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Exiting the Second World War, while beginning the Korean and Cold Wars, a large amount of the early American applications of cybernetics revolved around weapons, such as work in “self-correcting radar tuning, automated antiaircraft fire, torpedoes and guided missiles” (Hayles). One of the main questions around these technologies was how much (and how literally) should “the man-in-the-middle…splicing humans into feedback loops with machines” be involved in the systems of military technology and warfare. One of the first illustrative (public) attempts was General Electric’s G.E. Hardiman, a machine that would be:
worn as an outer mechanical garment. The exoskeletal structure will be powered to dramatically amplify the wearer's strength and endurance by a factor of approximately 25 to one…[it presents] a literal union (man and machine) [and thus] the human’s flexibility, intellect, and versatility are combined with the machine's strength and endurance. (“Prototype for Augmentation of Human Strength and Endurance.”)
The “master-slave” device, funded as a “joint Army-Navy program in November 1965,” would be used to load bombs into aircrafts or, more generally, to simply move cargo (SEE SLIDE). While a full exosuit was never constructed, the illustrations included in the reports are very useful in creating the cinematic iconography of the powered exoskeletons that appear later in Aliens, The Matrix Revolutions and Avatar. Filmic representations of exoskeletons allow the biological body (most importantly the face) to be viewed simultaneously alongside the technological body in a more visible version of the man-in-the-middle than the sealed suits in Iron Man and Pacific Rim. Yet, these early cinematic exoskeletons do not play nearly the central role that they do in the more recent Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow wherein the exoskeletons are deliberately predominant, a spectacular and heroic blend of the evident human with augmenting technology. These later film portrayals are a harkening back to the “hard bodies” of 1980s that Susan Jeffords outlines in Hard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the Reagan Era. To Jeffords, the markedly masculine and American body exemplified by the Rambo films was a distinctly militarized projection of a unified national identity; the hard body, despite the cartoonish markers of “muscular physiques, violent actions, and individual determination,” were representatives of the “average citizens’” who was “thrust forward into heroism” to re-center power back to the “heroic, aggressive and determined” citizens who populated the country, with the ultimate goal of “battling evil empires rather than allowing them to flourish, of using its hardened body – its renewed techo-military network – to impose its will on others.” The technologically-augmented hard bodies resurfacing in 2015 cinema combine the 80s spectacular and fetishistic physical bodies with the new and equally spectacular “mechanical muscles,” of flexibly wearable and networked technology. From this, the hard technological bodies of Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow similarly give the machinic audience a glorified and spectacular militarized version of the posthuman that is fascinated with the combination of physical muscles and technological weaponry, granting, via the augmentation of the exoskeleton, the same fantasy of beyond-human capabilities, the same exaggerated speed and strength, as the 80s hard body. 
For Jeffords, the hard body encourages the movie-watcher to co-identify his/herself as “masterful, as in control of [her/his] environments (immediate or geopolitical), as dominating those around [her/him].” This manifested in the 80s over-muscled bodies that had “mastered” their own biology and showed themselves in “control” (a term echoing early cybernetics) of the various weapons they wielded, technological (guns, vehicles) and biological (fists) alike. However, users/soldiers should not over-rely on “technological innovation” to establish mastery of his/her environments, but rather “rely on individuality…as the true basis for American superiority.” Jefford’s theorizing echoes Wiener’s sentiment (as summarized by Hayles) that “the ultimate horror is for the rigid machine to absorb the human being, co-opting the flexibility that is the human birthright.” The “best weapon” is “not then a tank or nuclear bomb but the ‘free’ American mind inside a hard body”; it is only “‘free-thinking’ human individualism [that] can put technology to good uses.” Extending then to the hard technological body, the exoskeleton potentially combines the best of both machine and biological while still granting the human and liberal (immediately visible) element the control of the whole assemblage.
In Aliens (1986), Ripley’s (Sigourney Weaver) exoskeleton-assemblage is established with repeated shots of her expressive face within the shadowy encompassing machine that clearly delineates her technology from human and makes apparent her control (SEE SLIDE). These are the beginning steps towards the spectacular and heroic hard technological body: in the climatic fight scene the Ripley-exoskeleton assemblage is revealed slowly, from the bottom up, dramatically back-lit; the Frankstein-esque walk forward is awkward and overtly mechanical, far from the “feeling” and mobility of the G.E. Hardiman, but Ripley’s first blow is powerful, striking the seemingly indestructible alien queen to the ground. The speed and agility of the queen is offset by the lumbering force of the exoskeleton’s amplified muscles and Ripley’s exoskeleton, repurposed as weapon, is still the heroic assemblage that defeats the queen and saves herself and Newt (Carrie Henn).
(SEE SLIDE) Fifteen years later, the military exoskeletons of The Matrix Revolutions are amplified and weaponized versions of Ripley’s, established during the climactic combat scene in Zion, wherein the score underlines the battle and the camera swoops overtop to show three of the assemblages fighting together, guns never pausing as they whirl around each other; the camera alternates between shots of the men’s faces and the gun barrels firing. With the liberal human at its center, the exoskeleton becomes weaponized, its muscles hardened; its added strength and constantly-present guns, give an initial template that is expanded upon later in Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow. 
 It is intriguing then that the exoskeletons in Avatar house the antagonists of the film, in particular Colonel Miles Quaritch (Stephen Lang) (SEE SLIDE), and that the hard technological body, though bearing the same filmic markers of spectacular guns and super-human strength, is vilified. Returning to Jeffords, she states that the hard body is “justified” only when there is “a ‘hard’ external opponent” and that the hard body then needs to be called upon in order to “meet that threat.” In Avatar, the hard technological body is rhetorically ineffective because Quaritch’s corporate and military crisis is purely capitalistic; the “threat” of the “soft” Na’vi is not one that “justifies” the use of the technology, aligning that version of the hard technological body with the overpowering alien or machine forces of Aliens and The Matrix Revolutions. 
Yet, less than 5 years later, there is a curious reversion back to a heroic harder body, augmented by an exoskeleton much like Quaritch’s, in Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow, perhaps in reaction to the changing shape of warfare and the general public’s awakening to progressively “virtualized” combat via the increased usage of unmanned drone attacks and nationalistic cyber-warfare. Yet, because of this virtualizing, the old biologically-based hard body is a relic, futile and rhetorically ineffective unless it can harness and master the technology (or projected technology) of a 2015 machinic audience. However, instead of co-operating with their technologies, the heroes of Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow, like the hard body, simply wield the technology as a weapon, a prosthetic, externalized tool, rather than as acknowledging it as an intimate partner for further posthuman evolution.   
To begin, Elysium’s enemies, embodied by the character of Delacourt (Jodie Foster), have quarantined themselves from Earth in a near-impregnable moon fortress; further, they use an army of robots to menace Earth’s population. Edge of Tomorrow has a similarly clear enemy in the alien race, the Mimics. As the Mimics run over Earth in conquest, the United Defense Force (UDF) of remaining humans rally the global population together and begin to fight back, headed by a ground force of soldiers equipped with battle combat “jackets” (or ExoSuits). Like the 80s hard body, both films treat the exoskeletons as a justified weapon in the face of a dominate enemy. This creates a similar unity to the use of the hard technological body in The Matrix Revolutions:  instead of uniting around a nation as the hard body did, the hard technological body reflects the increasing globalization that comes with an expanded use of the Internet (a “human species” unification). We can then start to see this global population of movie watchers’/Internet users’ tolerance for expanded versions of the hard body in the feminized and masterful Rita, the hero of the latest battle against the Mimics and the main propaganda figure for Earth’s remaining forces. This possible reflection of a “global village” in Elysium and Edge of Tomorro,w that values a range of ethnic backgrounds alongside an attempt at a more balanced gender portrayal, are small positive steps away from Jefford’s hard body. 
Yet, both films choose to shrink the exoskeletons considerably from previous depictions:  unlike  a clunky and giant Hardiman-style prosthesis, the exoskeletons of the Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow are far less immediately mechanical and shape themselves more closely to the muscular contours of the human body inside (SEE SLIDE). This increased human presence obviously offers counter-figures to the “inhuman” enemies of Elysium’s robot police force and Edge of Tomorrow’s Mimics; most importantly, in contrast to Iron Man’s enclosed suits, it better establishes the “liberal” human at its center and, as a compatriot of Jefford’s hard body, showcases a biological user firmly in control of his/her technological muscles of augmented speed and strength. 
However, this liberal human is necessarily vulnerable. While Elysium’s antagonist Kruger is nearly invincible, Max is poisoned by radiation and later stabbed in the stomach. Further, within the grotesque surgery scene in which Max is connected to his exoskeleton, his “third generation exosuit” (in opposition to Kruger’s up-to-date hardware) is attached to him using butcher’s tools in a slapdash and dirty room. When he is “brought online” at the end of the surgery, there is blood around each puncture into the body; that blood seeps through Max’s shirt throughout. From this, the sick and wounded human body that Max demonstrates is necessarily “soft” in order to move the character away from the singularly-focused, corporate-militarization of Kruger (like Avatar’s Quaritch) and to allow s Max to enact his own (civilian) will, a key component of the hard body. 
Yet, for all the “softness” Max displays, it’s important to note that the hard technological body is still the same unreal spectacle as the 80s hard body; while the biological body is vulnerable and messy, the exoskeleton hardens it, granting its wearers the necessary strength to survive.  These technological muscles are given the same fetishistic gaze as the hard body, often with similar tropes (slow motion firing, close up on guns, exaggeration of enemy death) that occurs in previous hard body films (SEE SLIDE). Max is given the same admiration typical of soldiers within the hard body genre: in the first combat scene, Max rises up and, in profile, fires his gun at the police robot in slow motion; the audience can clearly see the exoskeleton wrapped around his flexing arms, extended by the firing gun, shells shooting from the gun, before the enemy explodes. A similar sequence is given again later in the film with Max destroying one of Kruger’s fellow soldiers; too, his hand-to-hand fight against another police robot ends in another slow motion show of extreme strength when Max tears off the robot’s head. As the audience is consistently reminded, Max’s biological body is disintegrating, so it is the hardened muscles of the exoskeleton that is allowing him to carry out these spectacular feats.
Rita and Cage in Edge of Tomorrow are much closer to Kruger’s and Quaritch’s militarized version of the hard technological body and, more clearly than Elysium, representative of the next evolutionary step towards a distinctly militarized, 2015 posthuman. Cage’s transformation from non-expert, civilian user into a brutally effective soldier, via the ExoSuit, is what makes Edge of Tomorrow’s version of the hard technological body such a specifically problematic representation. In the film’s opening, Cage explains “with the new jacket technology and limited training, we’ve been able to create super soldiers”; the phrase “limited training” is repeated again, underlining how easy the jackets are to master and wield. Rita is held up as the paragon of the technology, said to have “[killed] hundreds of Mimics on only her first day of combat.” The “revolutionary technology” is worshipped: following Cage’s words there is a shot of the suit by itself, lit from above in reverence (SEE SLIDE); the words “Power” and “Speed” appear slowly overtop the image followed by, in extremely quick succession, “Domination,” “Fame,” “Dynamic,” “Fearless,” “Invincible,” “Precise,” “Unstoppable,” and “Superiority.” After this, Cage confidently states “We fight. That’s what we do.” The collective “we” is the human race and the conflation of that “we” with the limited training required to master an ExoSuit casts all of humanity in the role of an easily achievable user-soldier.
As the film progresses, Cage’s new hard technological body is gazed upon with the same awe as Max’s. But, whereas Elysium slows down to show the hard technological body, Edge of Tomorrow’s over-fast treatment amplifies the exoskeletons’ “speed” muscles rather than its “power”. Cage and Rita agilely weave, shoot and reload seamlessly, demonstrating the combat expertise made possible by the augmenting exoskeleton. In combat on the beach, Rita and Cage don’t walk so much as propel; in one sequence Rita jumps incredibly high, spinning and then slicing a Mimic in half; this is followed by Cage sliding along the ground and popping back up with his shoulder-mounted guns firing into the oncoming enemies, before literally circling his helpless squad mates to kill their attacking enemies. While the camera doesn’t linger like it does in traditional hard body movies, the increased and incredible speed of the new technological body, its inhuman ability to propel and dodge across the battlefield, garners the same amazed gaze. 
However, this spectacle undermines a machinic audience’s posthuman understanding of potential machine-human cooperation. Both films persuade their audiences to fixate on the combat abilities and weaponization, reducing it to the hard body’s understanding of technology only as “military resource.” Edge of Tomorrow’s repetition that the ExoSuit requires “limited training” treats technology as a type of steroid, a fast (unnatural) short cut to larger (faster/more powerful) “muscles.” While the hard body of the 80s was an obvious fantasy, the hard technological body within Elysium and Edge of Tomorrow seems tantalizingly close to that average user/movie-goer. Still, within this reverence of the hard technological body, the “human” within the machine reigns supreme and the “free-thinking” mind can only be biological and aided subserviently by machines. These hard technological bodies do very little to reflect the cooperative modes in which the machinic audience symbiotically and messily engages with their hardware and software. This then encourages the contemporary machinic movie audience to view themselves not as a posthuman co-habitant; instead, the glamorization of the augmenting technology as militarized weapon treats the exoskeleton in the same way the hard body treats his gun (as extension, resource), while also encouraging its audience to view their surrounding machine species as tools to heroically go to combat with, to control and conquer with.


