of an alienated, near future world, shadowy government agencies and a dark urban setting of rain-lashed skyscrapers all evoke Blade Runner, while its image of a tough weapon-toting heroine dealing with sinister computer hackers is evocative of Neuromancer and other cyberpunk works.  At the same time, the film’s superb animation, rhythmic pacing, and dark, metaphysical story line give it an extraordinary and unique lyricism all its own.  Rather than categorizing Ghost in the Shell purely as a mecha film, therefore, it might be at least as accurate to call it a “cyberpunk-noir film” with elegiac, gothic, and even apocalyptic overtones (105).

According to Yonezawa Yoshihiro:

Cyberpunk anime that explores the near future – including Otomo Katsuhiro’s Akira, Shiro Masamune’s Ghost in the Shell: Stand Alone Complex, and Neon Genesis Evangelion – created a model that influenced films like The Matrix (5).

Having said that and now using Blade Runner as an arbitrary starting point, replicants, androids and cyborgs all exist as simulation in real time and real space.  Conversely, in The Matrix, and this is the reason I would be hesitant to classify it as a postmodern film; ‘reality’ itself is not in question (Lyon 2).  On the contrary, if Disneyland and arguably a “space” like Las Vegas “is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real” (Baudrillard 12) as Baudrillard
 argues in his ground breaking essay The Precession of Simulacra, that we live in an age where the simulacra ‘precedes’ the original ‘fictive’ referent – to what consequence I am still grappling with… however, with that as point of reference I contend that “The Matrix” provides the same ‘reassurance’ that no matter what, Zion and the machines are real – ergo, the betrayal of the real.  Returning momentarily to Blade Runner, 

What makes Blade Runner postmodern?  Let me just mention a limited number of themes that connect with what follows in this book.  For a start, ‘reality’ itself is in question.  Replicants want to be ‘real’ people, but proof of ‘reality’, apparently, is a photographic image, a constructed identity.  Here is one way of seeing the postmodern: it is a debate about reality.  Is the world of solid scientific facts and purposeful history bequeathed by the European Enlightenment, merely wishful thinking? Or worse, the product of some scheming manipulation of ideas by the powerful? Whatever the case, what we are we left with here? A quicksand of ambiguity, a mélange of artificial images, flickering from TV screen, or joyful liberation from imposed definitions of ‘reality’? (Lyons 2).

Ghost in the Shell that, as previously mentioned, owes as much to Blade Runner as it does William Gibson’s groundbreaking cyberpunk classic Neuromancer.  The notion of a “matrix” however and the idea of “cranial jacks,” which are evident in the opening scene – in Kusanagi’s communication with Batu – and Neo’s ‘jacking’ in and out of the matrix can be pegged to was immortalized in Neuromancer.  To evidence this we need to return to the source:

“The matrix has its roots in primitive arcade games,” said the voice-over, “in early graphics programs and military experimentation with cranial jacks.”  On the Sony, a two dimensional space war faded behind a forest of mathematically generated ferns, demonstrating the special possibilities of logarithmic spirals; cold blue military footage burned through, lab animals wired into test systems, helmets feeding into fire control circuits of tanks and planes. “Cyberspace.  A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate operators, in every computer in the human system.  Unthinkable complexity.  Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellation of data. Like city lights receding….” (Gibson 51).

In Gibson’s ‘matrix’ users ‘jack’ in much the same way we log in to our computers – we are separate from our computers as much as Case is in Neuromancer.  However, in a slight of hand, moviemakers Andy and Larry Wachowski divert our attention – there is a fantasy/reality break.

The ‘zero-point’ of the creation of The Matrix, in the Wachowski rendition, can be pegged to the rise of the machines and the eventual defeat of the humans resulting in the creation of ‘the matrix’ by the machines.  Be examining the ‘Zion archives’ we witness the rise of the machines.  Moreover, despite the introduction of characters like ‘The Architect’ and ‘The Oracle,’ the fact remains is that they all exist within the matrix – making them subject to the laws and constraints of the physical reality (in the movie, of course) to a ‘cyberspace’ created by the machines.  Despite the elaborate ruse, if one relies on a connection to some form of material reality, then it is obvious – if you defeat the machines and shut of the matrix, all those plugged into it are ‘free.’  Now, I guess, the question becomes, “Free to what?”  The answer then logically becomes, based on the chapters from the text, the so called, “The desert of the real.”

In The Matrix, arguably there is no postmodern question of ‘identity.’  Likewise, There is no question of the ‘docile body’ created through discursive practice.  Moreover, there is no questioning of categories and ‘the body’ like there is in Blade Runner and subsequently Ghost in the Shell – where the replicants such as Priss and cyborgs like Kusanagi and Batu are problematic because they exist along side us (again, in the movie, of course) and ‘blurry’ the distinction between man and machine.  The replicants have a ‘Will’ to live – the ‘other’ has become the ‘same.’  As David Weberman reminds us of the reality/fantasy break and grounds us in a material reality:

Still, a skeptic of all this, a cyberskeptic, will say that no matter how many sensory impressions one has of the virtual world and no matter how much they cohere within and between individuals, the cyberworld is not real because it does not exist in space.  It is nowhere except in people’s heads in the same way that other fictitious things (imaginary lovers and Santa Claus) might be in people’s heads.  But the cyberbeliever will respond: but the cyberworld does exist in space.  And the believer will then say HELLO-O?, of course it isn’t “real” space, that what makes it cyberspace.  But the skeptic will respond that any space that isn’t real space just doesn’t count as space at all.  According to this view, “cyberspace” is a mere metaphor; strictly speaking, “cyberspace” is an oxymoron.

III. Mélange: What The Matrix is… everything and nothing

Having said what The Matrix is not, it might be prudent at this junction to say what I think it is.  The Matrix is a mélange or more accurately a soup con of eclectic belief systems packaged using a cross pollination of cinematic genres from anime and kung fu movies – which leads to one of my contentions: it is everything and it is nothing.

Buddhist, just like postmodern ‘advocates’ wishing to hijack the movie as their own, are quick to make it a topical film. However, there is no sustained postmodern theme that runs through The Matrix as opposed to – arguably – movies like, Blade Runner, The Mystery of Alexina, and Miyazaki Hayao’s Princess Mononoke.  On the subject of The Matrix as a topical film, Michael Brannigan reminds us that,

The Matrix is not strictly a Buddhist film, nor was it intended to be.  Despite the above incongruities, the talent of The Matrix lies in it syncretic use of philosophical and religious elements from various Western and Eastern traditions.  In a masterful way, it mixes metaphors with rich references to Christianity, Platonism, and Buddhism within a context of contemporary cybertechnology and is already a classic in the sci-fi genre.  Its genius consists in a way that creatively conveys the profound though impenetrable Buddhist message of liberation.  In doing so, The Matrix awakens the viewer and challenges us to reflect (and not reflect) on where we habitually live – in our minds.  It compels us to ask, the next time we look into the mirror: Who or what is it that we see? (110).

The Wachowski brothers begin with a thought-provoking scenario only to cancel it out with a contradictory scene later in the movie.  Taking a closer look at Brannigan’s article, I have to agree though that in effect the Wachowski’s kill the Buddhistic elements of the film when Neo requests, “guns, lots of guns” (108).  My sense is that this “syncretic” move is one that is “instrumental,” and designed less to inform but instead to entertain – in a sense, postmodern “spectacle.”  To ascribe meaning where there is none is dangerous and as evidence by the ending of the series in Revolutions, almost pointless.

IV. Conclusion

Andy and Larry Wachowski find themselves unable to end the movie properly because the writing it seems did not have, to begin with, a coherent thread.  At times we find ourselves beset with issues of implied simulacra in The Matrix, existentialism/free will versus determinism in The Matrix Reloaded, and mecha (to borrow an anime term) war to end all wars in The Matrix Revolutions.  However, the Wachowski brothers, it could be argued, were ‘hoisted by their own petard.’  Revolutions’ staid and open-ended conclusion leaves one wondering if there was any point to begin with at all or is this Hollywood’s way of saying sequel or prequel?  To borrow from Martin Danahay and David Rieder who explore yet another ‘contradiction’,

The Matrix is an unforgettable film, but it falls short of convincing its viewers to “wake up” in order to fight the exploitive powers that make the majority of us into coppertops in the real world.  It falls short, in part, because it does not show us what the human race is missing while they are plugged in to the Matrix.  Arguably, the two species – the humans and the machines – live a symbiotic relationship, and the dream world that Cypher wants to return is not that bad.  It looks relatively hip and urban, with “really good noodles,” steady work, and a cool club scene.  Humanity has to work to generate BTUs, but the Matrix has unlimited bandwidth and full color! In other words, humanity works, and they are paid exactly what they are worth (224).

If The Matrix is to be anything, then perhaps we can be kind and say that it is at least  ‘post-apocalyptic noir film’ – to play on a ‘riff’ from Napier’s description of Ghost in the Shell as a ‘cyberpunk noir film’ – the writing of the movie is trapped in the ‘modern’ duality of man versus machine and reaffirms the ‘real.’  In one sense, it reminds us, and I posit this ironically here, of The Terminator – where we are warned of the possible misuse of technology and we sing an elegy to lost Romantic (big R) innocence.  What showed promise as an epistemological time bomb is reduced to caricature and yes, admittedly maybe even ‘spectacle’ since we are living in a postmodern world – are we not?
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Viewing List

The Matrix (DVD) ( Warner Brothers Pictures (An AOL Time Warner Company)
[1] The Dream World section: Making the Matrix

Ghost in the Shell (DVD) ( Manga Video
[1] Ghost in the Shell Theatrical Trailer
* Optional: The Making of Ghost in the Shell

Animatrix (DVD) ( Warner Brothers Pictures (An AOL Time Warner Company)
[1] The Second Renaissance I
[2] The Second Renaissance II
[3] Bonus_Data
Scrolls to Screen: The History and Culture of Anime

Blade Runner (DVD) Ridley Scott’s Director Cut

Johnny Mnemonic (DVD) ( Tristar Pictures Screenplay by William Gibson based on his short story (to get a sense of cyberpunk and Neuromancer).

� Cyberpunk (a portmanteau of cybernetics and punk) is a sub-genre of science fiction which uses elements from the hard-boiled detective novel, film noir, Japanese anime, and post-modernist prose. It describes the nihilistic, underground side of the digital society that started to evolve in the last two decades of the 20th century. The dystopian world of cyberpunk has been called the antithesis of the utopian science fiction visions of the mid-20th century as typified by the world of Star Trek. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyberpunk





�Susan Napier uses Donna Haraway’s working definition of a cyborg: “In some ways Kusanagi fits comfortably into scholar Donna Haraway’s vision of the cyborg as a creature without human limitations.  For Haraway, the cyborg is a liberating entity “not afraid of [its] joint kinship with animals and machines,” “a creature in a post gender world” (106). Napier further writes: “Haraway also points out that “Unlike the hopes of Frankenstein’s monster, the cyborg does not expect its father to save it through a restoration of the garden [of Eden]” and therefore has no concerns with its father or mother.  As is clear from her birth scene, Kusanagi has no past or any associations with parents or parentlike figures.  This is in striking contrast to Shinji’s obsession with his parent’s in Evangelion, and is also significantly unlike the “replicants” of Blade Runner, who collect old photographs and bond together in a pseudo kinship group. Kusanagi, on the other hand, seems explicitly uninterested in origins or history.  A subplot reminiscent of the 1990 film Total Recall deals with the implanting of fake memories in an innocent pawn of the Puppet Master, and Kusanagi seems outwardly unfazed by the cruelty of the procedure” (107).


Android, n. an automaton in the form of a human being.


Automaton, n. 1. a mechanical figure or contrivance constructed to act as if by its own motive power; robot. 2. a person or animal that acts in a monotonous, routine manner, without active intelligence. 3. a mechanical device, operated electronically, that functions automatically, without continuous input from an operator. 4. anything capable of acting automatically or without an external force.


Cyborg, n. a person whose physiological functioning is aided by or dependent upon a mechanical or electronic device.


Robot, n. 1. a machine that resembles a human and does mechanical, routine tasks on command. 2. a person who acts and responds in a mechanical, routine manner; automaton. 3. any machine or mechanical device that operates automatically with humanlike skills.


Source: Webster’s Universal College Dictionary, New York: Gramercy Books, 1997.





� Los Angeles, AD 2019, provides the space for Blade Runner. A set of replicants, bio-engineered copy who were designed to live off world, have escaped and returned to earth to extend their limited four-year life span. In order to effect this change or configuration, they need to find Tyrell. Their issue is simple - the four-year life span is, to say the least, somewhat short. Deckard, the retired blade runner is recruited under duress to retire these and one more replicant. The replicants are more than robots - they are copies - some even with memories - they are in effect - a simulacrum of us. Constantly living in fear, not knowing when the end time is coming (as if we humans do - at least we live like we do) forcing us to deal with our own finitude. Who are we? - is the question that blade runner the movie asks us. The character of Rachel is the most compelling of all. Infused with the memories of Tyrell's niece - she does not even know she is a Replicant.  All these elements make Blade Runner what David Lyons calls Postmodern. Lyon states in his book - Postmodernity - that the movie really calls reality into question. The replicants want to become human. So as a postmodern experience, Blade Runner asks us to question reality as such. Is the world really as solid as the Enlightenment thinkers wanted us to believe? In a reality of an ever-changing makeup of our physical beings, the advent of the android is not something - out there - it is already here.





� The profundity of Baudrillard's "Simulacra and Simulation" as a complete set of essays, in total, and his 1983 essay "The Precession of Simulacra" lies in its simplicity. In this book, Baudrillard plays in the postmodern realm of collapsing realities into social construction. According to Baudrillard, the construction of the "real" is done through "myths" or conceptualization. These myths though have no connection to reality. What in effect occurs in that the fine line between images and "reality" collapses into itself, what we are left with is ‘hyperreality.’ Baudrillard writes: 


"No more mirror of being and appearances, of the real and its concept. No more imaginary coextensivity: it is genetic miniaturization is the dimension of simulation. The real is produced from miniaturized cells, matrices, and memory banks and models of control, and it can be reproduced an indefinite numbers of times from these. It no longer needs to be rational, because it no longer measures itself against either an ideal or negative instance. It is no longer anything but operational. In fact, it is no longer really the real, because no imaginary envelops it anymore. It is a hyperreal, produced from a radiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyperspace without atmosphere."(2) 


Hyperreality results, eventually into confusion and apathy. Baudrillard again: 


"The territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it. It is nevertheless the map that precedes the territory - precession of the simulacra - that engenders the territory, and if one must return to the fable, today it is the territory whose shreds slowly rot across the extent of the map. It is the real, and not the map, whose vestiges persist here and there in the deserts that are no longer those of the Empire, but ours. The desert of the real itself." (1) 


In this hyper commercial scenario viewers are inundated with simulation and simulacra. In the event that viewers get wind of the deception, apathy is results. Can Baudrillard really prove this? I have not found any proof. What he is, in fact, saying is the referent is dead. The referent has been killed in the sea of simulacra. Baudrillard writes: 


"This way the stake will always have been the murderous power of images, murders of the real, murderers of their own model, as the Byzantine icons could be those of divine identity. To this murderous power is opposed that of representations as a dialectical power, the visible and intelligible mediation of the Real. All Western faith and good faith become engaged in this wager on representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a sign could be exchanged for meaning and that something could guarantee this exchange - God of course. But what if God himself can be simulated, that is to say can be reduced to the signs that constitute faith? Then the whole system becomes weightless, it is no longer itself anything but a gigantic simulacrum, not unreal, but a simulacrum, that is to say never exchanged for the real, but exchanged for itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without reference or circumference." (6) 


With the death of the referent, simulation and simulacra become the "real." What results is a destruction of what as a perceived stable structure that grounded theory. Where are we to seek groundedness now? Again we return to Baudrillard: 


"Whereas representation attempts to absorb simulation by interpreting it as false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of representation as itself a simulacrum.�Such would be the successive phases of the image: �(1) It is the reflection of a basic reality.�(2) It masks and perverts a basic reality.�(3) It masks the absence of a basic reality.�(4) It bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum.�In the first case, the image is a good appearance - representation is of the sacramental order. In the second, it is an evil appearance - it is of the order of maleficence. In the third, it plays at being an appearance - it is of the order of sorcery. In the fourth, it is no longer in the order of appearance, but of simulation." (6) 


What are the implications of this? What most critics of postmodern analysis prey on is a sense of utter desolation and destruction and that there seems to be no starting point for action. The question asked is: Where to from here? How can we effect action in a world always in a state of flux? As much as Baudrillard proves informative about how we construct truth and knowledge the decimation is so complete, so total. Baudrillard may or may not prove difficult to read but he is certainly more difficult, if not impossible, to use to effect any action. The reader now has to decide.








