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MASCULINITY AND CLASS IN 1980s SCIENCE-FICTION FILMS MARIANNE KAC-VERGNE UNIVERSITE DE POITIERS

The 1980s saw the resurgence of science-fiction, after the major success of the Star Wars trilogy (Lucas, 1977(Lucas, , 1980(Lucas, , 1983) ) at the turn of the decade. Yet the epic and upbeat Star Wars represents only one branch of the genre that dominated the time, another being a series of dystopian science-fiction films which, while coming short of box office stardom, fared relatively well for independent productions and have since reached cult status. Dystopias such as Escape from New York (Carpenter, 1981), Blade Runner (Scott, 1982), The Terminator (Cameron, 1984), RoboCop (Verhoeven, 1987) or Total Recall (Verhoeven, 1990) all criticize their contemporary society by foreshadowing the possible consequences of ultra-capitalism, pitting the elites against an oppressed class. This paper argues that these dystopias specifically address the anxieties of an often forgotten segment of film audiences (but an important audience for science-fiction) -(young) working-class males, by highlighting the alienating nature of (American) capitalist society, but also by validating working-class masculine identity. I will be focusing on the intersection of masculinity and class, thus analyzing the structures of power within masculinity.

Dystopian films of the 1980s reveal a clash between working-class men and the authorities, be they the political or the economic elite. In a nightmarish version of our post-industrial societies, working-class men are abandoned by the powerful, and left to wander in urban landscapes where technology is replacing them. Like the technology they support, decadent elites are completely dehumanized, obsessed with profit at the expense of their fellow men.

Science-fiction dystopias work therefore to revalidate a besieged working-class male identity, by staging its rebellion against the perverted type of masculinity embodied by the elites, but also by opposing it to "others" constructed as beneath it. These films can be considered subversive to the extent that they visibly criticize their contemporary society, especially in the way they question relations of domination within capitalism. But their inscription in the genre of science-fiction works, in my opinion, to paper over the cracks and resolve class tensions through generic conventions. As Raphaëlle Moine argues, it is possible to reconcile "ritual" interpretations of genre with "ideological" ones (Moine, 78), by seeing genre, and in particular science-fiction, as both a space of negotiation exorcizing social tensions and an ideological tool that, in the end, maintains the status quo.

Dystopian societies

Urban technophobia

1980s dystopias all show landscapes dominated by urban sprawl, as apparent in the opening image of Blade Runner, where the city of Los Angeles occupies the whole screen, with chimneys spitting fire, announcing a polluted, dehumanized landscape where men are marginalized or oppressed. The association of urban decay with the oppression of a marginalized class is fully developed in Escape from New York, which expands on the fear of dangerous, crime-ridden cities in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The film is based on the premise that, after a 400 percent increase in the US crime rate, the island of Manhattan has been transformed into a high security prison where prisoners are jailed for life and left on their own, in a dog-eat-dog world. Both in Blade Runner and Escape from New York, the landscape dominates the screen, relegating the characters to the background. Deckard (Harrison Ford) first appears as a customer lost in the crowd, hidden at the back of a street and overshadowed by ubiquitous advertizing: no sooner has the camera zoomed in on him that it reverts to the massive airship selling life in the colonies. In Escape from New York, Snake (Kurt Russell) appears after a lengthy introductory sequence presenting the "Liberty Island security control" zone. A bus appears in the background of a long shot, and a prisoner, Snake, is escorted off the bus by three armed policemen in a medium long shot. Deckard and Snake are both denied a close-up that would set them apart from their environment and indicate their hero status: they are always hemmed in by an oppressive urban landscape.

The demise of the city is also at the core of RoboCop, symbolically set in Detroit, emblem of the American Dream gone wrong, with the car industry laying off hundreds of thousands of workers in the early 1980s 1 . As Julie Codell puts it in 1989, "now [Detroit] stands for technological incompetence and the deficit in our exports and imports of the automobile, the product as central to the American Dream as the suburban home" (Codell,17). RoboCop is indeed a satire of the Reagan era and its drive toward privatization and deregulation. Detroit is dominated by a mega-corporation, OCP, which runs its police force. To cut costs, it decides to develop a "24-hour policeman that doesn"t need to eat or sleep", i.e. a machine. The cyborg they create, Robocop, although it is half-human, half-machine, is always referred to by OCP as their "product". But as a police officer, Robocop (Peter Weller) is associated in the film with the working-class, since, as Fred Glass shows 2 , the cops are clearly marked as workingclass: they are owned by OCP, suffer decimation and automation, and finally go on strike. In this context, Robocop epitomizes the alienation of the working-class, as he has no control over his work and even over his body. An OCP executive sums up the obliteration of his identity by private ownership: "He doesn"t have a name, he"s got a program, he"s product."

Privatization leads to dehumanization, through the replacement of humans by machines and the erasure of individual (masculine) identity. This fear of technology is pushed to its extreme in The Terminator, where machines invade the space of narration and become autonomous. The masculine body itself becomes machine, as the Terminator"s first landing next to a dump truck manifests. To a repetitive rhythm of percussions, its naked body is revealed statically poised in a foetal position, then deploys slowly, limb after limb, showing a perfectly shaped body, whose delineated muscles recall a metallic armor. The juxtaposition of the truck and the body by a fast-moving tracking shot highlights the mechanical aspect of the Terminator but already figures the alienation of the worker by the machine, since the machine is a garbage truck and its conductor an emblematic garbage man, old, Black and frightened, announcing the degradation of the worker"s status with the arrival of the machine. The garbage man signals from the start the fear of fallingof being downgraded to a job seen as degradingfelt by working-class men being replaced by machines.

Decadent elites

The dystopias of the 1980s hold the dominant class responsible for the decay of society and the displacement of working men. They highlight a clash between the two classes, visually expressed by vertical separation. While the marginalized heroes dwell in seedy parts of town, the elites dominate the city from towering apartments or offices. In Blade Runner, Tyrell (Joe Turkel), the tycoon at the head of the company producing androids, receives Deckard in a vast and sumptuous apartment that has a spectacular view of the sunset, while there is no sun but only acid rain falling on the rest of Los Angeles. In RoboCop, OCP"s offices are located in gleaming towers with rising glass elevators, recalling the high-rise corporate buildings sprouting in every 1980s American city, as in Dallas, where RoboCop was actually shot. Cohagen, the corrupt governor of Mars in Total Recall, overlooks "his" planet from a panoramic window in his office.

But the men themselves are presented as perverted and corrupt. Tyrell is a puny old man, with big glasses, shown giving stock orders in bed, in a decadent apartment lit by candles and furnished with antiques while the rest of society rots in slum-like neighborhoods. In Escape from New York, the President of the US (Donald Pleasance) is made prisoner by his counterpart, the Duke, Lord of Manhattan-turned-prison, and is presented as a bumbling fool, a coward constantly ridiculed by the Duke"s men. Carpenter, who directed the film, actually says that he chose Donald Pleasance to play the part because of his ability to play "tortured and emasculated" characters, as in Cul de Sac (Polanski, 1966) 3 . The President is attached to a wall, repeatedly shot at and forced to pay homage to his captor by shouting, "You"re the Duke of New York, A number one". His flabby body twitches at every shot, while he seeks assistance with terror in his eyes. His body is incapable of standing up straight, and the final emasculation comes when he is attached to a chair, wearing a blond wig. Yet he is as inhuman and barbaric as the Duke, since he shoots him gleefully at the end of the film, shouting back in a broken, crazed voice: "You"re the Duke of New York, A number one...".

The dehumanization of the elites is pushed even further in RoboCop and Total Recall. As we saw, RoboCop is a satire of Reaganomics, but also of the business world of the time. The aggressive competition of the 1980s, dominated by a craze of mergers and acquisitions, is literalized in a fight to the death between two executives of the same company, Dick Jones (Ronnie Cox), OCP"s number 2, and Bob Morton (Miguel Ferrer), the quintessential yuppie who craves success at any risk, even that of outsmarting the Vice-President. In a parody of a corporate world dominated by risk management, game theory and hostile takeovers, Jones sends a henchman to "eliminate" Morton, in fact to murder him. The vocabulary of economics hides a much more brutal reality, where the "losers" of the game are "cashed out", as Jones reminds Morton. The rat race is in fact a fight to the death, where power is won at the cost of human life. Total Recall builds on the character of Jones to develop that of Cohagen, the ruling governor of Marsboth characters are played by the same actor, Ronnie Cox. The film makes explicit the latter"s dehumanization in a sequence which cuts immediately from a scene where Cohagen furiously pushes over his fish tank, leaving his fish to die on the floor from too much oxygen, to a scene showing the inhabitants of Mars dying because Cohagen has cut off their oxygen supply. The editing makes clear that for him, the oppressed Martian population deserves no more consideration than a couple of goldfish.

Revalidating working-class masculinity

Staging a rebellion

The corruption and dehumanization of the elites entail a violent reaction from the alienated, privatized, and oppressed working-class heroes. Most films indeed include a scene of direct confrontation between a member of the dominant class and an oppressed worker, who refuses to be a corporate product. In Blade Runner, Roy (Rutger Hauer), the chief android, product of the Tyrell corporation, seeks out his maker to prolong his life. Tyrell reduces him to a mere product through his use of scientific language ("to make an alteration in the evolvement of an organic life system is fatal"), that masks the economic truth that lies beneath, "You were made as well as we could make you. [...] But not to last…" Out of sheer frustration, Roy strangles his maker/father, a rebellion of the son but also of a man reduced to the status of a product, confined and limited by the ruling elite to a 4-year lifespan of slavery.

In the same way, Robocop is a product built by OCP to protect the city of Detroit, and has built-in in his computer program a directive prohibiting him from harming a senior OCP officer. Thus, when he comes to arrest Dick Jones for corruption, his system suddenly malfunctions, and he is brought to his knees in front of Jones, who towers triumphantly above him. Robocop entered as a striding police officer but is brought back to his essence, an electronic productwe can notice the changes in the instructions seen in his screen vision: they first belong to the world of law enforcement ("penal code violation"), then refer directly to his system ("product violation", "directive 4"). Robocop"s disintegration contrasts with Jones" total control over the situation, as he reminds him of his degraded status: "What did you think, that you were an ordinary police officer? You"re our product. And we can"t very well have our products turning against us, can we?". Jones has made Robocop so as to maintain his power over a corrupt economic order. The constant humiliations Robocop has to endure make his comeback all the more exciting, especially for an unempowered blue-collar audience, which Robocop embodies, according to Michael Miner, one of the scriptwriters:

"To have a blue-collar individual, who has been stomped on by both the good guys and the bad guys, come up and be empowered to do something, is a very fulfilling experience for an unempowered audience." 4 Robocop"s return to OCP asserts his newly-found self-awareness and allows him to overpower Jones. As Jones is recapitulating his aggressive business ethics, Robocop triumphantly enters the boardroom, relegating him to the background of the screen while he is enlarged by a low-angle shot. Jones is further distanced by the deep focus, which is highlighted by the presence of a long boardroom table, and objectified, since he is seen through Robocop"s screen vision. Finally, after acknowledging his limitations as an electronic product, Robocop can shoot Jones, taking control of the latter"s body, which becomes mere cannon fodder, and expelling him from his world as the bullets push him out the window of OCP. The aggressive Jones becomes a comedic puppet as he disappears in the distance, his cry dying out as he falls from the tower.

Total Recall shows an extended attempt at controlling the working-class, by manipulating not only the body but the brain of its hero, Doug Quaid (Arnold Schwarzenegger). Quaid is introduced as a simple construction worker with a loving wife, who is bored with his life, feeling that he could do better. He goes to Rekall, a company that implants artificial memories of journeys with "ego trips" -Quaid chooses to be a secret agent on a mission to Mars. In Rekall, he is strapped to a chair and the doctors start the implants, but he reacts violently to the operation, claiming to be a real secret agent. The scene at Rekall and Quaid"s violent reaction announce a similar scene on Mars, where Quaid is this time forced by Cohagen to undergo a similar operation, after which brain implants will change his personality. The two operations highlight the alienating nature of commercial enterprises, be it Rekall or Cohagen"s mega mining corporation, which manipulate the brains of their consumers, either by persuasion or by force.

A liberal message? Yet again, Quaid will rebel against this attempted redefinition of his personality, and chooses to be the leader of the oppressed mutant population of Mars rather than a well-paid agent of Cohagen. Total Recall, as well as the other films, therefore seem to present a liberal critique of a capitalist society gone awry, by castigating ruling elites which have betrayed the people. But which people? Even though the portrayal of the mutant lumpenproletariat in Total Recall is very sympathetic towards an underclass often despised as fully "other"here the otherness of the mutants is clearly shown as being the result of Cohagen"s rapaciousness, who withheld oxygen from the poor -their mutant leader is killed by one of his own, an "other" within the "others", since he is the only Black character of the film. As Benny (Mel Johnson Jr), the cheerful taxi driver and father of five, suddenly becomes a traitor, the signs of poverty (gold teeth, a printed shirt, black gloves hiding his physical handicap), associated with a machine gun, become the signs of a ghetto criminal. It is therefore to Quaid that the task of saving Mars befalls, as he becomes, like many before him, the white savior of a minority of "others".

These science-fiction films indeed revalidate a working-class masculinity by opposing it to the elites and to an underclass of others considered as beneath it. Thus, the sheer physicality of the working-class heroes, highlighted by their "hard bodies" 5 (Robocop"s armor, Schwarzenegger"s muscles), serves to enhance a traditional masculinity defined by physical labor. It is opposed to the "weaker" masculinity of the elite, supported only by the power of money and not by physical strength. The bodies of these elite men are "soft" and often disintegrate, while the bodies of the working-class heroes remain erect. Bob Morton, the junior executive creator of Robocop, falls to his knees when threatened by the mob, while Dick Jones, as we saw, is shredded to pieces at the end of RoboCop. Cohagen, in Total Recall, cannot resist the blast of the explosion he started, and is expelled from the oxygenated dome into the Martian desert, where his face explodes from the pressure in a gore close-up.

But the white working-class male also defines himself in contrast to those he considers beneath him and undeserving, in terms of race, ethnicity and sex. Blade Runner and Escape from New York both oppose a marginalized protagonist to figures of an oppressed underclass, examples of "monsters" stigmatized by what Rogin calls "political demonology" 6 for their racialized otherness and subversive potential. Indeed, in Blade Runner, Deckard constantly confronts an ethnically marked population, be it Chinese cooks and experts, or Arabic animal makers. The streets of Los Angeles seem to be swarming with a strange and heterogeneous population, who appears not to speak English until forced to do so. Deckard is always clearly separated from these immigrants, from the bottom of the barrel, by the recurrent motif of the counter.

If Blade Runner sympathizes to some extent with these oppressed workers, Escape from New York presents a much more ambivalent view of its "demon", the Duke (Isaac Hayes).

Indeed, the Duke embodies the racial fears of America, combining the eloquence of Martin Luther King Jr in his speech evoking "the road to freedom" and the stereotype of the "black buck" defined by Donald Bogle 7 , a violent sexual predator bent on overturning the white order, combining the two in a fearsome image of the Black Power movement which shook white America in the 1970s. The Duke rules over a barbarian society, drives a limousine with chandeliers (evocative also of African despots 8 ) and organizes boxing contests to the death to please the masses. The hero, Snake Plissken, again has to be clearly distinguished from this black brute. He is thus strongly masculinized and never comes into contact with him. Instead of joining forces, the oppressed males of Escape from New York are divided along color lines, with the white male eventually helping the President to escape and killing the Black subversive elementa pattern that reproduces the age-old strategy of the dominant white American elites of dividing the working-classes along racial lines.

Reintegrating the working-class through the conventions of genre

On top of revalidating working-class masculinity, science-fiction films also seek to resolve class tensions by diverting them onto another terrain. Thus the confrontations between the working-class heroes and the elites are often overshadowed by a more conventional trope of science-fiction, the fight between humans and machines, and the central question of the genre concerning the nature of humanity. This displacement is clearly visible in a scene from RoboCop, whose beginning was mentioned earlier. Robocop comes to arrest Jones but cannot proceed because of directive 4 and falls to the ground. Jones triumphs and mocks him, but instead of crushing him himself, calls on his own mechanical creation, ED209, to eliminate Robocop. Jones stands by the side of the door and disappears from the screen when ED209 appears. ED209 takes on Robocop and throws him out of Jones"s office, which leaves the latter standing on the threshold, watching the fight from afar. The class conflict is thus transferred onto a conflict between a humanized machine, Robocop, and a dehumanized, monstrous machine, ED209, which finally crashes because of its inability to run down stairs, its feet being too big for the steps. In the same way, the confrontation between Roy and Tyrell in Blade Runner is immediately followed and overshadowed by the long fight between Roy and Deckard, therefore between an android and a human (although Deckard"s status is questioned in the second version of the film) and the class tensions that permeate the film are erased in favor of an ontological question on the nature of human beings.

Even Total Recall, despite its fierce satirical tone, sidelines in the end the fight against Cohagen to focus on a spectacular display of pyrotechnics, when an oxygen-producing turbine is set in motion. The long-awaited duel between Quaid and Cohagen is literally displaced by the explosion of the turbine, which threatens to eject all the characters from the oxygenated dome. They then struggle not against each other but against a hostile world, the final technovolcanic eruption clearly alluding to the fear of a nuclear explosion. Moreover, Quaid"s status remains uncertain at the end of the film, in keeping with science-fiction"s metaleptic tendency to blur the boundaries between a world defined as "fictional" and the "real world". Is he really the savior of Mars"s oppressed population, or is he merely a construction worker dreaming of a more exciting life in a fantasy created by Rekall? Social alienation becomes metaphysical, as Quaid suddenly wonders about the "reality" of his experience, "I just had a terrible thought: what if this is a dream?". The musical notes which question the perfect chord that should traditionally conclude the film, along with the white fade, signal Total Recall"s inscription in the indecisive genre of science-fiction, and undercut any final exhilaration at the worker"s triumph, as the end of the film questions his very status as a hero.

Dystopian films of the 1980s call into question the power structure of post-industrial capitalist societies, highlighting the alienating effects of ultra-capitalism and drawing attention, often through satire, to the nefarious consequences of Reaganism, the drive towards privatization and deregulation and the growing gap between the rich business elites and the working-class. However, the genre also works to revalidate a certain type of masculinity which is also invoked by Reagan, as Susan Jeffords shows, that of a hard-working, "hardbodied" masculinity, traditionally associated with the working-class and physical labor.

Michel Sineux, « En attendant les barbares », Positif, n°246, septembre 1981, p.56

Castigating the elites" masculinity as "soft" and weak, these films however also attempt to differentiate working-class masculinity from "inferiors" who are marked as "others". We can therefore see that the interaction between genre and gender is never straightforward, since gender, in this case masculinity, is never uniform, different masculine groups being differentiated along racial and class lines which delineate a structure of power within the dominant gender. Genre itself serves multiple purposes, addressing the anxieties of its audience, in this case the fear of mechanization and the resentment against large corporations, while at the same time displacing class conflicts onto ontological issues specific to the genre of science-fiction. Science-fiction dystopias of the 1980s are particularly fascinating as they use genre both to criticize contemporary society and smooth away social tensions, revalidating and finally integrating working-class masculinity in this very same society through the rituals of genre. 
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