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Context

This chapter fits within a larger book of essays, the general theme of which is the representations of militarized Internet technologies in popular cinema. This talk deals specifically with the use of combat simulators in films; this is different than combat between “enhanced” soldiers (mechs and/or suits in the Iron Man films and Pacific Rim) and predictive “data-driven,” scenario simulators (as in WarGames or Ender’s Game) or drone warfare (Body of Lies, Goodkill, and the upcoming Eye in the Sky) that I plan on discussing elsewhere. Instead, I want to look at how small scale combat or training Virtual Reality (VR) is portrayed in movies. 
A Quick Military History of Combat Simulators and VR
Aukstakalnis and Blatner define VR as “an artificial environment created using information technology tools (both hardware and software) and presented to the user in such a way that it appears and feels like any real environment” (1992). The immersion into this replicated space is made usually through multisensory hardware and has typically included equipment such as wrap-around helmets in combination with various forced-feedback  and haptic devices, such as vibrating controls, and moveable and inflatable seats and suits (pic .ppt). 

Military VR systems allow participants, in basic training or perhaps learning a new piece of military hardware or system, the ability to participate in a war without having to be exposed to the potentially fatal effects of combat. It is important then that the military simulation is not just constructed in order to learn how to use a piece of hardware but also to replicate the experience, the noise, movement, messiness, violence of actual combat. 
Military simulation is not future tech. As Michael Mossell argues “the US military has been a primary supporter of real-time simulation for more than 60 years - since the development of the Link Flight Instrument Trainer in the late 1930s” (). In his 1993 article, Bruce Stirling argues that “simulator technology has [already] reached a point in which satellite photographs can be transformed automatically into 3-D virtual landscapes. These landscapes can be stored in databases, then used as highly accurate training grounds for tanks, aircraft, helicopters, SEALS, Delta Force commandos” (Sterling, 1993). 
Within a 2016 military environment, where the lines around occupied or at-war lands are ambiguous at best, where the notion of friendly and enemy are also equally indistinct, the previously discussed  networked military VR systems do not simply act as simulators in which personnel can learn how to operate various pieces of hardware and/or experience a version of war. These digitizing systems are one step in a decade’s long evolution towards the integration of digital technology into the war machine and, as thinkers like Mary Sterpka King, Manuel De Landa, Chris Virilo, Martin van Creveld and Jean Baudrillard point out, generates a military mindset towards a distancing “cleaner” data-driven warfare, that fits more precisely into binary elements (ally/enemy) and outcomes (defeat/victory).
Combat Simulators in Film or The Lack Thereof
However, despite the continued and prevalent use of VR and simulators within the military, and despite the equally as long history of Hollywood war movies, there is little presence of such devices in cinema. The few films where a watered-down militarized form of VR does show up are decidedly science-fiction, such as, The Last Starfighter,  Evolver, eXistenZ, and The Matrix films (all of which I’ll discuss in my expanded chapter) or in “law enforcement capacities,” like Virtuosity, or The Cell and to some extent Surrogates. 

Yet, there remains a dearth of films that reflect the American military’s usage of VR in its war machine. The best example is probably the direct-to-video Ghost Machine (get screen grab). While its paranormal elements doesn’t disqualify it from my discussions, the more telling fact that there wasn’t even an American theatrical release for the film keep me from seriously considering it. However, Ghost Machine does fit one trend that is worth following up: both military personnel and civilians use military-themed VR side-by-side with seemingly equal skill and comfort: Vic and Jess, both members of the British Special Forces, jump into the simulator and are comparable to their drunk and stoned civilian friend Benny. Aside from Ghost Machine, while a strictly military use of VR doesn’t show up in movies, military-styled usage of VR is present, but mostly as a civilian technology that the military nefariously lurks around.  For example, Brainstorm (1983) depicts a team of researchers, lead by Dr. Lillian Reynolds (Louise Fletcher) and Dr. Michael Brace (Christopher Walken), who build a VR headset that “records” a person’s experiences and memories and allows them to be replayed by another user with full multisensory participation.
Still, the closest that the film gets to an actual depiction of military VR are a few brief instances of a flight simulator (2 scenes totalling less than 3 minutes of screen time) in which Gordy  is carrying out a mission, where is strapped into a moving replica of a fighter plane cockpit. In the first, Gordy flies in the opposite direction of his mission, which the other experimenter notes, in a disapproving voice, as Gordy “having lost control.” Gordy’s resistance is indicative of the tensions around VR within Brainstorm, as the technology begins as and struggles to remain a civilian technology. Just before Lillian’s death, the team is forced to begin to integrate military members in the research and software development because, as Col. Easterbrook (Charlie Briggs) states, they are funding the project, and therefore deserve to see its capabilities (see pic). When the viewer returns to the flight simulator in a second later scene, the notion of military “control” is central: Gordy is again in the pilot’s seat but with his arms crossed, as the lead of the military-funded experimenters Dr. Landan Marks exclaims to his superior that Gordy doesn’t have to do anything and “can take a full 10G rollout without losing control, with just the click of a button.” Gordy, within the simulator, cannot do anything to stop the same experimenter from telling him “Bombs away” before the other plane is shot down. 
This military tampering and striving for total “control” is similar to the depiction of VR in The Lawnmower Man. The film’s main protagonist, Dr. Lawrence Angelo (Pierce Brosnan) develops an “intelligence enhancing” VR technology within an Top Secret military-research installation designed to be a sort of soldier-making, brainwashing technology: at the beginning of the film, there is a chimpanzee strapped into the machine, using it as a combat simulator to fight gorillas with a gun (see pic). The protagonists of The Lawnmower Man and Brainstorm resist the militarized adoption of the technology yet, because the Defence Department is funding the projects in both films, it is always present at the edges, interpenetrating the civilian use with the military co. Like Brainstorm, this influence in The Lawnmower Man corrupts the idealistic potentials of the technology. No small part of this fear within the films and for the viewing audience was that VR programs its users to be passive robots and that further military application of VR would create emotionless killing machines. 

Perhaps then, instead of looking at the military imposing on civilian VR technologies, it’s wise to approach the idea of civilians choosing to participate in military VR, and VR-like environments in their private lives, the most obvious examples being war-themed videogames. David A. Clearwater explores the phenomenon of the first person shooter (FPS) in a post-9/11 world, noting the civilian uptick in immersion into “virtual battlefields and imagined theatres of war” (264) that act much like “recruiting programs” (277). While not all-encompassing virtual realities, military style video games are massively popular in the civilian population; Activision, the publisher of the Call of Duty games, announced in 2014 that sales of the series had “topped $10 billion in worldwide sales” (para. 1, “Call of Duty Sales Top $10 Billion,” Poeter). 

The American military has followed this trend , if not instigated parts of it. Alex Lel, in 2013, points out that that “because... the difference between games and military simulators is found to be declining, it is expected that in the near future, militaries would develop some of their VR-based tools by modifying the available games to match their requirements instead of reinventing the wheel.” This “near future” has already taken place: Kara Plantoni, writing about how the Marine’s modded Doom in 1997, explains that “It cost the Marines a mere $49.95 to buy and modify the Doom II CD-ROM...so that instead of chasing demons, players shoot Nazi-like soldiers using M-16s.” The military-made free to play FPS America’s Army not only gives players the chance to play as a soldier in combat and the option to play modded versions of the game that focus on “what the military calls "role-playing negotiation" and "soft skills training."” (http://www.fastcompany.com/1771044/army-tweaks-recruitment-video-game-train-soldiers-real-hurt-locker-situations)

This rise and acceptance of military-style video games in civilian life, becomes especially important when we acknowledge Clearwater’s linking of the visual vocabulary and plot tropes of military themed videogames directly to Jeanine Basigner’s work on the combat film, focusing on the genre’s hyper-realistic weaponry (272) and calling the games “simply the expanded and interactive version of a combat film’s battlefield scene” (272) More specifically, “Producers and fans [of the games tend] to base notions of realism and authenticity of formal and aesthetic principles largely derived from representations of warfare as seen on TV or in film...” flagging the particular elements of “narrative structure, characterization and ideology” (263-4). 
However, again, examples of military videogames in film are fairly uncommon: I will look further at The Last Star Fighter; there are brief shots of military-themed videogames in The Hurt Locker, Terminator 2, Superbad and Shaun of the Dead. But, for now, the most extended and sustained exploration of the crossover between military-themed videogames and war films is Gamer (Dir. Neveldine and Taylor, 2009). Within the world of the film, technology has been developed that allows other humans to remotely control other humans. The most popular version of this is Slayers which allows civilian users to control armed convicts; those men are given military-grade weapons and put into arenas that resemble typical videogame maps (like bombed out buildings, war-torn streets etc); each pair of players then tries to kill each other, in order to  survive to a “Save Point.” Post credits, the film opens with the protagonist, John “Kable” Tillman in combat (as controlled by 17 year old Logan Lerman): there are multiple explosions that Tillman emerges from as he is breathing heavily while staring down the sights of his gun. From there, the action is hyper chaotic as the viewer is thrust from shots of Tillman, to other people dying from headshots, close-ups on the firing muzzles of guns, to further explosions and running, nameless characters. In this, the scene is no different than the typical urban combat scenes common in war/combat films and, while the convicts not soldiers, they are in flak jackets and combat boots; too, they fire military-grade machine guns and communicate with military-style handsignals, as if a combat unit. The action is then combined with HUD graphics that are common within military-style FPS games such as distance to the “Save Point,” a point total and the weapon readouts; too, the movie watcher alternates between the first person perspective common of a military themed videogame and the third person perspective more common in cinema. The movie then plays with the audience’s understanding and comfort with both forms and merges them. This is best manifested in a later combat scene where Lerman is virtually behind Tillman as he controls him, sardonically giving orders by controlling him via a full body interface that produces a mirrored movement from Tillman (see pic). 

Gamer dwells in the fantasy of virtually experiencing “real combat”. Slayers takes great care to show “realistic” combat and allowing the civilian spectators and players the violence of a headshot, the visceral chaos of grenades exploding and bullets being fired. The idea then that Slayer allows civilian users to fight in military-style combat without having to actual engage in such combat is not done for training purposes but rather for entertainment; it allows the user to be, as Lerman calls himself, “A badass motherfucker.” The film’s attempted main critique, much like Brainstorm and The Lawnmower Man, follows from this to argue that both virtual spaces, and military-themed videogames, are negative because they allow those users to flippantly deal with death and celebrate military-style solutions to conflicts within a virtual arena that is “so sharp and vivid it feels like you could’ve reached out and touched the wet flesh.” When asked how he deals with being at the center of the carnage, Lerman dodges any responsibility by stating “I just play games.” The implication then is that the game/simulation is too distanced from the consequences and subsequent real horrors of actual combat and is creating greatly desensitizes users. While largely aimed at criticizing the role that corporations play in this desensitization, the military’s central role in this process is further underlined near the climax, when it is revealed that Slayers began as a military technology designed to enhance and control soldiers and that Tillman was one of the soldiers in early experiments; the film’s solution of Tillman killing Ken Castle (Michael C. Hall),  the creator of Slayers, and therefore “freeing” the users, is meant to also critique the casual adoption and normalization of such militarized spaces into civilian life. 

However, the sensational filmmaking (including slow motion, fast paced editing etc) involved in the actual combat scenes undercut this critique as the combat is presented as engaging spectacle. The action is meant to be exciting and the underscoring of the metal soundtrack is meant to give the players, particularly Tillman, a positive aura of “badass-ness.” The movie showcases and celebrates Kable’s military abilities in combat scenes that glorify stylized military violence and in this way fits in with what Clearwater sees as representative of war-themed video games post-9-11 in that they “tend to gloss over political and ideological questions and reduce war to an individual’s heroic exploits on a seemingly realist-looking but immersive and entirely aestheticized battlefield” (272) in a “highly controlled and carefully scripted form of spectacle” (279).  
I’ll end my discussion of military VR in cinema by noting that both Gamer and Brainstorm were relative flops compared to their budgets (slide) and speak to a general problem with integrating computer use and VR tech into movies: it’s boring to watch! Why would a war film show a soldier fighting in a virtual environment when the movie could just have the soldier actually fighting in combat? Such engagement thereby raises the stakes (the possibility of a non-virtual death) and does away with any audience squeamishness around “real” physical and “fake” virtual selves that might undermine the ideology of the soldier’s cause while also making that soldier completely “human” (biological) and taking advantage of the emotional responses that come with a soldier in “real” peril.  

All this to say, I do think showing VR use in film in an interesting and familiar way is not  impossible and I suspect that as commercial versions of VR are released, portrays of VR in film will follow in much the same way as depictions of Internet usage in movies became far more normalized from the early 2000s onward. In 2016, no less than four products will be released to the public and I think that this will make it easier to generate visual shortcuts around its usage and provide entertaining cinematic visualisations. Still, I’m not convinced it will make its way into war films in any meaningful way. When it comes to movies, I think the “real” solider will always trump the “virtual.” 
