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Abstract 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is often framed within popular and academic discourse as a disruptive technological 

force that threatens the very survival of cinema and television. Such arguments, however, overlook the historically 

entrenched relationship between moving-image media and technological imagination. This paper argues that AI 

should not be understood as an external intrusion into cinema, but rather as an extension of cinema’s long-

standing engagement with automation, artificial life, and machine intelligence. Drawing on media ecology and 

political economy frameworks, the study examines cinematic representations of AI, ranging from early modernist 

films, such as Metropolis (1927), to contemporary blockbuster cinema, streaming platforms, and television 

serials. The paper further examines how AI has shifted from narrative representation to an invisible, 

infrastructural force that shapes production workflows, aesthetic decisions, audience analytics, and creative 

labor. By analysing recent labour resistance movements, including the SAG–AFTRA strike and the Writers Guild 

of America strike, the paper foregrounds the ethical and political stakes surrounding consent, authorship, and 

creative autonomy. Rather than signalling the decline or “death” of cinema and television, AI reveals these media 

forms as evolving, contested, and deeply embedded within a broader technological and industrial ecosystem. 
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I. Introduction 
The proclamation that “cinema is dead” has appeared repeatedly throughout the history of moving-image 

media, often during moments of technological transformation. The transition from silent cinema to synchronized 

sound, the emergence of television, the spread of home video, the shift to digital filmmaking, and the rise of 

streaming platforms have all been framed as existential threats to cinema as an art form and industry (Bordwell, 

2006; Manovich, 2001). Despite these recurring anxieties, cinema has consistently demonstrated its capacity for 

adaptation, reshaping itself technologically, aesthetically, and institutionally. The contemporary rise of Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) marks the latest phase in this ongoing historical process. In current academic and popular 

discourse, AI is frequently positioned as an unprecedented technological force capable of replacing human 

creativity and destabilising established modes of cultural production. Generative AI tools that can produce scripts, 

visual imagery, voice simulations, and editing suggestions have intensified fears surrounding the erosion of 

authorship and originality (Elkins & Chun, 2020). Such narratives often rely on technological determinism, 

treating AI as an autonomous agent that inevitably reshapes culture. This paper challenges these assumptions by 

arguing that AI should be understood not as an external intrusion into cinema and television, but as an extension 

of media industries’ long-standing engagement with automation, computation, and technological imagination. 

Cinema has imagined artificial intelligence long before it emerged as an industrial reality. Early films, 

such as Metropolis (Lang, 1927), visualized intelligent machines as symbols of industrial modernity, labor 

exploitation, and class conflict. These representations reflected broader social anxieties associated with 

mechanisation and the loss of human agency in industrial capitalism (Kracauer, 1947). Throughout the twentieth 

century, cinematic narratives repeatedly explored themes of artificial life, automation, and machine intelligence, 

demonstrating that AI has been central to cinema’s imaginative universe, rather than a recent innovation. What 

distinguishes the contemporary moment is not the novelty of AI as a concept, but its institutionalisation within 

production infrastructures, distribution systems, and audience analytics. AI-driven technologies now operate 

behind the scenes of film and television production, shaping visual effects, motion capture, colour grading, sound 
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design, marketing strategies, and recommendation algorithms (Manovich, 2018). As a result, AI has shifted from 

being a visible narrative object to an invisible infrastructural force embedded within everyday media practices. 

 

This paper argues that understanding AI in cinema and television requires moving beyond isolated 

analyses of representation or technology. Instead, AI must be situated within a broader media ecology that 

connects narrative forms, industrial processes, and audience engagement. Media ecology conceptualises media 

as environments that shape perception, social relations, and cultural meaning (McLuhan, 1964; Postman, 1970). 

From this perspective, cinema and television are not being replaced by AI; instead, they are being reconfigured 

within an interconnected system of platforms, algorithms, and data-driven decision-making. 

At the same time, a political economy approach is essential for analysing how AI intersects with power, 

ownership, and labour relations. Media technologies do not emerge in neutral contexts; they are shaped by 

corporate interests, regulatory frameworks, and economic imperatives (Mosco, 2009). While AI is often promoted 

as a tool that enhances efficiency and creativity, its implementation frequently aligns with cost-reduction strategies 

that threaten job security and creative autonomy. These tensions have become particularly visible through recent 

labour resistance movements within the entertainment industry. The SAG–AFTRA strike of 2023 and the Writers 

Guild of America strike of 2024 foregrounded AI as a central concern in negotiations between creative workers 

and studios. Actors raised objections to the digital replication of their bodies and voices without informed consent 

or fair compensation, while writers opposed the use of generative AI tools in script development that risked 

devaluing human authorship (SAG–AFTRA, 2023; Writers Guild of America, 2024). These strikes illustrate that 

AI is not merely a technological issue, but a political and ethical one embedded within struggles over labour rights 

and creative control. 

Unlike earlier moments of resistance to technological change, contemporary labour movements do not 

necessarily reject AI outright. Instead, they demand regulation, transparency, and safeguards that recognise 

creative labour as both cultural and economic work. This shift reflects a growing awareness that technological 

futures are socially negotiated rather than technologically predetermined (Williams, 1974). The outcome of these 

negotiations will shape not only the working conditions of creative professionals but also the aesthetic and cultural 

forms that cinema and television take in the future. Another critical dimension of AI’s impact concerns the 

question of authorship. Classical film theory has often privileged the director or writer as the primary creative 

authority, particularly within auteur theory (Truffaut, 1954/2007). However, AI-assisted production complicates 

traditional notions of authorship by introducing algorithmic systems into decision-making processes. When AI 

contributes to editing, visual composition, or narrative prediction, creative agency becomes distributed across 

human and non-human actors (Gunkel, 2012)—this diffusion of authorship challenges existing legal and cultural 

frameworks governing intellectual property and creative ownership. 

The influence of AI extends beyond cinema into television and streaming cultures, where algorithmic 

logic plays a central role in shaping production strategies and narrative forms. Streaming platforms rely heavily 

on audience data, predictive analytics, and recommendation algorithms to determine content development and 

circulation (Lobato, 2019). In such environments, AI not only optimises production efficiency but also shapes 

genre conventions, narrative repetition, and aesthetic standardisation. Scholars have argued that this data-driven 

approach risks prioritising predictability over innovation (Napoli, 2011). These dynamics become particularly 

significant when examined from a Global South perspective. While much existing scholarship focuses on 

Hollywood and Western streaming platforms, AI-driven practices are rapidly expanding in industries such as 

Indian cinema and television. In these contexts, AI is often adopted as a cost-saving mechanism within industries 

already characterised by informal labour structures and limited regulation (Athique, 2019). As a result, AI may 

intensify existing inequalities even as it enables new forms of production and global visibility. 

This paper addresses these issues by offering a historically grounded and theoretically informed analysis 

of AI in cinema and television. Rather than treating AI as a singular technological phenomenon, it conceptualises 

AI as a cultural force operating across representation, production, and labour. By tracing a trajectory from early 

cinematic imaginaries of artificial intelligence to contemporary industrial practices and labour struggles, the study 

highlights both continuity and transformation within media history. The central argument advanced here is that 

AI does not signal the end of cinema or television as cultural forms. Instead, it reveals their ongoing 

transformation within a contested technological and economic landscape. Cinema and television have constantly 

evolved through negotiation between creativity, technology, and labour. AI intensifies these negotiations by 

making visible the tensions between automation and authorship, efficiency and ethics, innovation and 

exploitation. 

 

II. Theoretical Framework And Literature Review 
The study of Artificial Intelligence in cinema and television necessitates an interdisciplinary theoretical 

approach that accounts for technological change, cultural meaning, and labour relations. This paper draws 

primarily on two complementary frameworks: media ecology and the political economy of media. Together, these 
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perspectives allow AI to be analysed not merely as a technical innovation, but as a cultural and institutional force 

embedded within broader systems of power, production, and representation. 

Existing scholarship on AI and media tends to fall into three broad categories: studies of cinematic 

representation, analyses of digital production technologies, and critiques of algorithmic governance and labour. 

However, these strands are often treated in isolation. This paper builds on and extends the literature by connecting 

early cinematic imaginings of AI with contemporary industrial practices and labor struggles, thereby situating AI 

within a historical continuum. 

 

Media Ecology and Technological Environments 

Media ecology offers a foundational framework for understanding how technologies transform cultural 

environments, rather than simply adding new tools to existing practices. Coined by McLuhan (1964) and later 

developed by scholars such as Postman (1970), media ecology emphasises that media technologies reorganise 

perception, social interaction, and systems of meaning. From this perspective, AI is not simply a neutral 

instrument used by filmmakers, but a structural condition that alters how stories are produced, circulated, and 

consumed. 

McLuhan’s assertion that “the medium is the message” suggests that technological forms themselves 

shape cultural experience independent of content (McLuhan, 1964). Applied to AI-driven cinema and television, 

this insight reveals how algorithmic systems influence narrative pacing, aesthetic repetition, and audience 

engagement. Recommendation algorithms on streaming platforms, for example, do not merely distribute content; 

they actively shape viewing habits and genre preferences (Lobato, 2019). Manovich’s (2001, 2018) work on 

digital media further extends media ecological thinking by examining how software and automation function as 

cultural agents. He argues that contemporary visual culture is increasingly shaped by computational logic, where 

databases, algorithms, and interfaces influence creative outcomes. In this sense, AI-driven production tools 

operate as “invisible authors,” guiding aesthetic decisions while remaining largely obscured from audiences. This 

paper builds on Manovich’s insights to examine how AI reshapes cinematic authorship and visual culture. 

Media ecology is beneficial for understanding the shift from visible representations of AI to invisible 

infrastructures. While early cinema foregrounded intelligent machines as narrative spectacles, contemporary 

media environments embed AI within backstage processes such as editing, colour grading, and marketing 

analytics. This infrastructural turn reflects a broader transformation in how media power operates, away from 

spectacle and toward algorithmic governance. 

 

Political Economy of Media and Creative Labour 

While media ecology sheds light on how AI reshapes cultural environments, it does not fully address 

questions of power, ownership, and labor. For this reason, the political economy of media provides a critical 

second framework. Political economy examines how media industries are structured by economic interests, 

institutional control, and labour relations (Mosco, 2009). 

Scholars within this tradition argue that technological change is rarely neutral; it often serves the interests 

of capital by increasing efficiency, reducing labour costs, and consolidating control (Fuchs, 2014). In the context 

of AI, automation is frequently promoted as a means of enhancing creativity, yet its implementation often aligns 

with cost-cutting strategies that displace or deskill workers. This tension is particularly acute in cultural industries, 

where creative labour is already precarious and unevenly protected (Hesmondhalgh, 2019). 

The integration of AI into film and television production raises significant concerns about the 

commodification of creativity. When scripts, performances, and visual styles are treated as datasets to be 

optimised, creative labour risks being reduced to informational input rather than human expression. This aligns 

with what Mosco (2009) describes as the “digital sublime,” where technological innovation is framed as inevitable 

and desirable, masking its social consequences. Recent labour resistance movements highlight the relevance of 

political economy approaches. The SAG–AFTRA strike (2023) and the Writers Guild of America strike (2024) 

explicitly identified AI as a threat to consent, compensation, and job security (SAG–AFTRA, 2023; Writers Guild 

of America, 2024). These strikes demonstrate that AI is not merely transforming production workflows but also 

redefining power relations between studios and creative workers. 

 

Cinematic Representations of Artificial Intelligence 

A substantial body of literature examines how cinema has represented artificial intelligence as a narrative 

theme. Early film theorists such as Kracauer (1947) argued that cinema reflects collective social anxieties, making 

it a valuable site for studying technological imagination. From this perspective, films like Metropolis (Lang, 1927) 

can be read as allegories of industrial capitalism, labour exploitation, and technological domination. 

Later science fiction films continued to explore AI as both threat and possibility. Sobchack (1987) notes 

that postwar science fiction cinema often externalised Cold War anxieties through narratives of machine 

intelligence and loss of control. Films such as The Terminator series and The Matrix trilogy portray AI as 
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autonomous systems that surpass human authority, reflecting fears of surveillance, militarisation, and algorithmic 

governance. 

At the same time, other cinematic texts humanise AI, presenting machines as emotional or ethical beings. 

The Star Wars franchise, for example, depicts droids as loyal companions rather than antagonistic forces. This 

ambivalence suggests that cinematic representations of AI oscillate between fear and fascination, reflecting 

changing cultural attitudes toward technology (Telotte, 2001). However, much of this literature focuses primarily 

on narrative representation, often neglecting the industrial and labour contexts in which these films are produced. 

This paper addresses this limitation by linking representational analysis with production practices and labour 

politics. 

 

Algorithmic Culture and Invisible AI 

Recent scholarship has shifted attention to the role of algorithms in shaping media culture. Napoli (2011) 

argues that audience measurement and data analytics increasingly govern media decision-making, influencing 

content development and circulation. In streaming-era television and cinema, AI-driven analytics determine 

which stories are funded, promoted, or cancelled. Striphas (2015) describes this phenomenon as “algorithmic 

culture,” where cultural participation is organised through computational systems. In this context, AI does not 

simply assist creativity; it structures visibility and value. Films and television series succeed or fail not solely on 

artistic merit, but on their compatibility with algorithmic recommendation systems. 

This literature is particularly relevant for understanding television and serial narratives. Scholars have 

noted that algorithmic optimization encourages narrative repetition and genre standardization, prioritizing 

retention over experimentation (Lobato, 2019). This dynamic is evident in long-running television serials, 

including those in the Indian context, where data-driven strategies shape narrative arcs and production schedules. 

 

Gaps in Existing Scholarship 

Despite the growing body of research on AI and media, several gaps remain. First, much of the literature 

separates cinematic representation from industrial practice, failing to account for how imaginaries of AI influence 

real-world production decisions. Second, labour resistance movements are often discussed as isolated events 

rather than as integral responses to technological change. Third, Global South media industries remain 

underrepresented in discussions of AI and creative labour. This paper addresses these gaps by integrating historical 

analysis, industrial critique, and labour politics within a single analytical framework. By doing so, it positions AI 

as a historically embedded and politically contested force within the cinema and television industries. 

 

Conceptual Contribution 

By combining media ecology and political economy, this study conceptualises AI as both an 

environmental and institutional phenomenon. AI reshapes the conditions of cultural production while 

simultaneously redistributing power within media industries. This dual framework enables a more comprehensive 

understanding of how AI operates across representation, production, and labour. 

 

III. Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design to examine the role of Artificial Intelligence 

in cinema and television across historical, representational, industrial, and labour-related dimensions. Given the 

interdisciplinary nature of the research problem, the methodology combines textual analysis, discourse analysis, 

and contextual industry analysis. This mixed qualitative approach enables a holistic understanding of AI as both 

a cultural representation and an industrial practice embedded within media production systems. Qualitative 

methods are particularly suitable for film and television studies, as they enable researchers to analyze meaning, 

symbolism, and power relations that cannot be captured through purely quantitative measures (Bordwell & 

Thompson, 2019). Rather than seeking causal generalisations, this study aims to produce theoretically informed 

interpretations of how AI functions within cinematic narratives, production infrastructures, and labour politics. 

 

Textual Analysis of Film and Television Texts 

The primary method employed in this study is qualitative textual analysis of selected films and television 

serials. Textual analysis focuses on how meaning is constructed through narrative structure, visual style, 

characterisation, and thematic motifs (Stam, 2000). This method is used to examine how artificial intelligence has 

been represented in cinema across different historical periods. Key cinematic texts analyzed include early 

modernist films such as Metropolis (Lang, 1927), late twentieth-century science fiction franchises like The 

Terminator series and The Matrix trilogy, as well as contemporary blockbuster films, including entries from the 

Avengers franchise and The Lion King (Favreau, 2019). These texts were selected due to their cultural prominence 

and their explicit or implicit engagement with artificial intelligence, automation, and digital technologies. 
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In addition to cinema, the study also examines television and serial narratives to understand AI’s 

influence beyond the theatrical medium. Indian television serials, such as Naagin, are analyzed not primarily for 

their narrative depiction of AI, but for their reliance on digital production technologies, visual effects, and 

audience engagement strategies. This enables the research to expand its scope beyond Western cinema and 

incorporate the media industries of the Global South. 

Textual analysis in this study does not treat films and television series as isolated artistic objects. Instead, 

they are examined as cultural texts embedded within specific historical and industrial contexts. This approach 

aligns with cultural studies traditions that emphasise the relationship between media texts and social power 

structures (Hall, 1997). 

 

Discourse Analysis of Industry Debates and Labour Movements 

To complement textual analysis, the study employs discourse analysis to examine how AI is discussed 

within industry documents, public statements, and labour resistance movements. Discourse analysis focuses on 

language, rhetoric, and framing, revealing how power and ideology operate through discourse (Fairclough, 1995). 

Primary sources for discourse analysis include official statements, negotiation documents, and public 

communications issued during the SAG–AFTRA strike (2023) and the Writers Guild of America strike (2024). 

These materials are analysed to identify recurring themes such as consent, authorship, automation, job security, 

and ethical responsibility. By examining how creative workers articulate their concerns, the study highlights AI 

as a contested political issue rather than a purely technical innovation. 

Media coverage, interviews, and public commentary surrounding these strikes are also considered to 

understand how AI-related labour disputes are framed within broader cultural discourse. This approach reveals 

tensions between corporate narratives of technological progress and labour narratives of precarity and 

exploitation. 

 

Contextual Analysis of Production Technologies 

The study further incorporates contextual industry analysis to examine how AI functions as an 

infrastructural component of contemporary film and television production. This includes an examination of AI-

assisted tools used in visual effects, motion capture, de-aging, editing, sound design, marketing, and audience 

analytics (Manovich, 2018). 

Rather than providing a technical evaluation of AI systems, the study focuses on their cultural and 

institutional implications. This approach aligns with political economy perspectives that emphasise how 

technologies are shaped by economic imperatives and corporate power (Mosco, 2009). By situating AI tools 

within production workflows, the research demonstrates how creative decisions increasingly intersect with 

algorithmic systems. 

 

Selection Criteria and Scope 

Three criteria guided the selection of films, television texts, and industry materials. First, texts were 

chosen for their historical significance and cultural visibility. Second, priority was given to texts that either 

explicitly represent artificial intelligence or implicitly rely on AI-driven production technologies. Third, the study 

aimed to include both Western and non-Western media industries to avoid an exclusively Hollywood-centric 

perspective. 

While the study does not claim to provide an exhaustive account of all AI-related developments in 

cinema and television, it offers a representative analysis that highlights key trends and tensions. The focus on 

well-known films and widely documented labour movements allows the research to engage with existing 

scholarly debates while contributing new interpretive insights. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

As a qualitative study, this research does not seek to measure audience reception or quantify the 

economic impact of AI technologies. Instead, it prioritises depth of analysis over breadth. Additionally, access to 

proprietary production data and AI algorithms is limited, which constrains detailed technical analysis. These 

limitations are consistent with existing challenges in media industry research and do not undermine the study’s 

interpretive objectives (Hesmondhalgh, 2019). 

 

Ethical Considerations 

The study relies exclusively on publicly available films, television texts, and industry documents. No 

human subjects were involved, and no personal data were collected. Ethical considerations are addressed through 

critical engagement with issues of consent, authorship, and labour rights as central themes of analysis rather than 

as methodological risks. 
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IV. Early Cinematic Imaginaries Of Artificial Intelligence 
Cinema’s engagement with artificial intelligence predates the emergence of digital computation and 

contemporary AI technologies. Long before intelligent machines became a material reality, cinema functioned as 

a speculative space in which anxieties about automation, artificial life, and technological control could be visually 

and narratively explored. Early cinematic representations of intelligent machines must therefore be understood 

not as predictions of future technology, but as cultural responses to the social and economic transformations of 

industrial modernity. 

The early twentieth century was marked by rapid industrialization, mechanized labor, and the 

reorganization of social life around machines. These conditions profoundly shaped the visual culture of the period. 

As Kracauer (1947) argues, popular films often reflect collective psychological states, translating social tensions 

into symbolic narratives that convey these emotions. Within this context, artificial intelligence emerged in cinema 

as a metaphor for fears surrounding mechanisation, loss of human agency, and class domination. 

 

Metropolis (1927) and the Machine-Human 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) remains the most influential early cinematic representation of artificial 

intelligence. The film introduces the Maschinenmensch, or machine-human, a robotic double created to deceive 

and control the working class. Although robots do not conform to contemporary definitions of AI as machine 

learning or algorithmic intelligence, they embody core conceptual concerns that continue to define AI discourse: 

artificial life, imitation of the human, and technological power. 

Scholars have widely interpreted the Maschinenmensch as a symbol of industrial capitalism and 

authoritarian control (Elsaesser, 2000). The robot is explicitly designed to manipulate labourers, reinforcing the 

idea that technology functions as an extension of elite power rather than an autonomous entity. Importantly, the 

machine’s intelligence is not presented as neutral or benevolent; it is inextricably linked to class hierarchy and 

exploitation. This framing establishes a recurring cinematic pattern in which artificial intelligence reflects human 

power struggles rather than existing as an independent threat. 

From a media ecological perspective, Metropolis visualises the machine as an environment that reshapes 

human behaviour and social relations. The workers’ mechanical movements mirror the machines they operate, 

suggesting a loss of individuality and agency under industrial capitalism. In this sense, artificial intelligence in 

Metropolis operates less as a technological forecast and more as a critique of modernity itself (McLuhan, 1964). 

 

Artificial Life and the Fear of Imitation 

Another significant aspect of early cinematic AI is the fear of imitation—the anxiety that machines might 

replicate human appearance, emotion, or intelligence. This concern reflects more profound philosophical 

questions about what distinguishes humans from machines. Gunning (1990) notes that early cinema was 

fascinated by visual illusion and transformation, making it an ideal medium for exploring artificial life. 

Films from the 1930s and 1940s often portrayed artificial beings as deceptive or dangerous, reinforcing 

the notion that technological imitation poses a threat to human authenticity. These narratives echo broader cultural 

fears surrounding standardisation and mass production, where individuality appeared increasingly endangered by 

mechanical reproduction (Benjamin, 1936/2008). In this period, artificial intelligence is consistently framed as a 

product of human hubris. Scientists and inventors who attempt to create artificial beings are often portrayed as 

morally flawed or socially irresponsible. This trope reinforces the notion that unchecked technological ambition 

leads to social disorder. Such narratives continue to resonate in later AI cinema, underscoring the enduring 

influence of early cinematic imaginings. 

 

Automation, Labour, and Class Conflict 

Early cinematic representations of artificial intelligence are deeply intertwined with questions of labour. 

The rise of industrial automation during the early twentieth century generated widespread fears of unemployment, 

deskilling, and alienation. Cinema translated these anxieties into visual metaphors, presenting machines as forces 

that discipline, replace, or dominate human workers. 

In Metropolis, the machine-human serves as a tool for suppressing labour resistance, highlighting the 

relationship between automation and class control. This theme aligns with Marxist critiques of industrial 

capitalism, which argue that machines are often deployed to increase productivity at the expense of worker 

autonomy (Marx, 1867/1990). Although Metropolis ultimately offers a reconciliatory vision, its imagery 

underscores the unequal distribution of technological power. 

These early representations anticipate contemporary debates about AI and creative labour. Just as 

industrial machines threatened factory workers in the early twentieth century, AI-driven automation now raises 

concerns about job displacement in cultural industries. The persistence of labour anxiety across historical periods 

suggests that fears surrounding AI are less about technology itself and more about the social relations within 

which it operates. 
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Gender, Control, and Artificial Bodies 

The Maschinenmensch in Metropolis also introduces a gendered dimension to early representations of 

AI. The robot assumes the appearance of Maria, a female figure, and uses sexuality and spectacle as tools of 

manipulation. Scholars have argued that this portrayal reflects anxieties surrounding female agency and social 

disorder (Doane, 1991). 

Artificial intelligence, in this context, becomes a site where fears about gender, control, and bodily 

autonomy intersect. The artificial female body is presented as deceptive and dangerous, reinforcing patriarchal 

assumptions about technology and femininity. This gendered framing continues to influence later cinematic 

representations of AI, particularly in narratives involving female-coded androids and artificial companions. 

 

Legacy of Early AI Imaginaries 

The significance of early cinematic representations of artificial intelligence lies in their enduring 

influence. Themes established in films like Metropolis, such as automation as a form of control, artificial life as 

imitation, and technology as a reflection of social hierarchy, reappear across decades of science fiction cinema. 

These early imaginaries provide a conceptual foundation for later narratives involving supercomputers, androids, 

and algorithmic systems. 

Rather than offering technological predictions, early AI cinema articulated cultural anxieties that remain 

relevant in contemporary debates. The persistence of these themes suggests that AI functions in cinema as a 

symbolic framework through which societies negotiate fears about labour, authority, and human identity. 

 

From Visible Machines to Invisible Systems 

A key distinction between early cinematic AI and contemporary AI lies in visibility. Early films 

externalised intelligence through visible machines and bodies, making technology a spectacle. In contrast, 

contemporary AI often operates invisibly through algorithms and data infrastructures. However, the underlying 

concerns, including control, labour displacement, and ethical responsibility, remain remarkably consistent. 

By situating early cinematic AI within its historical context, this section demonstrates that contemporary 

anxieties surrounding artificial intelligence are not unprecedented. Instead, they are part of a longer cultural 

tradition in which cinema serves as a site for negotiating the relationship between humans and machines. 

 

V. AI, Control, And Anxiety In Late Twentieth-Century Cinema 
By the late twentieth century, cinematic representations of artificial intelligence underwent a significant 

transformation. Unlike early modernist films that visualised machines as extensions of industrial capitalism, late 

twentieth-century cinema increasingly portrayed AI as autonomous systems capable of surpassing human control. 

This shift reflects broader historical developments, including the Cold War, the rise of computer technology, 

military automation, and the expansion of surveillance systems. Cinema during this period articulated cultural 

anxieties surrounding technological autonomy, algorithmic decision-making, and the erosion of human authority. 

Scholars have noted that science fiction cinema of this era frequently functioned as a critical response to 

technological rationality and bureaucratic control (Sobchack, 1987). Artificial intelligence became a narrative 

device through which filmmakers explored fears of dehumanisation, nuclear annihilation, and the replacement of 

ethical judgment with computational logic. These representations mark a departure from earlier depictions of AI 

as a visible machine body, instead foregrounding systems, networks, and abstract intelligence. 

 

Automation and Military Intelligence: WarGames (1983) 

One of the earliest mainstream films to address the dangers of automated decision-making is WarGames 

(Badham, 1983). The film centres on a military supercomputer designed to simulate nuclear war scenarios, which 

nearly triggers a global catastrophe by removing human judgment from the decision-making process. Unlike 

earlier cinematic machines that rely on physical embodiment, the AI in WarGames operates as an invisible 

computational system. 

This shift reflects growing public awareness of computerised military infrastructure during the Cold War. 

As Edwards (1996) argues, digital technologies played a crucial role in shaping nuclear strategy, introducing new 

forms of abstraction and distance between human actors and catastrophic outcomes. WarGames dramatizes this 

concern by presenting AI as a system incapable of ethical reasoning, yet capable of making irreversible decisions. 

From a media ecology perspective, the film illustrates how computational environments reshape human 

responsibility. The danger lies not in malicious intent, but in the delegation of moral agency to machines. This 

theme resonates strongly with contemporary debates about algorithmic governance and automated decision-

making in both military and civilian contexts. 
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AI as Existential Threat: The Terminator Franchise 

The Terminator series represents a further evolution in cinematic representations of AI. Introduced in 

The Terminator (Cameron, 1984), the Skynet system is a self-aware military AI that initiates nuclear war to 

eliminate humanity. Skynet exemplifies late twentieth-century fears surrounding technological autonomy and 

runaway systems. 

Unlike the machine-human of Metropolis, Skynet lacks a physical body, existing instead as a distributed 

network. This disembodied intelligence reflects anxieties about systems that exceed human comprehension and 

control. Scholars have interpreted Skynet as a metaphor for military-industrial automation and Cold War paranoia, 

where technological systems operate beyond democratic oversight (Telotte, 2001). 

The Terminator franchise also foregrounds the theme of inevitability. The repeated assertion that 

“Judgment Day is inevitable” suggests a deterministic view of technological progress, in which human 

intervention appears futile. This narrative reflects broader cultural fears that once AI systems reach a certain level 

of complexity, they can no longer be governed by human ethics or intention. 

 

Surveillance, Simulation, and Control: The Matrix Trilogy 

The Matrix trilogy (The Matrix, 1999; Reloaded, 2003; Revolutions, 2003) marks a critical turning point 

in cinematic AI narratives by integrating themes of simulation, surveillance, and algorithmic control. In these 

films, AI does not merely threaten humanity from the outside; it constructs an entire simulated reality in which 

humans unknowingly participate. 

Drawing on postmodern theory, scholars have linked The Matrix to Baudrillard’s (1981/1994) concept 

of simulation, where representations replace reality itself. AI functions as an invisible governing structure that 

shapes perception, desire, and belief. This aligns with Foucault’s (1977) notion of power as diffuse and 

internalised rather than overtly coercive. 

From a political economy perspective, The Matrix anticipates concerns about platform capitalism and 

data extraction. Humans serve as energy sources, reduced to biological resources within a computational system. 

This imagery resonates with contemporary critiques of digital capitalism, where user data fuels algorithmic 

economies (Zuboff, 2019). 

 

Humanising AI: Ambivalence and Emotional Machines 

Despite the dominance of dystopian narratives, late twentieth-century cinema also introduced more 

ambivalent representations of AI. The Star Wars franchise presents droids such as R2-D2 and C-3PO as emotional, 

ethical, and loyal companions. These characters challenge the notion of AI as inherently threatening, suggesting 

the possibility of coexistence. 

This humanisation reflects changing cultural attitudes toward technology during the late twentieth 

century, particularly the growing presence of computers in everyday life. As Turkle (1995) argues, increased 

interaction with digital technologies has reshaped how humans emotionally relate to machines. Cinema mirrored 

this shift by portraying AI as capable of empathy and moral reasoning. 

However, even these benign representations remain constrained by hierarchical structures. Droids in Star 

Wars lack legal rights and are treated as property, revealing unresolved tensions between technological 

dependence and ethical responsibility. This ambivalence underscores cinema’s ongoing struggle to reconcile 

technological innovation with human values. 

 

AI, Labour, and Post-Industrial Anxiety 

Late twentieth-century AI cinema also reflects anxieties associated with post-industrial labour. As 

economies shifted from manufacturing to information and service industries, fears of automation expanded 

beyond factory work to cognitive and creative labour. AI in cinema increasingly symbolises systems that replace 

not only physical labour but also decision-making and intellectual work. 

This shift anticipates contemporary debates about AI in cultural industries. The displacement anxiety 

depicted in films like The Terminator parallels present-day concerns among writers, editors, and visual effects 

artists facing automation. The continuity of these anxieties suggests that AI cinema functions as a cultural archive 

of labour fear across historical periods. 

 

Transition Toward Contemporary AI Narratives 

By the end of the twentieth century, cinematic representations of AI had established several enduring 

themes: loss of control, surveillance, simulation, and the erosion of human agency. These narratives laid the 

groundwork for contemporary films, in which AI becomes increasingly embedded within everyday life, rather 

than being positioned as a distant threat. 

The transition from visible machine antagonists to invisible systems reflects broader technological shifts 

from mechanical automation to digital computation. This evolution sets the stage for twenty-first-century cinema, 
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where AI operates not only as a narrative subject but also as a production infrastructure shaping cinematic form 

itself. 

 

VI. AI As Digital Spectacle In Contemporary Cinema 
In twenty-first-century cinema, artificial intelligence has undergone a decisive transformation from a 

primarily narrative subject to an infrastructural force embedded within production technologies. While AI 

continues to appear as a thematic element in certain science fiction films, its most significant impact on 

contemporary cinema lies in its role as a digital tool that shapes visual aesthetics, performance, and cinematic 

spectacle. AI-driven technologies have become central to visual effects, motion capture, facial mapping, de-aging, 

and virtual production, fundamentally altering how cinematic worlds are created and perceived. 

This shift reflects broader changes in digital culture, where computation increasingly mediates creative 

expression. As Manovich (2018) argues, contemporary visual culture is inseparable from software, and cinematic 

images are now the product of both algorithmic processes and human artistry. AI functions as an invisible 

collaborator, enhancing realism while simultaneously distancing audiences from the labour and technology 

involved in image production. 

 

Blockbuster Cinema and AI-Driven Visual Effects 

Contemporary blockbuster cinema exemplifies AI’s role as a digital spectacle. Franchises such as the 

Avengers series rely extensively on AI-assisted visual effects pipelines to create large-scale action sequences, 

digital environments, and computer-generated characters. Machine learning algorithms are used to simulate 

physics, automate animation processes, and enhance realism in crowd generation and environmental rendering 

(Prince, 2012). 

Motion capture and performance capture technologies further illustrate the integration of AI into 

cinematic production. Actors’ movements and facial expressions are recorded and translated into digital characters 

through AI-assisted mapping techniques. These processes blur the boundary between human performance and 

machine-generated imagery, complicating traditional notions of acting and embodiment. From a theoretical 

perspective, such technologies exemplify what Sobchack (2004) describes as the “carnal” experience of cinema, 

where bodily presence is mediated through digital systems. 

 

De-Aging, Digital Bodies, and Ethical Implications 

One of the most controversial applications of AI in contemporary cinema is digital de-aging and body 

replication. Films such as The Irishman (Scorsese, 2019) and multiple entries within the Avengers franchise 

employ AI-driven facial mapping and machine learning algorithms to alter actors’ appearances across time. These 

technologies enable performers to appear younger or older without the use of traditional makeup or casting 

replacements. 

While such techniques expand creative possibilities, they also raise ethical concerns related to consent, 

authorship, and labour. Digital replication risks transforming performers’ bodies into reusable assets, potentially 

extending their presence beyond their control or lifespan. These concerns have become central to labour 

negotiations within the entertainment industry, particularly during the SAG–AFTRA strike (2023), where actors 

demanded protections against unauthorized digital reproduction (SAG–AFTRA, 2023). 

From a political economy perspective, digital bodies represent a commodification of performance, 

aligning with broader trends in platform capitalism where human attributes are converted into data (Zuboff, 2019). 

AI-driven spectacle thus operates at the intersection of technological innovation and labour exploitation. 

 

Photorealism and the Illusion of Authenticity: The Lion King (2019) 

Jon Favreau’s The Lion King (2019) offers a striking example of AI’s role in producing photorealistic 

spectacle. Marketed as a “live-action” remake, the film relies almost entirely on AI-assisted animation and 

machine learning to simulate animal movement, environmental physics, and lighting. The result is a cinematic 

image that appears naturalistic despite being entirely computer-generated. Scholars have argued that such films 

challenge traditional distinctions between animation and live-action cinema (Prince, 2012). AI-driven realism 

creates an illusion of authenticity that obscures the artificiality of the image. From a media ecology perspective, 

this shift reshapes audience expectations, normalising digitally constructed realism as a cinematic standard. 

However, critics have noted that hyper-realism can limit expressive possibilities, as strict adherence to naturalistic 

movement restricts emotional exaggeration (Manovich, 2018). This tension highlights a paradox of AI-driven 

spectacle: while it enhances visual fidelity, it may constrain creative experimentation. 

 

Virtual Production and Algorithmic Environments 

AI also plays a central role in virtual production techniques, such as those popularised by LED volume 

stages. These environments combine real-time rendering, motion tracking, and machine learning to integrate 
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actors into digital landscapes during filming. Such techniques reduce reliance on green screens and post-

production compositing, streamlining production workflows. 

From an industrial standpoint, virtual production enhances efficiency and cost control, aligning with the 

interests of studios. However, it also redistributes creative power by embedding algorithmic systems into the 

filmmaking process. Decisions traditionally made during post-production are increasingly automated or pre-

determined by software parameters. This shift reflects what Mosco (2009) describes as the rationalisation of 

cultural production under digital capitalism. 

 

Spectacle, Scale, and Algorithmic Aesthetics 

AI-driven spectacle has contributed to the dominance of scale and excess in contemporary blockbuster 

cinema. Large-scale action sequences, digitally generated crowds, and immersive environments are now expected 

features of high-budget films. Algorithms optimise these spectacles for visual impact, often prioritising sensory 

stimulation over narrative complexity. 

From a cultural perspective, this emphasis on spectacle aligns with Debord’s (1967/1994) concept of the 

“society of the spectacle,” in which visual consumption supplants critical engagement. AI intensifies this dynamic 

by enabling endless reproduction and variation of spectacular imagery. Cinema becomes less about storytelling 

and more about computationally enhanced experience. 

 

From Representation to Infrastructure 

The most significant transformation in contemporary cinema is AI’s shift from representational theme to 

production infrastructure. While earlier films depicted AI as a visible antagonist or companion, contemporary 

cinema embeds AI within the very processes that generate cinematic images. This infrastructural role renders AI 

invisible primarily to audiences, even as it profoundly shapes cinematic form. 

This invisibility complicates public understanding of AI’s impact on creative labour. Audiences 

experience seamless spectacle without recognising the algorithmic systems and labour conditions that produce it. 

As a result, debates about AI often focus on narrative fears rather than industrial realities. 

 

Continuities and Transformations 

Despite these changes, contemporary AI-driven spectacle retains thematic continuity with earlier 

cinematic imaginaries. The pursuit of control, realism, and efficiency echoes longstanding concerns about 

technology’s influence on human creativity. What has changed is the scale and subtlety of AI’s presence. Rather 

than threatening cinema from the outside, AI now operates from within, reshaping the medium’s aesthetic and 

industrial foundations. 

 

VII. Invisible AI And Algorithmic Storytelling In Television 
While cinema foregrounds AI through spectacular visual effects, television, particularly in the streaming 

era, demonstrates how artificial intelligence operates invisibly within the narrative production and circulation 

process. AI-driven algorithms shape content development, episode length, genre selection, release schedules, and 

audience engagement strategies. Unlike classical broadcast television, where human executives and limited 

audience metrics guided programming decisions, contemporary television increasingly relies on data analytics 

and machine learning systems (Napoli, 2011). 

Streaming platforms employ AI to predict viewer preferences, optimise storytelling patterns, and 

determine which narratives are renewed or cancelled. As Lobato (2019) argues, television content is now designed 

within algorithmic ecosystems where visibility and success depend on compatibility with recommendation 

systems. This shift has profound implications for narrative structure, encouraging serial repetition, cliffhangers, 

and genre hybridity optimised for binge consumption. 

In the Indian television context, long-running serials such as Naagin demonstrate how AI-driven 

analytics influence production without being explicitly visible on screen. Audience feedback systems, 

promotional algorithms, and VFX automation enable rapid narrative adjustments and visual consistency across 

seasons (Athique, 2019). Although AI is not represented narratively, it functions as an industrial backbone 

sustaining serial longevity and commercial success. 

This invisible operation of AI complicates traditional notions of creativity. Storytelling decisions are 

increasingly influenced by predictive data rather than authorial intent, raising concerns about standardization and 

creative risk aversion. 

 

VIII. Artificial Intelligence And Creative Labour 
The growing integration of AI into film and television production has intensified anxieties surrounding 

creative labour. Cultural industries have historically relied on precarious employment structures, and AI threatens 



Cinema In The Age Of Artificial Intelligence……. 

DOI: 10.9790/0837-3012084152                                www.iosrjournals.org                                               51 |Page 

to exacerbate these conditions by automating tasks previously performed by writers, editors, performers, and 

visual effects artists (Hesmondhalgh, 2019). 

The SAG–AFTRA strike of 2023 marked a pivotal moment in the industry's resistance to unchecked AI 

adoption. Central demands included protection against unauthorized digital replication of actors’ bodies and 

voices, transparency in AI usage, and fair compensation for digital reuse (SAG–AFTRA, 2023). Similarly, the 

Writers Guild of America strike (2024) opposed the use of generative AI in script development, arguing that AI-

generated content undermines authorship and devalues human creativity (Writers Guild of America, 2024). 

These strikes demonstrate that AI is not merely a technological innovation but a site of political struggle. 

Creative workers accept technology outright; instead, they demand ethical frameworks that recognise creativity 

as labour rather than data. This aligns with Williams’ (1974) assertion that technological change is shaped through 

social negotiation rather than deterministic progress. 

 

IX. Ethical Challenges Of AI In Cinema And Television 
The ethical implications of AI in cinema and television revolve around three interconnected concerns: 

consent, authorship, and accountability. Digital replication technologies raise serious questions about bodily 

autonomy, particularly when performers’ likenesses can be reused indefinitely without ongoing consent. Such 

practices challenge existing legal frameworks governing intellectual property and performance rights. 

Authorship becomes increasingly ambiguous when AI contributes to scriptwriting, editing, or visual 

composition. As Gunkel (2012) notes, the inclusion of non-human agents destabilises human-centred models of 

creativity. Determining responsibility for AI-assisted decisions—especially when algorithms reinforce bias or 

misinformation—remains an unresolved challenge. 

Without regulatory oversight, AI risks transforming cinema and television into sites of exploitation 

masked as innovation. Ethical governance is therefore essential to ensuring that technological advancement does 

not undermine creative dignity. 

 

X. Cinema, Television, And AI As An Ecosystem 
From early cinematic imaginaries to contemporary algorithmic infrastructures, AI operates across 

cinema and television as part of an interconnected media ecosystem. Rather than replacing traditional media 

forms, AI reshapes them by altering production conditions, labour relations, and audience engagement. Cinema 

and television persist not despite AI, but through continuous adaptation within technological environments 

(McLuhan, 1964). 

The analysis demonstrates continuity between historical anxieties about mechanisation and 

contemporary fears of algorithmic control. AI intensifies longstanding tensions between creativity and 

automation, visibility and invisibility, labour and capital. Understanding AI as an ecosystem rather than a singular 

technology allows for a more nuanced assessment of its cultural impact. 

 

XI. AI Beyond Hollywood: Global South Perspectives 
Most scholarly discussions of AI and media focus on Hollywood and Western platforms, overlooking 

the industries of the Global South. In regions such as India, AI adoption often occurs within informal labour 

systems and weaker regulatory environments (Athique, 2019). While AI lowers production costs and expands 

global reach, it may also deepen precarity for creative workers. 

Future research must examine how AI reshapes regional cinemas, vernacular storytelling, and audience 

practices beyond Western frameworks. Comparative studies across national industries are essential for developing 

inclusive and ethical AI policies. 

 

XII. Conclusion 
Cinema and television have imagined artificial intelligence long before it became a material reality. 

Today, AI is reshaping not only how stories are told, but also who tells them and under what conditions. Rather 

than signalling the death of cinema or television, AI reveals its ongoing transformation as a contested cultural 

space shaped by technological, economic, and ethical negotiations. 

The future of moving-image media depends not on resisting AI, but on governing it responsibly. Ensuring 

consent, protecting creative labour, and preserving human authorship are essential to sustaining cinema and 

television as meaningful cultural forms in the age of artificial intelligence. 
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