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Abstract:
While debating the extent of bio-technological invasion and its ethical implications, media offer, through its fictional 

products, ways of understanding, visualizing and accepting these practices and their theoretical correlations. My 
hypothesis is that some of the stories in fiction film worldwide (but mostly in Hollywood films) express a legitimate social 
concern towards the use of technology to impact, alter or define personal identity, especially since its representation 
through film gives scope for both debates and acceptance/naturalization practices. 

Used as a topos of change, while remaining the center of a person’s identity, the body undergoes vast technological 
changes, while technologies are used as a tool in an identity re-definition process. The films analyzed—Face/Off, La 
piel que habito, Gattaca and Minority Report (and two others)—may be seen as elaborate narratives of the quest 
for personal identity and agency in times of technological cha(lle)nge. We shall assess agency in corporal change 
which alters identity, as well as other identitary traits (facial features, iris, blood, skin, sex etc.), in order to show how 
“hot issues”, such as genetic inferiority, social control through iris scan and other biometrics and the quest for human 
perfection reflect back from society into film. 

If studies regarding fictional violence conceive it either as a “physical act directed towards a character” or as 
“anything that emotionally impacts, of a negative manner, the viewer”, the sci-fi films—especially dystopias—feature 
human characters slightly or extensively engineered by medical and technological procedures, altering the characters’ 
identity. These representations situate themselves between the explicit (irrevocable changes of one’s identity features, 
for personal or social necessity) and the implicit (since the characters are submitting willingly to those changes). 

Keywords: fiction film, identity, biotechnologies, body.

Amongst criticism surrounding the clon-
ing of Dolly the Sheep (February, 2005), a 
new public issue was dawning: the growing 
fear that technology would interfere – at some 
moment in the future, not too far away from 
the “now” – with our world as we know it and, 
among other aspects subject to being taken for 
granted, that it would interfere with our iden-
tity, seen, all of a sudden, in a diff erent para-
digm than the culturalist one, namely, as a bi-

EKPHRASIS, 2/2014
BODIES IN BETWEEN

pp. 93-109

Monica MITARCĂ
Dimitrie Cantemir Christian University

monicamitarca@yahoo.com



94 Monica MITARCĂ

ological set of features. The decoding of the human genome (its reference sequence 
interpretation being publicized in 2001, see Frazer, 2012) opened the door for various 
fantasy scripts to enter reality. The questions asked, after a series of disquieting events 
(announcements of cloning living organisms, including humans), was: what makes a 
human “human”? What are we and what are we becoming, if technology threatens 
to take hold of – and alter – our most prized possession, our identity (fl uidly defi ned, 
thus, creatively conceived and challenged in fi ction works)? 

The issue was about to burst, and its discussion under diff erent tags (mostly, in 
terms of genetic choices and genetic research right) proliferated in the news media 
and in entertainment/fi ctional products – or even further away, in literary works. 
Issues such as blood or genetic inferiority, tracking individuals through iris or facial 
structure scans, and RFID’s are increasingly present in our daily discourse, as a result 
of having permeated the barrier from the unforeseeable future back to the present. 
The fear aspect of our collective imaginary – visible either in works of fi ction and 
art, or in moral panic generated by violence, sexuality, corruption, the disappearance 
of “high-brow” culture and increased tabloidization – is twinned by anxiety related 
to limitless technology (Mordini, 2007). This has led to concepts such as bio-ethics, 
which questions the eff ects of genetic manipulation and other nano-technologies on 
our human race – and also to eco-ethics, which is concerned with the degradation of 
the Earth through economic activities and gaspillage etc.

Among the branches of the new ethics (related to our increasing use of all sorts of 
advanced technologies), online ethics and bio-ethics are the ones much talked about: 
online ethics, with its normative aspect, and bio- and nano-ethics with a meta-ethical 
approach to nanotechnologies (Nurock, 2010).1 

Back in the 20th century, writers and screenwriters grasped the future technological 
and social consequential trends of advanced biological and genetic research and turned 
them into very successful popular culture masterpieces (some of them became cult-
movies), such as A Clockwork Orange (1971), Eraserhead, Blade Runner (1982), Brazil 
(1985), 12 Monkeys (1995), Being John Malkovich (1999), Fight Club (1999), Matrix (1999) 
and so many others. With them, the array of issues at hand increased; imagination 
expanded, one by one, the limits of our concerns towards what the future can bring 
us. And yet, they merely scratched the surface of popular fears and anxieties about 
those technological advances that would replace our innermost features with cyborg- 
or machine-like substitutes. Thus, such narratives either justifi ed extreme identity-
changing and challenging technologies, or vilifi ed them. By justifying them, popular 
culture naturalized questionable aspects thereof – the El Clon (2001 and its remake 
of 2010) soap-opera is a revelant example in this regards; on the other hand, other 
fi ctional works focusing on the “identity” issue of man-made artifacts, such as Her 
(2013) and Robot & Frank (2012), deal with the future on a more elaborate script, where 
the human is aided by an artifact – embedded in the daily life of the protagonist as a 
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helper fi gure.On the other hand, in fi lms, collective fears of technology used in a vile 
way are condensed in a specifi c narrative we shall address below. 

As Mordini put it, “All great narratives, which were used in the past to create 
meanings and to allow people to integrate the new risks of innovation into their world 
view, are now largely obsolete. Yet we cannot stop technology changing because 
people are no longer able to make sense of it and therefore cannot justify the risks 
entailed by technological advances. History teaches that paranoia about technological 
change rarely stops it.” (Mordini, 2007:546). 

Like academic writings, some of the products of popular culture that address the 
future impact of technology highlight aspects of fear or anxiety, either as already 
socially acknowledged or as merely starting to emerge. We shall go deep into our 
society’s fears, by analyzing the way it incorporates them into popular culture.

Four pictures, one idea: changing one’s identity through medical procedures

While the initial assumption was based on our experience of fi lm-goers – and many 
titles would have fi t our demonstration, this research intends to comprise fi lms (long, 
feature, fi ctional) produced over the past 25 years, related to the ways in which the 
new technologies are threatening our sense of identity and visibly altering it. Some 
of them may fi t to the “dystopian” category; others do not. Although examples of 
futuristic fi lms are numerous, we have only targeted those addressing the issue of 
how technology may be used to alter our identity – not as a nation, not in terms of 
our social identity, but in those of our personal identity. We have disregarded fi lms 
presenting a cyborg or a “person” who does not undergo such identity transformations 
engendered by new technologies during the on-screen narrative– thus, we have 
directed our att ention towards movies presenting the process of altering one’s most 
intimate identity features as defi ned in the respective story, during the on-screen time. 

Our selection of fi lms was based on the initial assumption and was directed towards 
identifying agency in such bodily changes and the visual or psychological violence 
which comes along with representing them. Thus, the fi lms chosen are Face/Off , Gatt aca, 
Minority Report, La piel que habito, The Stepford Wives and The Fifth Element. Although 
they are not categorized under the same genre, some being dystopias, while others 
cumulating at least three of the following genres - “action”, “adventure”, “mystery”, 
“Sci-Fi”, “drama”, “romance”, “crime” and “thriller” – they cover a broad range of 
bodily changes by technological means, in an eff ort of altering the characters’ identity. 
Although the issue of memory is consubstantial with Sci-Fi in general, we have not 
included in our analysis narratives about memory manipulation in the future, since 
memory is not a topos that is visible on the body. Among these are Videodrome (1983), 
Final Cut (2004), Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004). We have also left out A 
Clockwork Orange, although many of the dystopian/ Sci-Fi movies found inspiration in 
it and it became a cult movie for generations. In Minority Report, the whole procedure 
of altering John Anderton’s identity (changing his eyeballs for somebody else’s) entails 
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a device similar to that used on Alex deLarge (an eye/head contraption destined to 
prevent him from closing his eyes). But the similarities end here; through the eyes (and 
ears), Alex is “fed” with nauseating images that will, in the end, alter his “personality” 
(not identity), while John Anderton loses his eyeballs and gets somebody else’s (Mr. 
Yamamoto), in order to escape the system and prove his innocence while uncovering 
the truth about it.

We should notice the relative scarcity of similar narratives having a female as the 
main character; one rationale is related to production policies (women’s protection 
groups would turn such movies into debates and label them as discriminatory for their 
“violence against women”, Mackey, 1977 – and, as such, they are usually avoided in 
pre-production negotiations); another, to stereotyping (typecasting) men as “action 
heroes”, more suitable for movies about the future. Both production policies lead to 
casting women in supporting roles, in sci-fi  movies involving hardcore technologies 
– doctors, girlfriends, aids to lead character, as in The Terminator (1984), in Twelve 
Monkeys (1995) and so on. Still, there are some fi lms, usually dystopias produced or 
writt en/directed by women, where the main character is a woman, for instance, Another 
Earth (2011). They are more passive as characters than men are in similar movies (the 
“Rhoda Williams” character operates through love and generosity, just like “Leeloo” 
does, in The Fifth Element). In movies about the future, women undergo changes related 
to sex/gender (femininity) and, eventually, motherhood (Rain Without Thunder, 1992, 
The Handmaid’s Tale, 1990) – as problematic and discriminatory as this might sound. 
Still, those are rather independent productions, unlike the Hollywood examples above, 
and they feature a woman among other women, representing “oppressed femininity” 
in a near future society.

An online “list of dystopian movies”2 features four out of our six chosen fi lms. 
Nevertheless, there are other online lists and tops dedicated to alternative concepts, 
such as “speculative fi ction,”3 “post-apocalyptic fi ction”, “cacotopias”, including, in 
one way or another, all of the six. Among the above, speculative fi ction is especially 
productive for our approach. Speculating towards the foreseeable future in relation to 
an aspect of our society which seems to spin out of control is most likely the way some 
of these fi ctions came to life in the fi rst place (Urbanski, 2007, Gannon, 2005, Martin, 
2003, Atwood, 2004). 

Our set of six fi lms is analyzed from a cross disciplinary point of view (Nichols, 
1985), within the semiopragmatics approach we shall discuss later. The scheme we 
arrived at, after empirical observation and preliminary semiopragmatics, is as follows: 
the story involves an individual person whose identity is altered (MCh) – the main 
character, a target-feature (a part of his/her body as the locus of change, BF), a medical 
process or technology (T) and an agent of change (A). We shall defi ne later what 
agency is and properly identify agency in our four instances; we shall see that, in some 
of them, MCh and A are co-stars of almost the same prominence (GATTACA); also, in 
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The Fifth Element, it is not the main character that undergoes change, but the secondary 
one (“Leeloo”).

Of import to us are the relationship between the agent and the main character, the 
goal of this bodily alteration (G); also, the type of society (S) and the type of justifi cation 
for the medical procedure (J) are key factors. We shall present the fi lms chosen for our 
research according to these aspects.

Theories of identity: where does personal identity reside?

The last century was, more than ever, concerned with the issue of identity – what 
it is and where it resides, since changes aff ecting the human have turned upside 
down some of the previous centuries’ views on what we are and what identity means. 
We shall present the two paradigms, one att aching identity to outer things, such as 
place (residence, birth), nationality, life style, gadgets and sub-cultures, and the other 
relating it to inner, psychological traits. 

Recent research is based on either identity theory (McCall and Simmons, 1978, 
Stryker 1968, 1987) or the social identity theory of intergroup relations, SIT (Tajfel and 
Turner, 1979, J.C. Turner, 1982, 1985). Also, we may fi nd useful Self-Categorization 
theory (SCT) (Turner et al. 1987) and the social cognition of the self (e.g. Linville, 1985). In 
addition to these, Stets and Burke, 2000, Spencer-Oatey, 2007 and Hogg, Terry, White, 
1995 have all discussed the shortcomings of such approaches. Simon (2004) has also 
reviewed all the theories, and his Self-Aspect Model of Identity (in Spencer-Oatey, 2007) 
seems to comprise many of the aspects all the other theories left behind. 

Rooted in micro-sociology and psychology, the fi rst theories we mentioned (IT, SIT, 
SCT) conceive identity/ies as a set of roles and behaviors associated to them. The social 
factor – social connections/networks, social expectations etc. – is paramount, since, 
without it, identity is an empty concept. However, besides the social aspects emphasized 
by these theories, it is undeniable that identity is always related to the “self”, and the 
self is either connected to the “face”, in some theories, or to other physical traits.

As it were, behind all recent theories, there is a certain psycho-analytical 
background. Moreover, Goff man’s concept of “face” is, among other views on where 
identity resides, one of the most infl uential perspectives, although, in our case, there 
is an (un)fortunate coincidence between the Goff manian face and the physical traits 
on one’s “face” that may end up being credited as one’s identity. 

Other theories listed by Spencer-Oatey include the self-presentation approach 
(Schlenker, 1980 and Leary, 1996): “Three diff erent levels of self-representation need 
to be distinguished: the individual level, the interpersonal level and the group level. 
At the individual level, there is the “personal self“, which represents the diff erentiated, 
individuated concept of self; at the interpersonal level, there is the “relational self“, 
which represents the self-concept derived from connections and role relationships with 
signifi cant others; and at the group level, there is the “collective self”, which represents 
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the self-concept derived from signifi cant group memberships” (Brewer and Gardner, 
1996: 84, in Spencer-Oatey, 2007: 5).

Simon places identity somewhere between self-defi nition and self-interpretation. In 
the “Self-Aspect Model of Identity” (2004), he sees the self-concept as being made up 
by “beliefs about that person’s own att ributes or self-characteristics” (Spencer-Oatey, 
2007:4), where he includes personality traits, abilities, physical features, behavioral 
characteristics, ideologies, social roles, language affi  liation, group membership and 
others (idem.). 

Such a list is of use to us, since some of the features considered to defi ne our 
characters – to defi ne their identity in the eyes of other people – are usually not 
included in our defi nition or interpretation of self. Thus, neither our blood/DNA, nor 
our iris/retina, facial structure nor skin matt er, in our daily interactions. In any case, in 
dystopian movies or in fi ctional speculations, individuals may fi nd themselves hunted 
down for various reasons and tracked via a complicated and not as remote, not as 
implausible a social tracking system. 

From theory to practice: what identity in what movie

Beyond theories, we can fi nd, empirically, by watching a lot of Hollywood movies 
and trying to work our way through them and categorize them, a rather obvious main 
diff erence between those fi lms constructing identity discursively (narratively, for 
that matt er) and those placing it in a (unique) defi nable human or post-human trait. 
Those last fi lms are fragmenting identity and limiting it to a feature, whose importance 
prevailes over all other features; thus, iris/retina, DNA, sex/gender, skin cells or facial 
structure are, all, tributary to a unilateral or fragmented view on human identity. As 
opposed to that, discursive identity is, for instance, all that makes “Corben Dallas” (The 
Fifth Element) a complete character – and diff erentiates him from all other characters. 
The “Neo” character in The Matrix is a mix between the “discursive self” and a unique 
feature, whose residence remains unknown – not mentioned or explained enough, 
since Neo himself does not know nor understand his uniqueness.

As we shall see, the unilateral conception of human identity/self in fi lms, 
representing an exacerbation of a biological feature, singled out from all others, and 
presented as opposed to the balanced mixed of various visual, biological, psychological 
and other cultural features, is the main strategy for sci-fi  or dystopian fi lms in building 
a narrative of fear about the threat of the new technologies– and ultimately coping 
with it. Dystopias may be seen as cultural products playing on the unique biological 
argument, stripping characters of their cultural self and dichotomizing the issues at 
hand, in order to elicit stronger emotions from the viewers and make the viewing a 
more thrilling process. 

Since one’s biological traits are not under one’s conscious control, one cannot be but 
helpless when society, through its institutions, decides one is an outlaw and needs to be 
tracked down and imprisoned, one way or another (the case of the fi rst three movies).
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Changing one’s face (face features): Face/Off 

Face/Off  is the story of Sean Archer, an FBI agent, who gets to “wear” Pollux 
Troy’s face in order to trick Troy’s twin brother, Castor, into giving him access to vital 
information for LA’s future. 

As the story unfolds, we get to understand Sean’s reasons (Castor killed his son, 
while trying to kill him), and the logic of revenge is constructed as inescapable, 
matched on the greater good’s logic of saving the city and its inhabitants from the 
insane plans of a criminal mastermind (Castor’s). 

In this, as well as in all the others, it is important to identify agency in all these 
medical acts; as such, participants in it and their relationships are crucial to us. 
Although Sean Archer knows about the surgery he is to undergo, afterwards, in the 
mirror, he panics and goes through various stages of acceptance, among which are 
rage and confusion. The face he sees in the mirror is not his, but Castor’s, his enemy. 
The fury/anger he feels for having tampered with his own identity – since he and 
all the people around him are taking it as the defi nitive trait – is thus constructed so 
that the viewer may feel empathy towards him: the sense of loss is obvious, while 
being carefully framed (through the focal length of the lenses used, by editing and 
manipulating light) in front of a mirror.

The whole fi lm – described as an action movie by the distributors – is violent, 
consisting in several series of actions defi ned thus (shootings, threats, chasings around, 
running for one’s life) and in confrontational scenes. The good/evil dialectics is played 
around, as the FBI agent takes the “face” of evil, in order to deceive the brother and 
fi nd out information considered necessary for the greatest good (saving the whole city).

The medical procedure itself, whose necessity is motivated socially, is staged in an 
aseptic environment, painted in cold colors and featuring steel elements, combining 
visual cues from medicine and secret service operations. Although not quite visible, 
the medical aspects – considered violent for the untrained eye – are there, usually by 
means of details (bandages, stitches). 

Changing one’s blood & DNA (or faking it): Gatt aca

Gatt aca – brilliantly named in a double pun, g, a, t and c being the four elements 
of DNA (cytosine, guanine, adenine, thymine) and the pseudo-particle “gate”, which 
made so much of the recent US history – is the story of Vincent, a man placed in a 
“not-too-distant” future (thus making GATTACA a perfect example of speculative 
fi ction), where “DNA plays the primary role in determining social class”4. Vincent is 
far from perfect – actually, he is in-valid (a de-generate) – and presents several nearly 
eradicated physical defects, such as myopia and a congenital heart problem. With a 
life expectancy of only 30.2 years, he dreams of becoming an inter-space pilot. As he 
is not fi t to be anything but a janitor, he fi nds an alternate way to pursue his dream: to 
impersonate a “perfect” person, Eugene Morrow, former swimming champion, now 



100 Monica MITARCĂ

paralyzed from the waist down, as a result of a suicide att empt. By “wearing” urine, 
blood and tissue samples onto himself, he gets to fool the all-tech check-in systems 
which proclaim him, solely on the basis of his biological samples, genetically fi t to 
become a pilot. The whole deal between Vincent and Jerome – a fraud to deceive the 
system in search of DNA perfection and a theft of identity – helps Vincent to come 
closer to his dream of being an interstellar pilot. However, obstacles get in his way, 
as the mission’s director is murdered and Jerome’s own brother challenges Vincent 
to a swim. Vincent overcomes all obstructions and goes on the space mission, while 
Jerome, drained voluntarily of his own blood (which he stores for his “blood-brother”), 
watches the ship leave. 

The main emotion-trigger in the viewers (violence is often associated by scholars 
with eliciting profound emotions related to one’s security, either physical or 
psychological, see the dossier by C. Fernández, J.C. Revilla & R. Domínguez; Weaver, 
Wilson, 2009, Gerbner, 1988; Velicu, 2012) is the sense of injustice experienced at 
seeing Vincent, although apparently fi ne by our current health standards, as in-
valid. His myopia and heart condition are common illnesses today and it seems to 
us – to a human, not-engineered person – that such a society is far from perfection, if 
not downright scary. Beyond understanding what makes Jerome embark on such a 
predictable adventure, we can see him being consumed away, drop by drop (of blood), 
in an almost inexplicable quest for meaning. His death is predictable, at some point; to 
the viewers, the explicitness of his decaying health is violent. It is an accurate account 
of how one gets exhausted or drained of his/her life. 

“The story centers on the irony of the perfect Jerome failing to succeed despite being 
given every advantage while the imperfect Vincent transcends his defi ciencies through 
force of will and spirit. (…) This dichotomy shows how the eugenic policy in Gatt aca 
and the world in which it is set adversely aff ect the humanity of both Vincent and 
Jerome, as well as the “invalid” and “valid” humans they represent. A coda, cut from 
the fi nal fi lm, lists various people who have succeeded despite genetic defi ciencies 
(and would be excluded in the modern society of Gatt aca), such as Albert Einstein and 
Abraham Lincoln.”, as one can read in the fi lm synopsis, at the address cited above.

Changing one’s iris and memories: Minority Report

In a typical example of dystopia (based on the story by Philip K. Dick), Minority 
Report deals with issues such as time (chronology, but also memory) and identity in a 
failing society.

John Anderton is the chief of the PreCrime division: a burgeoning department 
which, based on the visions of three precogs, foresees crimes and prevents them from 
happening by arresting the would-be perpetrators and placing them in a harmless, 
“frozen” state. The precogs – two boys and a girl, Art, Dash and Agatha – are children 
of drug addicts who, as a result of a failed program, have the rare ability of seeing 
acts of violence bound to happen in the future. The images are harvested, as they are 
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kept in a special fl uid tank, and a whole punitive mechanism (police) unfolds. John 
Anderton fi nds out about a divergence in views of the three and about a “minority 
report” occurring once in a while, between the three precogs. He fi nds himself in 
the position of being chased by his former colleagues, following a precog report, and 
decides to handle things the hard way, while trying to fi nd a (un)likely minority report 
in his case. In order to avoid the omnipresent surveillance and identifi cation systems 
– targeting irises and checking them against the whole database of people, and then 
communicating on a customized basis all sorts of messages, mostly advertising – 
Anderton decides to undergo an eye-replacing surgery. He goes in the ghett o area of 
the city and meets a “doctor” – a former convict, a plastic surgeon specialized in illegal 
eye swapping, whose sense of vengeance on Anderton makes the whole procedure as 
painstaking for the viewer as it is for John. While the whole procedure is as low-tech 
as possible, thus defying our expectations from dystopias, Anderton is left with rather 
vague, yet important instructions (not to expose his new eyes to light for a defi nite 
while, counted down on his watch) and with a bonus, a serum which, once injected, 
ensures a half an hour of “face destructuration”… just so that people will also not 
recognize you, alongside with the iris scanning technology.

The two levels of identity alteration are John’s eye “surgery” and the precogs’ 
transformation into some tools of the surveillance system. While the fi rst consists, 
primarily, in a physical act of removing and replacing John’s eyes with others, 
changing nothing more than a minor physical aspect and leading to no identity clash 
or feeling of rejection experienced by the new self, the second one is of a diff erent kind. 
The precogs are not “humans” anymore, although John steels Agatha and drags her 
along with him, waking her up to an almost human condition. The unseen process by 
which they became precogs is not visible to us, but her coming back to life feels rather 
insensitive, from John’s point of view (interested and selfi sh, to some extent). John’s 
need to fi nd the minority report is selfi sh, as he is being followed in order to be “put 
to sleep” (a process he has never questioned before, as chief of PreCrime) – but is also 
the result of doubts towards the system, occurring at the most convenient moment. As 
John digs deep, he fi nds out the crime that lies at the foundation of the whole system 
predicting crimes, by its founder, Lamar Burgess. John’s quest for the truth leads to 
collateral victims (Danny Witwer).

The levels of violence, in this fi lm, are related to our many comfort zones att acked 
by it. Thus, while helpless, after the “surgery”, John is left alone, with only two rope 
ties, linking him to the kitchen and the bathroom. After waking up, he eats bad food 
from the fridge, unknowingly. A blind person eating rott en food is, for us, violent, as he 
is unaware and helpless. The barbaric methods of the surgery only add to that. Att acks 
by the drone-spiders against the new eyes of John Anderton, the “face destructuring” 
serum injection – causing tremendous pain and the necessity to pull off  the bandages 
before the recommended time – are, all, violent for the spectator, if identifi cation with 
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the main character occurs; as J. Staiger (2000) says in the Perverse Spectator: viewers are 
likely to feel all these as violent acts directed towards themselves.

Other examples of dystopias

In La piel que habito (The Skin I Live In), Pedro Almodovar focuses on two aspects of 
our identity, furthering the anxieties of the postmodern world towards looks and the 
quest for perfection. Placed in our times – and thus, contrasting with the others – the 
movie picks up the eternal theme of gender as the place of one’s identity – and plays 
with it in an Almodovarian fashion.

The Skin I Live In is the story of Robert, a doctor whose wife almost died in a 
disfi guring accident. His wife ends up falling from the window, once she has seen 
her disfi gured self refl ected by it; his daughter grows up and becomes an anxious 
young woman. When she ends up raped at a party, Robert follows the perpetrator and 
kidnaps him. He then starts a slow process of turning the young man into a woman, 
using him as a guinea pig for his genetic research. The young woman, ironically called 
Vera (the real one), is kept prisoner by him and his unknown mother/servant, Marilio; 
she is drugged and turns into the subject of a peeping show for the alienated Robert. 
He falls in love with her and, after she succumbs to his love, she takes over, killing him, 
in revenge for what (s)he has endured. 

At play, in this story, is the myth of the estranged scientist and his delusional work. 
Should Robert apply his science and genius for a good, worthy, public(izable) cause 
– saving someone etc. – he would look more like the doctor in Face/Off ; his work, 
acknowledged and furthering “the greater good” idea. However, Robert is valuable 
for the scientifi c community, but there is a threshold he overcomes: that between 
good and evil. While being validated by them, his work is seen as a breakthrough. As 
soon as he loses his peers’ support, he becomes the villain, using science for his own 
(questionable) good. 

In The Skin I Live In, identity change is staged more at the individual level; science 
and medicine are eroticized and constructed as personal, tender acts of individual 
care. The medical acts are accompanied by violence: in the details, in the close-ups 
and macrolens fi lming, in the way the doctor maneuvers sharpened tools to go about 
his experiment. And that occurs, despite the fact that the “experimental” aspect of his 
research is performed in a secluded mansion, far from the eye of the regulating body 
of the medical and academic community. Also generating anxieties in the viewer is 
the lack of consensus from his subject concerning the changes the subject undergoes. 
His experiment, Vera (who used to be a boy), is a personal project, issued out of the 
doctor’s personal problems and frustrations. As such, science applied in one’s personal 
interest seems frightening for the viewer – at least under the what if… aspect.

As opposed to the Skin I Live In, in The Fifth Element and The Stepford Wives, the 
women submitt ed to identity change are constructed as social characters. Leeloo – 
created out of a small DNA fragment – is the perfect being, the salvation of a world 
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which has lost all human features. The process of her re-creation is technical, yet 
miraculous: under the amazed eyes of a top political and scientifi c team, a precise 
machine makes a woman out of a small, shapeless bone fragment. In The Stepford 
Wives, wives are submitt ed to a re-softing procedure, turning the career-oriented, bossy 
women into obedient, eye-candy, stupid and old-fashioned versions of themselves. The 
project has been initiated by a former computer-scientist, Claire Wellington, who wants 
to make the world a bett er place. Although the transformation of Joanna Eberhart – the 
main character – is not accessible to us visually (elapsed through editing), the fi rst signs 
of the collapse of the system and the visuals of the destruction of the whole project are 
violent in themselves. 

Naturalization mechanism.
A speculative view on technology and media mechanics.

As we have seen above, popular culture products address and sometimes exploit 
fears related to future: they act as “transporters”, linking present and future, as present 
times become past at the very moment of the fi rst showing of the movie, and the future 
is seen as possible, being brought closer through its realistic representation. The story’s 
translation from fantasy (sci-fi  or speculative fi ction) into possibility, operated through 
the fi lm industry’s “lens”, entails that its novelty (its technological aspect, but also its 
consequences at a social and personal level) should get worked upon and, eventually, 
crunched down by the viewers (and, subsequently, by society). At the moment they 
pass from being talked about by the viewers to being discussed by society at large, they 
have already become a public issue. When the technologies involved in the fi ction story 
are seen as an issue to be discussed, debated and regulated publicly, they have already 
transformed the future into the present. Whether the result of such debates regulatesor 
places them under the cloak of unacceptability, the whole process of naturalization is, 
eventually, a sort of admitt ance of this issue’s imminence and importance. One can 
easily notice that such fi ction works of the distant past used to feature wider gaps 
between their “present” and the vision of the future than they do now; the speed at 
which technologies are evolving nowadays means that our current fi ctional visions of 
the future should exploit almost the same aspects and advancements high tech projects 
are working on, researching and testing.

The qualitative methods used in our research rely on indicial semiology (Anne Marie 
Houdebine-Gravaud, 2004, 2004b) and on Roger Odin’s semio-pragmatics (2011). We 
have identifi ed three mechanisms used in fi lms addressing engineered identity via 
bodily change, induced through genetic or bio/nanometric technologies. Houdebine 
explains her approach: “from an initial descriptive phase, towards discovering the 
indicial elements which, with the help of the internal and then external (the cultural 
associative corpus) interpretants, become then indicial signifi cants in the interpretative 
process, along the second stage, named the interpretation phase” (2004b, 8). As she 
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speaks of the forced cultural map – mapping cultural signs – her own interpretation 
of the forced map of signs by Saussure, she touches on Peirce’s continuous regression. 

By mixing up Houdebine’s and Odin’s theories, we have built up a scheme of 
interpretation for the fi lms chosen, where the space of the producer and that of 
the receptor, the universal constraints, language constraints and the discursive/
communication space (Odin, 2011, p. 102) will map the narrative in these fi lms and its 
relations with other indicial elements. As Odin identifi es the communication context 
as paramount – and speaks of the prior context (p. 22) as directing the communication 
– we have found this context to be the convention between the user and producer that 
the dystopian fi lm, a sub-genre of science fi ction, may be subject to a certain reading 
from the audience’s perspective. Thus, the quest for meaning is fi ltered down through 
the various conventions of the sub-genre. 

Odin addresses mainly the production models, while Houdebine is primarily 
interested in the inherent semiotic aspects of the productions analyzed. In adopting 
an Odinian perspective, we shall proceed to highlighting such constraints and 
constructing the actants and the operators, as outlined in the paragraphs below. The 
signifying indexes are identifi ed according to a series of elements: who is using the 
new technology (involving bodily change, which triggers identity alteration); onto 
whom; which is the relationship between these; to what avail; what is the type of 
society in which all these happen. 

Gattaca
MCh: Vincent, a genetically inferior character.
A: Jerome, the clean, genetically superior individual, conceived through technology
Relationship A-MCh: they come to meet as demand/off er, on an illicit DNA market.
Goal: Gett ing Vincent’s dream to come true (to become a space pilot)
Justifi cation: individual.
Society: a dystopian society, where gene health is the common social and professional 
selection factor.
Technology used/medical procedure: the simplest act of collecting body fl uids and 
other samples and transferring them onto Vincent, disguised in plastic bags.
Body features lending uniqueness to humans: blood, urine, DNA.

Minority Report
MCh: John Anderton, former chief of PreCrime.
A: an ex-convict, now turned “eye surgeon”, contracted for the illegal operation.
Relationship: demand/off er, on an illicit eye-ball market.
Goal: J.A. escaping the system, while on a quest for an uncomfortable truth about his 
past mission.
Justifi cation: individual and social.
Society: dystopian, where the retina/iris’s uniqueness sets individuals apart and makes 
society able to trace and track anyone down.
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Technology used: no high tech, except for eye swapping. Post-surgery care is also 
sloppy.
Body feature: eyes and face features.
A secondary narrative thread, of pre-cogs, presents us with another identity alteration. 
Still, since the alteration is in the past, we shall not address it as a violent representation.

Face/Off
MCh: Sean Archer, an FBI agent.
A: A renowned doctor, whose face-swapping surgical method is seen as revolutionary.
Relationship: both employed by the government
Goal: to deceive Castor Troy into giving them information.
Justifi cation: social, the greater good.
Society: near future, similar to current one.
Technology used: medical surgery in a controlled, safe environment
Body feature: face and its 3D contour.

The other three films address identity slightly differently: sex/gender (The Skin I 
Live In), DNA (The Fifth Element) and the “brains” (Stepford Wives). In any case, the 
mechanisms, justifications the society type and technologies used are constructed 
almost the same.

Issues such as gene selection and genetic selection, gene variations, human health, 
social control through manipulating such variables are all addressed in dystopias. 

The fi lms we have analyzed reveal a certain narrative and argumentative framing 
of the identity change, according to the degree to which the issue and the benefi ts 
are individual or social. Thus, in conceiving the narrative apparatus for identity 
alteration, justifi cations range from individual to social, with variations accounting 
for the disturbed personality justifi cation. As the research results suggest, the fi lms we 
have analyzed reveal a set of solutions, as such:

1. The catharsis solution for widespread social anxiety (a non-specifi c societal 
concern related to future technological developments). It is used in order to come 
to terms with an issue society fears less than moderately. The story here presents 
an extreme type of society, the dystopian one; an integrated main character faces a 
personal issue which threatens his axiological system; while working to solve out his 
own problem, the social solution emerges. As the hero struggles to address his personal 
quest, he goes through a series of stages, leading to his disavowal of his former values 
and social views. In the end, society may be ready to turn back to the way we knew it 
(as we may assume will happen after the credits, in Minority Report).

2. The naturalization through fi lm of the drastic changes brought along and induced 
through high tech – a sort of legitimacy mechanisms used with ostensible rhetoric. The 
state-of-the-art technology is presented as the solution to a personal problem or to a 
social problem which has not been identifi ed as such yet. (Face/Off )



106 Monica MITARCĂ

3. The mechanism through which the use of a certain high tech – and especially 
bio-tech – procedure is staged as “unacceptable”. Usually, the rhetorical apparatus 
involves a dysfunctional main character (anti-social and often neurotic or psychotic). 
Associating the individual use of such a technology (or, bett er, its invention) by a 
psychotic character – built either narratively or rhetorically – is ideological. Because 
the main character usually dies in the end, the movie is also a sort of cathartic “what if” 
exercise, as it relieves the world from having to deal with such a technological threat. 
(The Skin I Live In)

The body as the place of (altered) identity in visual representation
of challenging medical acts and the violence associated to it

As we may see, the absent act of alteration performed on Joanna in The Stepford 
Wives and the all-tech act of the re-construction of Leeloo in The Fifth Element are 
situated on a continuum, at the extremes (between the “non-visible”, non-represented 
and the highly visible, but human-less). The absence of the human element in the re-
construction of Leeloo is opposable, in terms of its violence, to the act of swapping John 
Anderton’s eye balls – performed by a human, a former convict, with strong feelings 
against J. A. The diff erence is constructed so that if we should try to place the fi lms 
chosen on a continuum, at one end there would be the most violent representation of 
the medical act and at the other, the least violent one. Thus, our 4+2 fi lms would line 
up as follows: 

 − Zero violence – Joanna’s turning into a robot-woman. The act is absent (suggested 
through editing) (The Stepford Wives).

 − Mild violence – the all-tech act of “re-constructing” Leeloo out of inanimate matt er 
found in outer space (The Fifth Element). 

 − Moderate violence – the recurrent acts of exchanging blood, urine and other 
biological samples in recipients taped to the skin, between Vincent and Jerome 
(GATTACA).

 − Serious violence – Face/Off  and La Piel que Habito (being placed together for 
diff erent reasons, the fi rst for its Hollywoodian spectacular construction and the 
other for having been placed on the realm of a deranged personality, a scientist 
gone rogue on his own)

 − Extreme violence – John Anderton’s eye swap (Minority Report).

The amount of violence perceived has to do with two different sets of criteria. On 
one hand, there is the acceptance of the act (non-consensual acts are perceived by 
viewers as more violent than those unacknowledged and unaccepted by the recipient). 
On the other, the importance we attribute to the altered organ or part (because eyes 
are of paramount importance for us,, intervention around them is considered more 
violent than other medical acts – such as sex change, which is becoming a more and 
more accepted procedure nowadays).
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Yet, almost as important is the aesthetization and medical precision of the 
represented act. As such, an intervention over one’s body (part) which is strongly and 
positively aestheticized may be perceived as less violent than one staged in another 
manner (we should notice the aesthetic choice of lighting, of color saturation and fi lm 
grain in Minority Report vs. The Skin I Live In). Although the mere sight of a scalpel 
in the latt er is violent enough, the precision of the doctor’s acts is reassuring, quite 
contrary to the feeling of uncertainty the fake doctor sends out in John Anderton’s 
“eye-surgery”, performed without medical tools – just with the doctor’s bare hands. 

Conclusions

Each locus of identity is subject, at one time or another, in each of the fi lms 
analyzed, to tampering and, ultimately, to negotiation. John Anderton has to remove 
his eye bandage so that his eyes can be scanned by spider-drones. Vincent uses 
Jerome’s biological samples many times a day, under the intense pressure of not being 
discovered. Wounds are not allowed to heal, but are continuously aggravated: Vera’s 
new sexual identity has to be strengthened through painful exercise (presented to ‘her’ 
by the doctor as some sort of perversion for stretching the new inner tissue), but her 
new gender identity troubles her the most. Sean Archer’s new face surgery is probably 
the most violent act, medically speaking, as it involves a drastic change in appearance 
and a radical medical procedure.

As fi ctional entertainment is thriving along with our anxieties about the future, 
producers are fi nding ever newer ways of making their stories exciting – by playing 
with elements such as consent, social stigma, life threatening issues etc. – for the 
audiences. Whether it all revolves around shooting, chasing around – au bout du souffl  e 
– a character or about making characters submit themselves to identity alteration 
procedures or pressuring them to undergo such procedures, the one thing bringing 
people into the theaters for watching such movies is the sense that the future is coming 
upon us, threatening to destroy the world as we know it. Having thought in advance 
how we would feel about it makes us more prepared to confront it. And regardless of 
whether we hold dear the physical aspect of what we consider to be our identity and 
other, more or less obvious, features, the new technologies are making their way into 
our selves, bit by bit.

Notes:
1 For an account of similar researches: htt p://genome.cshlp.org/
2 Found on htt p://www.wikipedia.org
3 Speculative fi ction is a term defi ned by Mihai Iovanel, in a Foreword to Trigrama Shakespeare, 

Cristian Tudor Popescu, as the type of sci-fi  narrative placed in the near future, where the 
author does not temper with all the recognizable social, cultural or geographical sett ings, but 
alters a single variant in order to follow the way this change would end up altering society, 
in a few decades or so. 

4 The fi lm’s synopsis: htt p://www.imdb.com.
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