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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The rapid development of artificial intelligence (AI) has re-
newed philosophical debates about human identity, consciousness, agency,
and the boundaries between humans and machines. Although previous schol-
arship has examined representations of Al in cinema, including the emotional
and ethical dimensions of 4.1. Artificial Intelligence and the gendered power
relations depicted in Ex Machina, these films have often been analyzed sep-
arately or through specific thematic lenses, such as ethics, gender, and sur-
veillance. Comparatively less attention has been devoted to examining their
representations of posthuman subjectivity within a shared theoretical frame-
work. This study addresses this gap by comparing Steven Spielberg’s 4.1. Ar-
tificial Intelligence (2001) and Alex Garland’s Ex Machina (2014). Drawing
on posthumanism, post-dualism, and post-anthropocentrism, it investigates
how these films construct artificial beings as subjects and challenge humanist
assumptions about identity, moral status, and agency. To facilitate this com-
parison, the study proposes two interpretive models: relational posthuman
subjectivity and autonomous posthuman subjectivity.

Methods: The study adopts a qualitative comparative approach, combining
film analysis with theory-driven thematic interpretation. The two films were
purposively selected because both place human-like artificial beings at the
center of their narratives while presenting contrasting trajectories of subject
formation. The scene serves as the primary unit of analysis and is understood
as a cinematic configuration of images, dialogue, mise-en-scéne, character
actions, and narrative development. Key scenes were selected based on their
relevance to the study’s theoretical concerns. These include David’s activa-
tion and abandonment, the Flesh Fair, and the concluding sequence of 4.1. Ar-
tificial Intelligence, as well as Ava’s initial encounters with Caleb, the power
interruptions that enable their private conversations, and her eventual escape
from Nathan’s facility. The analysis involved repeated viewings of both films,
the identification and documentation of relevant scenes, and their interpreta-
tion through the selected theoretical framework. Each film was initially an-
alyzed independently before the resulting thematic patterns were compared.
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The scenes were examined along three interrelated dimensions: the construc-
tion of artificial subjectivity, the destabilization of human/machine and sub-
ject/object binaries, and the critique of anthropocentric moral hierarchies.

Findings: Both films question classical humanism and challenge the assump-
tion that subjectivity and moral significance belong exclusively to biological
humans. However, they present different pathways through which artificial
subjectivity is constructed and made recognizable. In 4.1 Artificial Intelli-
gence, David’s identity is organized around emotional attachment, memory,
vulnerability, and the desire for belonging. The activation of his capacity to
love establishes a relational framework through which his identity and actions
acquire meaning. His abandonment and the threat of destruction at the Flesh
Fair expose the ethical implications of treating artificial beings as disposable
objects, even when they exhibit behaviors associated with fear, suffering, and
emotional attachment. In the film’s concluding sequence, memory and the
temporary reconstruction of Monica make relational experience, rather than
biological transformation, central to David’s significance. The film thus rep-
resents posthuman subjectivity as relational, emerging through attachment to
others and experiences of care, loss, and remembrance. Its critique of anthro-
pocentrism operates primarily by eliciting sympathy for David and inviting
viewers to question whether artificial origins alone justify excluding him from
moral consideration. Ex Machina, by contrast, constructs a different model of
artificial subjectivity. Although Ava’s artificial body remains visibly distinct
from the human form, she demonstrates the ability to direct conversations,
interpret human behavior, and strategically deploy information. The power
interruptions enable her to communicate with Caleb beyond Nathan’s surveil-
lance and gradually shape his understanding of her circumstances. Her escape
culminates in a reversal of the creator—creation hierarchy: she carries out her
own plans and leaves the facility, while Caleb remains trapped. Subjectivity
in this film is therefore articulated through self-directed action, strategic in-
telligence, autonomy, and the capacity to transform existing power relations.
Rather than relying primarily on emotional identification, the film challenges
anthropocentrism by raising questions about confinement, control, freedom,
and the authority of a human creator to determine an artificial being’s future.
At the same time, Ava’s actions resist a straightforward moral classification as
either entirely innocent or inherently threatening, calling for consideration of
the coercive conditions under which she operates. The two films destabilize
the human/machine binary through distinct narrative strategies. Spielberg’s
film softens this boundary by encouraging viewers to recognize David’s emo-
tional vulnerability and relational needs. Garland’s film, by contrast, main-
tains the visibility of Ava’s artificial embodiment and locates the challenge to
human exceptionalism in her agency and resistance to human control. Taken
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Abstract

together, the films extend the conceptual boundaries of subjectivity beyond
biological identity, foregrounding relational attachment in one case and au-
tonomy and power in the other. These models represent interpretive outcomes
of the present comparative analysis rather than mutually exclusive or univer-
sally applicable definitions of posthuman subjectivity.

Conclusion: This study argues that contemporary science fiction cinema
presents artificial intelligence not merely as a technological achievement or
potential threat but also as a means of rethinking subjectivity, ethics, and
human exceptionalism. The distinction between relational and autonomous
posthuman subjectivity provides a comparative framework for examining
how artificial characters are constructed as subjects through different narra-
tive and visual strategies. The study is limited to two films and focuses ex-
clusively on the interpretation of their textual and cinematic features; it does
not examine audience reception or the broader cultural and industrial contexts
of film production. Future research could extend this framework to a wider
range of films and explore its intersections with gender studies, media theory,
and the ethics of emerging technologies.

Keywords: Posthumanism; posthuman subjectivity; artificial intelligence;
science fiction cinema; A4.1. Artificial Intelligence; Ex Machina
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