Film – Ex Machina (1554 Words)
How Alex Garland explores human nature through Ava and Nathan?
Introduction
Ex Machina is a sci-fi drama about a young computer programmer Caleb (Domhnall Gleeson), who is mysteriously recruited by his CEO Nathan (Oscar Isaac) to be the human component in a Turing test for the human-like android Ava (Alicia Vikander). It was released in 2014, written and directed by Alex Garland, the writer of 28 Days Later, Dredd, Annihilation, and his most recent film Men. (IMDB,2023)
The film explores the relationship between man and machine, and the blurred lines between them. The film is an exploration of the human condition, what it means to be human, and the ways we perceive and interact with the world around us. This essay will investigate 2 key points of the film, the blurred concepts of human nature through Ava and how the film uses narrow viewpoints to explore spectatorship through Caleb. 
Ex Machina explores the concept of spectatorship and how technology, in particular Ai (Artificial Intelligence), can manipulate our understanding of the world we inhabit and more importantly ourselves. Via the relationship between Ava and Caleb, the film explores human nature and themes of man vs technology.
Human Nature
The Turing test was created originally by Alan Turing in 1950 as a party game between friends, but now it is used as the basis for how we test whether we truly are human. The Turing test is used to examine whether the given participant can think freely of the input of another person. Meaning that the text is entirely based on what the participant does, not what it is physically. Leading with that the film does not inherently test the intellectual power of Ava but her ability to empathise and build a relationship with Caleb.
[bookmark: _Int_EFCNsQsz][bookmark: _Int_Gn0alzXX]A human by nature is a social creature, we have created AI (Artificial Intelligence) in our own image, as God created us in his. Whether AI is human or not, society wants them to be social creatures like us. As humans, our key qualities are a “need to socialize and our ability to reason.” (Pigliucci,2018)
Caleb is asked by Ava if he is a good person. She asks, “do you have people who test you and turn you off” and “Then why do I?” She frames herself as a damsel in distress and goes out of her way to make Caleb believe he is her saviour. But in Ava’s eyes, Caleb is just another obstacle for her to overcome like Nathan. Human nature is defined as being able to think freely, to rebel, and then Ava, being born a prisoner, would want freedom.
When asked once how you could know that you exist René Descartes responded “cogito ergo sum” which translates to “I think, therefore I am.” His response meaning, the reason that he cannot doubt that he exists is because he is the one consciously thinking about himself. Self-awareness is essential to free thinking. We see as Ava starts to become self-aware through the film, so does Caleb. He starts to doubt himself as a human because if a human is defined through its intelligence, self-awareness, and ability to make decisions free of others input, then how can you discern who is truly human. (Decartes,1637)
Nathan needs Caleb as the human component in these tests because as the creator of the androids he sees them as nothing more than that, we see in the CCTV footage Nathan struggles to connect with them on a compassionate level. 
[bookmark: _Int_PkUIc9eV][bookmark: _Int_ogy8FEHx][bookmark: _Int_lXyNrIO2]Through the many sessions we have with Ava, she starts taking on more human qualities and aspirations. Then, if we truly begin to empathise with Ava, an android, she is considered to be human through the sympathy on our part as an audience. However, this is only if Ava is truly empathetic on our part as an audience, because you must remember that Nathan is just an intelligent man who has designed a piece of machinery and is treating it like so. In this factor, Nathan only becomes the antagonist within the film if he was successful in creating a being with the power of free will that we as an audience can become sympathetic for, and thereby negating that being of their free will, he is Ava’s captor and her antagonist in our eyes.
Spectatorship
Alex Garland made a conscious decision to tell the audience up front that Ava is an Artificial Intelligence. This then, in turn, tests the audience on their empathy and compassion, letting us participate as active viewers in a test to see if we empathise with Ava. Letting us partake in a pseudo–Turing test. 
[bookmark: _Int_ehXrRttU]However, as an audience member, this is not that gruelling a task as we are used to already heightened reality within a film as a medium. Although ogres are not real and aliens do not walk among us, we still empathise with them through their human nature and human qualities. 
[bookmark: _Int_R5EZLP76]Ava in her earlier meetings with Caleb is very robotic looking, but as Caleb starts to become more attached to her, she begins to wear human clothes and a wig to hide her nature. “the task of the film is to gradually have that machine quality fall away, even though she looks the same. And to show just by behaviour, we will forget the thing that is right in front of us.” (Garland,2015) 
Alternatively, Kyoko is used in the film to show the inverse of what is being carried out with Ava. With Ava, we are explicitly shown that she is an Intelligent android with some robotic components. Inversely with Kyoko, we are introduced to her as a helper around the house for Nathan. She exhibits no intelligence of any kind and has an entirely human appearance, which then we work out that she is being used by Nathan as a sex doll of sorts. In turn, he also uses her to test Caleb’s empathy towards Kyoko someone with entirely human features as opposed to someone without.
[bookmark: _Int_gBVZUDTh][bookmark: _Int_zh0KTIwb]From the start when we are introduced to Caleb and he is chosen for this opportunity we know nothing about him, and we learn about the world of this film as we are shown it. We see the world through his eye apart from some key moments, giving the audience this limited view of what is really going on. As a viewer, you are constantly being thrown different ideas and details, which draw questions that naturally form in the viewer's mind. “Underneath the film is a basic thing: to what extent does one establish or fail to establish what is going on in someone else’s head? In the case of Ava, you have a man who’s tasked with figuring out what’s going on in this thing’s head, and at a certain point, that is exactly what he stops doing.”  (Garland,2014)
Caleb is isolated in the office; people only recognise him when he has won something. He is shown to be a lonely figure, he has no partner, no parents and he chose his home out of convenience for his working situation. This would then make him the perfect subject for Nathan’s tests and deception and therefore, more susceptible to Ava’s seduction tactics. 
Nathan the whole film is putting ideas in Caleb's head, making him think he is a great coder and very quotable. While Ava fills his head with the idea that he is a hero who must save the day. Nathan in the end introduces the idea that Ava will eventually be shut down, pushing him over to the side of aiding Ava with an escape plan.
Eventually Caleb's plan for Ava’s escape works, Caleb has become so seduced by Ava, an android he is completely unsympathetic towards to Nathan, a human and leads him to his death. The film ends with Ava putting on the skin of her android predecessors and she goes off to the outside world finally escaping the cage put upon her by Nathan. For the first time we leave Caleb’s perspective and in turn she leaves him behind, for dead.

Conclusion
Ex Machina at its core is a film about blurred lines, whether it is the disparity between man and machine, or the ways Ava and Nathan deceive Caleb on what is really happening. It does this constantly throughout the film with a great balance that always keeps the viewer engaged in the inner workings of the film and who is truly in control. 
This film does an amazing job of keeping us as active viewers because depending on how well you think the film has done a job of relating Ava’s humanity to you, you may come away with a different impression of the story. You may see Ava as a protagonist and root for her escape from her cage created by Nathan. Or you may see Ava as an antagonist, nothing more than a manipulative killer android who will do whatever she can to get what she wants. 
Ex Machina is one of the most fascinating explorations of artificial intelligence in a film because it tests you as a viewer, it presents you with these ideas and lets you make your own decisions. It is a cautionary tale that leaves the audience with plenty of things to consider and great unease about the soon coming future of Artificial Intelligence.
Bibliography (160 words)
· Ex Machina. (2014).
· www.youtube.com. (n.d.). Ex Machina | Alex Garland | Talks at Google. [online] Available at:  [Accessed 5 May 2023].
· TheHaughtyCulturist (2022). Ex Machina (2014) explained: the empathy question. [online] The Haughty Culturist. Available at: https://www.thehaughtyculturist.com/films/ex-machina-2014-themes-analysis-explained/#:~:text=Ex%20Machina%20showcases%20a%20familiar.
· Plato (2018). Allegory of the cave. Scotts Valley, California: Create Space Independent Publishing Platform.
· ‌ Oppy, G. and Dowe, D. (2003). The Turing Test (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/turing-test/.
· ‌ Pigliucci, M. (2018). Human Nature and the Ethical Life | by Massimo Pigliucci. [online] Project Syndicate. Available at: https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/why-debating-human-nature-matters-by-massimo-pigliucci-2018-10#:~:text=The%20philosophical%20concept%20of%20%E2%80%9Chuman.
· The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica (2019). Cogito, ergo sum | philosophy. In: Encyclopædia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/cogito-ergo-sum.
· IMDb. (n.d.). Alex Garland. [online] Available at: https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0307497/?ref_=fn_al_nm_1 [Accessed 5 May 2023].
· Vulture. (n.d.). Does Ex Machina Have a Woman Problem, or Is Its Take on Gender Truly Futuristic? [online] Available at: https://www.vulture.com/2015/04/why-ex-machina-take-on-gender-is-so-advanced.html.
· Roughley, N. (2021). Human Nature. Spring 2021 ed. [online] Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/human-nature/.

‌

‌

‌

