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HA308 Science Fiction

Seminar Leader: Dave Reason

Essay no.3: 

Assess the manner in which science fiction handles themes related to war, using at least two stories of future war

War is an essential theme for science fiction stories. Moreover, war is an essential element of humankind and therefore it is an inseparable part of all forms of literature. This essays constructs its interpretation about the manners, in which science fiction handles  themes related to war, based on two stories; The Second Renaissance Part 1&2 (written by Wachowski Brothers and directed by Mahiro Maeda) and Starship Troopers (written by Ed Neumeier and directed by Paul Veerhoeven). In The Second Renaissance, humankind is at war with a nation of artificial intelligence and in Starship Troopers, humankind is involved in an interplanetary war against huge alien bugs. These two movies summarize the diverse approaches of science fiction towards the concept of “war” using the human-vs.-nonhuman theme. Very dark, realistic and pessimistic ingredients of The Second Renaissance are highly characteristic of the total annihilation theme in science fiction whose roots go way back to War of the Worlds. Unlike War of the Worlds, The Second Renaissance claims that this war will come from within, not from an outer source. It pushes the viewer directly into the most difficult and pessimistic philosophical questions about the human nature. Starship Troopers however, has a different manner about approaching to the same concerns. With its action-movie identity, deliberate cheesy dialogues and Beverly Hills 90210 actors and actresses, Starship Troopers has an ironic and indirect approach to philosophical themes about human nature and its war. 

The Second Renaissance is a two part, 19-minute (in total) animation short story that describes us the heart of the Matrix storyline of Wachowski Brothers. It proclaims the transformation of the world from being human dominated to artificial intelligence dominated. Plot of The Second Renaissance is as follows: In the begging, in a not so distant future, robots and humans co-exit. Like the African slaves in 19th century America, robots are considered inferior to humans and make up the working class. Equilibrium changes irreversibly the day a robot refuses to be terminated and kills 3 humans who try to end its artificial life. A huge conflict between humans and robots breaks up and people start to lynch robots in the streets and governments banish all forms of robots from human nations. Somewhere near the Mesopotamia, a nation of robots rises, named “01”. The artificial nation of 01 prospers with an inhuman acceleration and when the nations of the world can’t cope with the growing economical power of 01, its ambassadors get ejected form the United Nations, isolating 01 by trade restrictions. Until this point, The Second Renaissance delivers a great summary of how humans can possibly get engaged in war with robots. Building its reasons mainly on racism and the fear of the nonhuman, it forces the viewer to think about the similar reasons of the great wars that shaped the history. During the development of the artificial intelligence, The Second Renaissance criticises many issues concerning the individual, working class, races and human nature itself. The viewer feels sympathy for Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot’s famous rules for robots, as the issue gets more and more complicated, destined to the apocalypse. On the other hand, the viewer is also presented with double-edged issues about the slavery of robots and the war it causes. Development of the artificial intelligence through the working class, the middle class, the banishment and the isolated city are the phases that The Second Renaissance brings up, leading to a war. Even before the viewer asks himself, the reasons of war are presented to him/her. As the currency of 01 gains unimaginable rise against Dollar, Euro and Yen, the viewer is sure that the war is inevitable. 

Wachowski Brothers do a great job about portraying the pre-war context with economical, political, religional and social backgrounds. The Second Renaissance’s approach to the beginning of the greatest war in the history is astonishingly deep and pessimistic. It defies any human quality against the might of artificial intelligence. The name of the robot nation, “01” proves the most basic difference between human and robot ways of life. 01 is not an extravagant name, it is so simple and logical. It shows the viewer what do robots and humans value for. The Second Renaissance defies human technology, human strategies, human economics and even humankinds’ most powerful weapon; their belief. Unlike War of The Worlds or Independence Day, in this story even God can’t save human intelligence against the artificial intelligence. Christians, Muslims and Buddhists are shown preparing for war and giving hope to the soldiers of hope. Immense and extreme high-tech battle gears are armed. Huge amounts of armies align and unite. The Second Renaissance delivers a determination, zeal and unity among human beings that is unheard of in the history of mankind. This illustrates the cost of war unlike any other form of literature can. The Second Renaissance proves that, science fiction is the ultimate tool for predicting and portraying the way of human nature with all its complications and consequences.

The war itself in Second Renaissance is supposed to be not as shocking as the first part (the begging of war) because “why it happens” is much more terrifying than “how it happens”. It is so true, it is so human, it is so similar to many parts of the human history that, what The Second Renaissance illustrates is almost like an inevitable prophecy, if not the truth itself. Any major war in the history is shaped like in The Second Renaissance in smaller scales so far. However, when it comes to actual war, Mahiro Maheda, the director of The Second Renaissance gives an excellent performance with the amazing possibilities of contemporary animation technology. Teamed up with some of the top anime artists in the world Maheda pushes the limits of imagination with amazing war scenes. Not only the technology, but also the artists’ minds behind this description of the war, makes Part 2 of The Second Renaissance one of the most powerful future-war sequences ever. Maheda is known for his famous mecha designs and ideas as in Macross, Crimson Pig and Neon Genesis. He is an important factor shaping the manner of  The Second Renaissance in handling the concept of war. Colossal drop ships, infinite amounts of infantry and vehicles… a sky and earth covered with droids and vehicles in combat.  The Second Renaissance is as dark, realistic, mighty and scary as visual literature gets.

Starship Troopers is an entertaining, space war tale with a big budget for special effects and action sequences. The movie starts off in Buenos Aires as Beverly Hills 90210 meets Jetsons. Not New York, not Chicago but Buenos Aires.. Everybody speaking fluent American English. It is the last days of the college; handsome guys and pretty girls in school uniforms are giggling around, checking their exam scores on big laser screens and having high-tech indoor football-like games. As the college ends a huge amount of people prepare to go to the army to fight against the evil bugs from another planet. A certain species among these bugs are huge and have the power to launch plasma bombs from their planet, aiming at ours. When such consequences take place humans are forced to go this planet and heroically kill these CGI monsters. Johnny Rico, the protagonist, is son to a wealthy and respected family. His parents don’t want their son to join the infantry when he is a college graduate but Rico wants to impress the girl he loves and refuses to listen to any sense. In the army he goes through a heavy training period and the hell is unleashed when they are dropped to the battleground to fight the evil infantry bugs.  

“Since its debut in 1959, Robert Heinlein's novel Starship Troopers has been one of the most popular -- and controversial -- works of science fiction ever published. Written in a few weeks as a response to a proposed nuclear testing moratorium and other issues, it has been interpreted and misinterpreted, praised and excoriated.”
 One can say that Paul Veerhoeven is responsible for all the pros and cons of the Starship Troopers of the 1997. For this reason he is heavily blamed for ruining the masterpiece of Heinlein. It is true that Veerhoeven aims for big bucks at the box office and is unfaithful to Heinlein as he can. Still, he manages to deliver great ironies and criticism about war in his own style. Starship Troopers is a comic-book like movie with spirit of 90’s computer games and filled with tributes to 50’s monster movies. Veerhoeven’s ways of dealing with war, military, government, media and propaganda are very ironical and indirect unlike The Second Renaissance. The most important undercurrent of Starship Troopers lies in the broadcasts. Veerhoeven also used the same technique in Robocop. An absurd, government based commercial or news program disrupts the hellish mood of the movie, delivering an ironic perspective. Just after a brutal battle with the bugs where mobile infantry gets slaughtered, suddenly the news flashes in, and children of the world are called for participation in the war against the enemy. A group of children shown, jumping on bugs and doing their part! A basic act of children (almost instinctive) is supported and encouraged by government, which means they will do anything to fight this war. Funny it may be, this scene is one of the peak points of Veerhoeven’s criticism against war-propaganda-at-all-costs. 

There are three phases in Starship Troopers, which takes the viewer through a journey of a comic book like interpretation of the nature of war. First phase is college. Naïve as it can get, it prepares to shock the viewer with the following massacre of these students. This is where the irony begins. As soon as the viewer gets in to the little love games of these teenagers, he/she knows that the following battles against bugs will be fought by these two dimensional characters. The more Jetsons and Beverly Hills 90210 elements are thrown into this flick, the more ironical the story gets. During this phase the viewer is also presented with the military run government. “Schools are set up to churn out soldiers and those loyal to the governments causes. Such are deemed citizens to gain citizenship and join the Mobile Infantry, the standing army unit of notoriety in this day.”
 Broadcasts and news have this drone-like, brainwashing feeling that gets to be funny as well as disturbing in its context. Since the begging minute of the movie the viewer knows there is a great war. There is a distant planet of huge carnivore bugs, which are on top of us on the food chain. Plus, they are launching nuclear plasma bombs to our cities. Under these conditions war is inevitable. This absurd and ironic attitude of  Starship Troopers is reinforced by the absurdness and naiveness of the first phase.  The second phase is training. Like an American comic book version of Full Metal Jacket’s first half, Starship Troopers has a heavy training phase, which puts the viewer in the war before it starts. The accidental death of Rico’s friend during training is the pivot point of the story; it is the loss of the innocence. The movie doesn’t loose its sense of humour though, in the third phase the war is glorious rather than disturbing. Great CGI effects and make-ups take the viewer back to 50’s monster movies, strengthened by the 70’s gore. Heads roll, green orange and red blood spill everywhere, hundreds gets eaten or thorn to pieces and the war is illustrated as naïve and gory as it can get. Overall the movie what is scary is not the war with all its explicit gore but the attitude of the human government. At the end of Starship Troopers, humankind is not doomed against the bugs and manages to capture the brain bug. However, a last footage of news shows humans violently experimenting on the brain bug. They ram some gadgets inside its mouth and fluids and blood of the bug get splattered on the walls while it makes some squirming noises in agony. The last scene proves that this time humans managed to avoid the defeat in the war but their destructive nature (characterised by the attitude of the non-ethic government) is still there.

In conclusion, due to its nature, during the construction of a science fiction story, assumptions and predictions shape the plot. This gives science fiction a great advantage to criticize and denounce the issues related to war. As it’s mentioned in the introduction, Second Renaissance deals with a war, which comes from within. This is an example of science fiction’s most recent, most direct approach to war; Humankind’s war with its self destructive nature. In Starship Troopers the same destructive nature and the ethic corruption is presented with a very different action-packed manner, which is also very common for today’s science fiction. In conclusion this essay argues that science fiction has both masterpiece and action flick manners towards the concept of war. It is a common belief that “Only a tale based on the absolute realism of every detail, credible in its every depiction of individual and collective reactions, can attain the rank of a masterpiece.”
 Nevertheless the action flick manner is related with the evolution of science fiction through pulp magazines and comic books. Its imagination and irony is nearly as powerful as the reality itself as wee see in Starship Troopers and a real science fiction masterpiece like The Second Renaissance is very serious and thought provoking which is the main element of science fiction culture. “If science fiction is in the forefront of intellectual fiction, and the abandonment of national rivalries and technological warfare is important to the survival of mankind, as it certainly is – then science fiction has a vital function.”
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Men . . . though under hope

Of heavenly grace; and God proclaiming

Peace,

Yet live in hatred, enmitie, and strife

Among themselves, and levie cruel warres,

Wasting the Earth, each other to destroy:

As if (which might induce us to accord)

Man had not hellish foes enow besides,

That day and night for his destruction waite.

John Milton

(from Paradise Lost)

We are making the future…

And hardly any of us troubled to

Think what future we were making.

And here it is!

                                  When the Sleeper Wakes

     




                                                        H.G. Wells
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