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“When nothing superfluous is included and nothing indispensable left out, one can understand 

the interrelation of the whole and its parts, as well as the hierarchic scale of importance and 
power by which some structural features are dominant, others subordinate.” 

 
 
 

Rudolf Arnheim, Entropy and Art: An Essay on Disorder and Order (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1974), 1. 
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Preface 
 

“Roads? Where we’re going, we don’t need roads.”1 
p 
 

Film can serve as a time machine, transporting an audience into the future in order to 

explore and predict how new technology and projected developments might affect society. One 

of the most iconic and well-known examples of this transportation is portrayed in the film Back 

to the Future Part II.2 In the film, Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox), with the aid of Doc Emmett 

Brown’s (Christopher Lloyd) modified DeLorean, travels from the present year of 1985 to the 

year 2015. Upon his arrival in the fictional future city of Hill Valley, Marty marvels at the new 

technologies and new fashions. In the future, 3D advertising, hover cars, and automatic drying 

jackets have become commonplace.3 Apart from mistakenly provoking a punk street gang, 

Marty’s tour portrays 2015 Hill Valley as a utopian paradise.4 The city is buzzing with 

commerce and pedestrians. The streets are clean, the water is clear, the sky is blue, and society is 

organized, productive, and seemingly carefree. All is right and good. Hill Valley is everything an 

audience could hope for in a future utopian community. 

                                                
1 Doc Emmett Brown, “Back to the Future Part 2 (1/12) Movie CLIP – We Don’t Need Roads 
(1989) HD,” YouTube video, posted by Movieclips, May 26, 2011, accessed April 13, 2012, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fCjsUxbNmIs&feature=relmfu, 1:51. 
2 Back to the Future Part II, DVD, directed by Robert Zemeckis (1989; Universal City, CA: 
Universal Studios Home Video, 2009). 
3 See, “Back to the Future Part 2 (2/12) Movie CLIP - Hill Valley, 2015 (1989) HD,” YouTube 
video, posted by Movieclips, May 26, 2011, accessed April 13, 2012, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d68yRIE9OvQ&list=PL912C2ACED4DD62CD&feature=iv
&annotation_id=annotation_272773.  
4 See, “Back to the Future Part 2 (3/12) Movie CLIP - Hover Board Chase (1989) HD,”  
YouTube video, posted by Movieclips, June 1, 2011, accessed April 13, 2012, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TkyLnWm1iCs&feature=BFa&list=PL912C2ACED4DD62C
D&lf=iv. 
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However, the depiction of a positive, harmonious, utopian future in film is a rare 

exception. Rather, misery, distress, oppression, and destruction (i.e., dystopia) are the themes of 

choice for the vast majority of films depicting the future. In the dystopian genre, the love of 

looking (i.e., scopophilia) at these projections combined with the love of learning (i.e., 

epistemophilia) about what went wrong in the future, how it came to be, and how people have 

adapted to the degraded landscape serves to capture an audience’s attention. Conflict and erosion 

of order in dystopian futures provides an immense variety of narratives and aesthetics for 

filmmakers and writers to explore. In some sense, film studios depend on an audience to derive 

pleasure from viewing the future misfortune of others on screen (i.e., Schadenfreude). The fact 

that audiences are drawn to future dystopian films has resulted in a greater number of 

productions compared to the utopian alternative. Movie audiences are captivated by conflict and 

disaster and take solace in the fact that they can view this fiction from the comfort of their 

homes. However, these films consist of more than just pure entertainment and revenue value; 

rather, these dystopian projections are valuable experiments and predictions of future human 

development.  

This paper builds on audiences’ intellectual and emotional attachment to dystopian 

movies while utilizing scholarly analysis. From the larger dystopian film genre, this research 

narrows the focus to the projection of dystopian future First-World cities in film. The plausibility 

of these film projections will be tested by combining theoretical analysis with future forecasts 

and expected urban development (i.e., population increase and resource depletion). The genre of 

dystopian future First-World cities in film will then be mapped to provide the reader with a big 

picture understanding of the progression (i.e., the trend of complex societies to move towards 

disorder) and types of dystopian future First-World cities. The ultimate value of this research is 



   vii 

 

in the ability to gain an insight into the future consequences of globalization on First-World 

cities without having to invest the time and money to modify a DeLorean for time travel. 

 In the movie Back to the Future Part II, the flux capacitor is the key component that 

allows Doc’s DeLorean to travel through time. For purposes of this paper, sociology’s Social 

Entropy Theory (“SET”) is the flux capacitor that allows this research to analyze societies in the 

future. In that respect, for the first time, this scholarship applies SET (i.e., the measure of social 

decay) to the humanities discipline of film study. In the process, this analysis updates SET’s 

interpretation and application by adding the variables of globalization and future developments 

to its analysis. Rather than describe a specific, local, static social phenomenon, like Durkheim’s 

social control and suicide rates or Weber’s Protestant work ethic, SET is meant to be applied 

holistically to any social system, at any point in time, to explain the natural trend towards social 

disorder. More than explain why a particular society values one thing or idea at a set time, this 

thesis utilizes SET to explain why future complex societies progress towards disorganization 

(i.e., anarchy) and dystopia over time. By treating the societies presented in film as plausible 

future projections of reality, this research observes and analyzes SET variables in order to flesh 

out different degrees of disorder within the film genre (i.e., mapping the genre). By applying 

SET in this manner, this inquiry attempts to transport the reader into the future First-World city 

while keeping them grounded with scholarly research and academic sources.   

Through an interdisciplinary application of SET by means of humanities film study, this 

examination attempts to accomplish three objectives. First, by explaining and contextualizing 

SET in terms of film examples, the reader will gain greater understanding of SET and in turn 

posses a theoretical lens to interpret any complex society at any point in time. Second, in framing 

SET in terms of globalization and future developments, this paper will attempt to persuade the 
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reader that the future consequences of erosion and decay will be concentrated and accelerated 

within the future First-World city. Lastly, by mapping the progression of dystopian films 

depicting future First-World cities in comparison to contemporary Third-World cities, this thesis 

will compare and persuade the reader that future First-World cities will assimilate the 

characteristics of contemporary Third-World cities under the forces and consequences of 

globalization.  
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CHAPTER 1 
Introduction 

 
“London, Paris and New York are dying – the 21st century belongs to the fertile chaos of the 

Third-World metropolis.”5 
 

 
 Film, as a popular culture artifact, serves both as a medium for social reflection and a 

mechanism for provoking and predicting future changes in our increasingly interconnected 

global society. In terms of their physical, political, and social characteristics, cities in film serve 

as a means of commentary, expression, and a vehicle for experimentation with regard to possible 

future developments. This final project paper explores the topic of how near future cities are 

projected in film with an emphasis on the consequences of globalization on urban society as a 

social system. The aim of this first chapter is to provide a background into the subject matter of 

this paper and to identify its thesis and theoretical framework. This chapter will then go on to 

discuss how this research applies the chosen theory and thesis through an interdisciplinary 

methodology. 

A. Background 

 In 2006, novelist Rana Dasgupta identified what he perceived as a shift in Western 

culture’s perception and attitude towards the development of the future First-World city.6 In his 

                                                
5 Rana Dasgupta, “Maximum cities,” New Statesman, March 27, 2006, accessed February 12, 
2012, http://www.newstatesman.com/200603270031.  
6 See Id. For purposes of this research “Western city” is synonymous with First-World city. In 
this paper, the differentiation between First and Third-World, and the cities within their 
respective boundaries, is based in part upon the United Nations’ Human Development Index 
(i.e., a combination of life expectancy, education achievement, and income attainment). See 
United Nations Environment Programme, “International Human Development Indicators,” 
World Map (2011), accessed March 28, 2012, http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/map/. For this paper, 
the Third-World is defined as the nations within Africa, Asia, and Latin America also known as 
the underdeveloped, developing, the periphery, “Global South,” or “Fourth-World.” The First-
World is defined as the developed nations of Western Europe and North America. 
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article “Maximum cities,” Dasgupta argues, “If, for the better part of the 20th century, it was 

New York and its glistening imitations that symbolized the future, it is now the stacked-up, 

sprawling, impromptu city-countries of the Third-World.”7 As evidence, Dasgupta highlights 

“the sudden stardom of the Third-World city” as a medium and setting for popular films and 

novels in Western markets.8 He interprets this trend and popularity as a change in Western 

audience’s expectations for the future:   

The idea of the total, centralized, maximally efficient, planned city has long since 
lost its futuristic appeal: its confidence and ambition have turned to anxiety and 
besiegement; its homogenizing obsession has induced counter-fantasies of 
insubordination, excess and life forms in chaotic variety. Such desires find in the 
Third-World metropolis a scope, a speed, a more fecund ecology.9 

 
These “counter-fantasies,” manifested in popular culture, serve as a different, albeit negative, 

forecast for future urban development. 

 Urban dystopia within film and literature is not a recent phenomenon. Since the 1948 

publication of George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, a myriad of films have been 

produced depicting humanity’s bleak future.10 Even before Orwell, 1927’s Metropolis, “the first 

                                                
7 Dasgupta, “Maximum cities.” 
8 Id., see Tsotsi, DVD, directed by Gavin Hood (2006; La Crosse, WI: Platinum Disc LLC, 2011) 
(2006 Oscar for Best Foreign-Language Film); Constant Gardner, DVD, directed by Fernando 
Meirelles (2005; Universal City, CA: Universal Studios Home Video, 2006) (2006 Oscar Best 
Performance by an Actress in a Supporting  
Role); Secuestro Express, DVD, directed by Alain Jakubowicz (2005; Beverly Hills, CA: 20th 
Century Fox, 2011) (Featured at the 2006 Raindance Film Festival); Suketu Mehta, Maximum 
City (New York: Vintage, 2004); Gregory Roberts, Shantaram (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
2003). 
9 Dasgupta. 
10 George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, (New York: New American Library, 1950); see John 
Hartl, “Future doesn’t look to bright – in the movies,” MSNBC, December 21, 2006, accessed 
February 12, 2012, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/14454485/; see also Chris Berg, “‘Goddamn 
you all to hell!:’ The revealing politics of dystopian movies (Cover story),” Institute of Public 
Affairs Review, March 2008: 38-42. 
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great science-fiction film,” focused the narrative of the future within the setting of the city.11 In 

the 1960s, the fear of nuclear Armageddon and the destruction of the city were depicted in Dr. 

Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb and in Planet of the Apes.12 

The 1970s continued to explore the political and social undertones of future cities in such films 

as The Omega Man, Soylent Green, and Logan’s Run.13 These dire projections continued into the 

1980s where the post-apocalyptic city was portrayed in Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome and 

Escape from New York.14 In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the future city was once again 

revisited where technology and conflict produced widely different imaginations in The Fifth 

Element and Equilibrium.15 More recently, short films have adjusted the dystopian imagery of 

the future city while melding visual effects with social commentary.16   

 In the context of the history of urban dystopian films, this thesis attempts to connect the 

science fiction projection of future cities in film with Dasgupta’s insight regarding the shift in 

Western expectations of urban modernity. Using science fiction as a starting point, market 

                                                
11 Hartl; Metropolis, DVD, directed by Fritz Lang (1927; Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures, 
2003). 
12 Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, DVD, directed by 
David Naylor and Stanley Kubrick (1964; Culver City, CA: Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 
2001); Planet of the Apes, DVD, directed by Franklin Schaffner (1968; Beverly Hills, CA: 20th 
Century Fox, 2001). 
13 The Omega Man, DVD, directed by Boris Sagal (1971; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 
2000); Soylent Green, DVD, directed by Richard Fleischer (1973; Burbank, CA: Warner Home 
Video, 2008; Logan’s Run, DVD, directed by Michael Anderson (1976; Burbank, CA: Warner 
Home Video, 2007). 
14 Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, DVD, directed by George Miller and George Ogilvie (1985; 
Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 1997); Escape from New York, DVD, directed by John 
Carpenter (1981; Beverly Hills, CA: MGM Home Entertainment, 2003). 
15 Equilibrium, DVD, directed by Kurt Wimmer (2002; Burbank, CA: Buena Vista Home  
Entertainment, 2011); Fifth Element, DVD, directed by Luc Besson (1997; Culver City, CA: 
Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2007).  
16See John Metcalfe, “The Cities of the Future as Creepy, Dystopian Hellscapes,” The Atlantic 
Cities, March 9, 2012, accessed March 10, 2012, http://www.theatlanticcities.com/arts-and-
lifestyle/2012/03/cities-future-creepy-dystopian-hellscapes/1455/#.T14m6ROpacc.email. 
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analysts and urban planners have already invested resources and research into how to better 

deploy infrastructure, transportation, civil services, and energy reserves in future dystopian 

cities.17 “If you thought the futuristic world depicted in science fiction films was an overactive 

imagination at work, think again,” comments columnist Hitani Kaur, “because in half a century 

that’s what our urban centers might look like.”18 This research utilizes the predictions of urban 

planners and future forecasters to assess the validly of dystopian projections in film and their 

translation to reality. While utopian literature like H. G. Wells’ Men Like Gods and films like 

Back to the Future Part II present future cities and civilizations in a positive light, these 

examples are limited.19 Whether a product of Hollywood film marketing, or as will be argued in 

this thesis as a product of social entropy, a dystopian tinge inevitably creeps into most films 

depicting future cities: Things to Come and Gattaca.20   

 To this end, in terms of future development, Dasgupta argues that current Third-World 

cities are better adept at absorbing the future pressures of globalization. “It is an alternative kind 

of modernity: a swirling, agglomerative kind that seems,” Dasgupta submits, “at this point in 

history, to be more capable than western modernity of sustaining radical diversity – to be better-

                                                
17 See Hitani Kaur, “Future cities to mirror sci-fi films,” MSNBC, February 7, 2012, accessed 
February 12, 2012, http://news.in.msn.com/exclusives/it/article.aspx?cp-documentid=5828921. 
18 Id. 
19 H. G. Wells, Men Like Gods (Los Angles, CA: Indo European Publishing, 2009); Back to the 
Future Part II, DVD, directed by Robert Zemeckis (1989; Universal City, CA: Universal Studios 
Home Video, 2009). The depiction of a 24th century San Francisco in the Star Trek series of 
films is also a utopian imagination. See Star Trek, DVD, directed by J.J. Abrams (2009; 
Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures, 2009). See also Charlie Anders, “Star Trek’s Future San 
Francisco Would Never Get Past The Board Of Supervisors,” i09, March 13, 2009, accessed 
April 3, 2012, http://io9.com/5169270/star-treks-future-san-francisco-would-never-get-past-the-
board-of-supervisors.  
20 Things to Come, DVD, directed by William Cameron Menzies (1936; San Diego, CA: Legend 
Films, 2008); Gattaca, DVD, directed by Andrew Niccol (1997; Culver City, CA: Sony Pictures 
Home Entertainment, 1998). 
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equipped, perhaps, for the principle of globalization.”21 First-World cities’ “maximally efficient” 

division of labor, unified code of law, and standardized language “could not have imagined a 

world so devoid of center,” Dasgupta comments, “so unsentimentally flattened out by technology 

and capital.”22 Third-World cities have advanced “without following the rules” of 

development.23 The capability and proficiency of unconventional development is an asset unique 

to Third-World cities, and a systemic weakness of First-World cities, where the pressures and 

consequences of globalization increasingly blur boundaries and erode formal constraints and 

divisions. In terms of translating film to reality, Dasgupta offers that “those [Western] tourists 

who look to the Third-World for an image of their own past are reflecting uneasily on how all the 

basic realities of the Third-World city are already becoming more pronounced in their own  

cities . . . .”24 

B. Thesis 

 This paper attempts to reinforce Dasgupta’s insights and observations regarding the shift 

in the Western perception of urban modernity through academic scholarship and analysis of 

primary sources. Dasgupta’s principal argument is: “[T]he Third-World city is more than the 

source of the things that will define the future, but actually is the future of the Western city.”25 

Using a macro sociological theory, his central argument will be applied to primary film sources 

depicting contemporary Third-World and future First-World cities. In doing so, the dystopian 

aesthetic and narrative descriptions of future cities in film can be explained and categorized 

measuring their levels of social decay. Under the laws of social entropy, future First-World cities 

                                                
21 Dasgupta. 
22 Id. 
23 Id. 
24 Id. 
25 Id. 
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in film have come to resemble contemporary Third-World cities through the imagined pressures 

and boundary erosion of globalization. 

C. Theory 

Social Entropy Theory (“SET”) is a macro sociological systems theory.26 Derived from 

the discipline of physics and the Second Law of Thermodynamics,27 SET analyzes the natural 

decay of a social system in order to derive a quantifiable measure of social disorder.28 Consistent 

with SET’s interpretation, society is described as a social system: as a set of interrelated 

components interacting with each other and a boundary that regulates and filters the kind and 

flow of inputs and outputs to and from the system.29 This thesis utilizes a longitudinal analysis of 

the social structure within the city: both current Third-World and future First-World cities.30 For 

the first time, this research applies the sociology theory of SET to the humanities discipline of 

film study. In the process, this analysis updates SET’s interpretation and application by adding 

the variables of globalization and future developments (i.e., urban population increase and 

resource depletion) to its analysis. The value of this scholarship is in its interdisciplinary 

                                                
26 See Kenneth D. Bailey, Social Entropy Theory (New York: State University of New York 
Press, 1990), 20.  
27 “Die Entropie der Welt strebt einem Maximum zu.” Translated: The entropy of the world 
strives toward maximum. Rudolf Clausius, The Mechanical Theory of Heat – with its 
Applications to the Steam Engine and to Physical Properties of Bodies (London: John van 
Voorst, 1 Paternoster Row, MDCCCLXVII, 1865); cited in Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 52. 
28 The H value is the measure of a social system’s departure from randomness. An H value of 
zero would mean perfect order, where a high H value would trend toward anarchy. See Bailey, 
Social Entropy Theory, 86, 182. 
29 See Kenneth Berrien, General and Social Systems (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1968), 14-15. 
30 In this research, longitudinal analysis is the methodology employed to synthesize the different 
representations of urban decay in film. Rather than just one film, this research employs several 
films at different longitudinal stages (i.e., progressions in decay) to develop a longitudinal data 
set to be used for analysis and comparison under SET’s theoretical framework. See infra Chapter 
6. 



   7 

 

approach of making observations within a film genre (i.e., dystopian future First-World cities), 

reinforcing those observations through SET, and analyzing, critiquing, and translating those 

findings into potential real world consequences. 

 Under SET, as creative intelligence becomes more dynamic, social cohesion becomes 

weaker. Anarchy (i.e., randomness) is the maximum state of social entropy.31 As society 

advances under globalization (i.e., the interconnectedness of global economy and culture), much 

of the energy gained in development is spent maintaining the social structure (i.e., order) through 

legal institutions, development of human capital, and civil society. As a social system becomes 

more complex, through access to matter-energy inputs (e.g., fossil fuels, precious metals, highly 

trained professionals, cheaper physical labor, global markets, more efficient technology, etc.), it 

becomes more susceptible to the erosion of traditional structure and control.   

 As applied to the subject of this research, SET would predict that as First-World cities 

become greater in size, density, and diversity, they become more difficult to control and as a 

system work towards increased entropy. Globalization and future developments (i.e., population 

growth and resource depletion) are forces that increase the natural decay of urban social systems 

(i.e., devolution of norms, implosion of institutions, trend towards anarchy). These future 

developments simultaneously increase complexity (i.e., adding more people with diverse needs) 

within a social system while depleting energy-matter inputs (i.e., outpacing resources to support 

the population) available to maintain social order. Thus, under the laws of social entropy, future 

First-World cities will come to emulate the entropy characteristics (i.e., high disorder and 

minimal boundaries) of contemporary Third-World cities.  

 

                                                
31 See Bailey, 207. 
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D. Methodology 

 To begin, the aim of this final project is to provide a macro level theoretical framework 

(i.e., SET) to interpret primary sources (i.e., films). Before proceeding directly to the primary 

source analysis, this paper will incorporate additional elements into the theoretical perspective 

(i.e., globalization and future developments). This discourse will then engage in an 

interdisciplinary close read of the primary film texts under this newly minted framework. The 

purpose of this methodology is to create a new and updated lens of examination while linking an 

abstract sociological theory to the discipline of humanities by means of the thesis and subject 

matter of this inquiry (i.e., future First-World cities in film).  

1. Interdisciplinary Application 

 As mentioned above, humanities film study will be used to apply SET to the thesis of this 

research. First, the film Salaam Bombay! has been selected to conceptualize the contemporary 

Third-Word city.32 Next, this Third-World city conceptualization will be compared to films 

depicting near future First-World cities.33 These future First-World city films have been divided 

into four different categories based on their progression in entropy (i.e., degree of decay): City in 

Transition (Children of Men), Totalitarian City (V for Vendetta), Hybrid City (Blade Runner), 

and Maximum City (The Matrix).34 The objective of this project is to explain why and how these 

depictions of future cities in film fit within a mapped entropy progression by employing an 

                                                
32 Salaam Bombay!, DVD, directed by Mira Nair (1988; Beverly Hills, CA: MGM Home 
Entertainment, 2003). 
33 Near future means within the next 20 to 50 years; see infra Chapter 3 §B(3).  
34 Children of Men, DVD, directed by Alfonso Cuarón (2006; Universal City, CA:  
Universal Studios Home Video, 2007), Blade Runner – The Final Cut, DVD, directed by Ridley 
Scott (1982; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2011), V for Vendetta, DVD, directed by James 
McTeigue (2005; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2006), The Matrix, DVD, directed by 
Andy and Lana Wachowski (1999; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2001). 
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interdisciplinary analysis.35  

 The study of an urban social system through film is an ideal application of SET. Cities 

are the center of global commerce and cultural interaction within a larger political body. Given 

the influx and volume of people, ideas, products, and demands, cities are a valuable subject to 

study the imagined effects of globalization on a large-scale population. The visual medium of 

film provides a more graphic depiction of the consequences of globalization as told through a 

narrative on an accelerated timeline. Rather than discuss the future effects of globalization in a 

vacuum, it is more useful and effective to have visual depictions to critique and analyze 

empirical observations and qualitative arguments. 

2. Interdisciplinary Subjects 

 Under SET, the entropy analysis (i.e., measure of decay) of a complex social system 

involves the dispersal of macro global properties to individuals possessing micro immutable 

characteristics via meso mutable distributions.36 The six global property variables of SET are 

made up of a social system’s physical space, population size, standard of living, technology, 

organization, and information.37 In observing these variables, this analysis will focus on the 

erosion of boundaries and order comparatively between contemporary Third-World and future 

First-World cities. 

  This final thesis attempts to synthesize globalization’s effects within cities utilizing the 

disciplines of cultural studies, political science, and sociology. Cultural studies is useful for 

analyzing a population’s interaction within its physical space while highlighting the unique 

challenges present within an urban landscape. Political science is effective in analyzing a 

                                                
35 See infra Appendix 1.1; see infra Footnote 371. 
36 See infra Chapter 2 §A(2); see infra Appendix 1.2. 
37 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 91-97. 
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system’s level of living relative to power holder’s access and distribution of information. 

Sociology presents a perspective on the identity struggles and clashes of subpopulations within 

the urban society’s organization of roles and efficient use of technology to achieve societal 

goals.   

 The variables of SET, and in turn the disciplines chosen to interpret those variables, are 

interrelated and interconnected. The cultural features and the physical landscape of the city serve 

to shape its political organization and sociological identity. At the same time, because of the 

density and diversity within the urban environment, fluctuations in any one global variable has 

implications on individual distributions and the system’s overall entropy measure. Thus, an 

interdisciplinary approach provides the best means to comprehensively test the thesis of this 

paper. 

E. Organization 

 This paper is organized such that each successive chapter is reinforced by the previous 

chapter’s background and arguments. To begin, Chapter 2 will present SET in detail and explain 

its origins, its adaptation to social theory, and its application to the city as a social system within 

film. Chapter 3 will explain the unique consequences of globalization on urban modernity. This 

chapter will then argue the future developments of urban population growth and resource 

depletion will accelerate and focus entropy erosion within future First-World cities. Chapter 4 

will present the contemporary Third-World city conceptualization in film. Chapter 5 will 

describe the “Instigating Event(s)” depicted within the narratives of the selected films that 

explain the social system’s entropy transition (i.e., the facts or events leading up to how a future 

First-World city has come to resemble a Third-World city). Chapter 6 will test the thesis of this 

paper by analyzing and categorizing the conceptualization of future First-World cities in film 
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under SET. Lastly, Chapter 7 will offer conclusions and recommendations for further application 

of the concepts and arguments discussed.
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CHAPTER 2 
Cities and Social Entropy Theory:  

Holistically Applying Social Theory to the Urban Society  
 

“If sociologists do not study complex society holistically, who will?”38 
 
  
 SET is a broad sociological theory. Its basic assumption is relatively simple: society 

trends towards social decay. However, its application to a given social system is multifaceted and 

complex. It is because of this dichotomy that the application of SET to the study of urban society 

is useful in understanding how specific variables influence macro level development. This 

chapter will discuss the background of SET, its application to urban society, its application to 

film study, and the representation of this paper’s thesis argument in the context of a three-level 

model. 

A. Social Entropy Theory 

 SET is the means by which the thesis of this paper will be tested. It is necessary to 

provide a base understanding of SET before proceeding to its application. In this first section of 

Chapter 2, the scope and background of SET will be discussed while providing an understanding 

of society as a living system. This section will then explain the assumption of SET that complex 

societies trend toward maximum entropy (i.e., anarchy). Next, this section will discuss the 

variables employed by SET to measure entropy within a system and conclude with SET’s 

emphasis on monitoring societal boundaries. 

1. Background and Scope 

 SET was derived for the perceived need within the discipline of sociology for general 

                                                
38 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 256.  
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analysis and a “big picture” theoretical perspective.39 Professor of Sociology at the University of 

California Los Angeles, Kenneth D. Bailey, recognized the critique “that modern sociology 

directs surprisingly little of its intellectual effort towards a holistic understanding of society.”40 

While sociology relies on the 19th century canon theorists of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, 

modern sociology “sorely miss[es] newer theories that extend these classical works or reach 

beyond their boundaries with original formulations.”41 In addressing these critiques, Bailey 

constructed SET “to be applied to any society at any stage of development.”42 SET is a unifying, 

large scale, concrete43 sociological theory with “the goal of explaining how a complex society 

operates on a day-to-day basis.”44 While Bailey’s version of social entropy is new in its breadth 

and scope, SET relies on the extension of classic sociology, including Durkheim’s sui generis 

and holistic social analysis.45 

 SET is a “concrete model isomorphic with the society being studied.”46 For the model to 

be isomorphic, “all components of the empirical system and the relationships among them must 

                                                
39 Id., xvii. 
40 Id., 2. 
41 Id. 
42 Id. 
43 A concrete model is defined in terms of its interaction or relationships among human actors as 
opposed to an abstract model describing interaction among variables. See id., 5.  
44 Id., 16. 
45 Social facts exist sui generis. According to Durkheim, “A social fact is every way of acting, 
fixed or not, capable of exercising on the individual an external constraint; or again, every way 
of acting which is general throughout a given society, while at the same time existing in its own 
right independent of its individual manifestations.” Émile Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological 
Method, 8th edition, trans. Sarah A. Solovay and John M. Mueller, ed. George E. G. Catlin (New 
York: The Free Press, 1964), 13. Where an actor engaged in a specific role (i.e., father, brother) 
is replaced by an incumbent, the society as a whole does not change because the role is governed 
by social facts which exist independent of any individual occupant. See Bailey, Social Entropy 
Theory, 95. 
46 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 19 
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be identified and represented in a direct one-to-one fashion in the conceptual level.”47 As 

opposed to mid-level theories, which explain social interaction in a given context, SET, as a 

macro sociological model, attempts to “represent all societal components and their 

interrelationships.” 48 In mapping and explaining the progression of society, SET holistically 

measures complexity and order through macro, micro, and meso societal variables.49 

 Since the 1990 publication of Bailey’s Social Entropy Theory, SET has found limited 

acceptance in sociology and other social sciences. While Bailey has published updates and 

clarifications providing scholars with further background in operationalizing variables and 

measuring social entropy,50 few have chosen to empirically apply the theory in their research.51 

One explanation for SET’s lack of popularity is the general skepticism exhibited by sociologists 

of “systems theories,” which purport to offer holistic explanations of complex societies.52 

Another reason for its lack of application is the cryptic language, borrowed from the disciplines 

of physics and biology, used within the theory to describe social developments.53 Still others find 

the complexity of SET and their unfamiliarity, compared with centuries old Marx and Weber, to 

be too great a risk in new scholarship.54 The goal of this chapter in describing SET and one 

                                                
47 Id. 
48 Id., 20. 
49 See infra §4; see infra Appendix 1.2. 
50 See Kenneth D. Bailey, “Talcott Parsons, social entropy theory, and living systems 
theory,” Behavioral Science 39, no. 1 (January 1994): 25-46; Kenneth D. Bailey, “System and 
conflict: toward a symbiotic reconciliation,” Quality and Quantity 31, (1997): 425-442. 
51 See Miran Mitar, “Bailey’s social entropy theory as an explicit theoretical approach for an 
empirical assessment of security of contemporary societies,” Quality & Quantity 44, no. 5 
(August 2010): 941-955. 
52 See Jeffrey Alexander and Paul Colomy, “Neofunctionalism today: Reconstructing a 
theoretical tradition,” in Frontiers of a Social Theory: The New Synthesis, ed. by George Ritzer 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1990): 33-67. 
53 See Bailey, “Talcott Parsons,” 25. 
54 See id. 
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objective of this paper in applying SET to its thesis arguments is to make social entropy more 

accessible and understandable. By explaining the progression of social entropy using a popular 

medium (i.e., film), SET may be revitalized as a viable social theory and be productively applied 

in future urban planning. 

2. Society as a System 

SET is itself an interdisciplinary combination of the hard sciences’ General Systems 

Theory with the soft science of sociology.55 Described by Kenneth Berrien, “A system is defined 

as a set of components interacting with each other and a boundary which possesses the property 

of filtering both the kind and rate of flow of inputs and outputs to and from the system.”56 

According to Bailey, a complex society meets the minimum definition of an empirical system.57 

The interrelation and interdependence of parts and variables within a bounded system is an 

essential assumption of SET.58 Further, systems consume “matter-energy,” Bailey’s combined 

term for matter and energy, in the course of their operation.59 In terms of the entropy analysis 

under thermodynamic principles, the distinction lies between open and closed systems.60 Open 

                                                
55 See id., 86. SET rejects functionalism as a viable means to holistically study society. While 
functionalism similarly analysis society as a system, it focuses on studying subparts within a 
system to discover their function in the society as a whole; seen by Bailey as illegitimate 
teleology. See Kenneth Bailey, “Talcott Parsons, social entropy theory, and living systems 
theory,” Behavioral Science 39, no. 1 (January 1994): 25. 
56 Kenneth Berrien, General and Social Systems (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
1968), 14-15. 
57 See id., 13. 
58 See id., 42. 
59 See George Miller, Living Systems (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1978), 11. 
60 Thermodynamics is the study of observable variables of heat (pressure, temperature, entropy) 
and its relation to energy and work. A basic thermodynamic system would be a steam engine; 
where coal is burnt to heat a boiler, to turn water into steam energy, to then move a piston to 
produce work. Entropy results in the disregation of water molecules from the liquid water to 
steam. See John Birkinbine and W.M. Wahl, “The Diesel motor,” Journal of the Franklin 
Institute 152, no. 5 (November 1901): 371-382. 
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systems have permeable boundaries allowing the transfer of matter-energy and information.61 

Conversely, closed systems have impermeable boundaries where no matter-energy or 

information is transferred in or out of the system.62 To understand how “society operates 

holistically on a day-to-day basis,” SET models society’s boundaries, its components as 

members, and their interrelationship.63 

3. Natural Trend Towards Randomness (i.e., Decay) 

The natural and most likely state of a social system is randomness. According to author, 

art and film theorist, and perceptual psychologist Rudolf Arnheim:  

The most general account physicists are willing to give of changes in time 
is often formulated to mean that the material world moves from orderly 
states to an ever-increasing disorder and that the final situation of the 
universe will be one of maximal disorder.64  
 

In terms of a system, the maximum state of entropy “is [similarly] defined as maximum disorder 

(randomness) or the ‘most probable’ state of the system.”65 Maximum entropy is a state of 

anarchy.66 Put in Arnheim’s worlds, “The more remote the arrangement is from a random 

distribution, the lower will be its entropy and the higher its level of order.”67 

There is an inverse relationship between energy consumption and entropy. Described by 

Bailey, “[S]ocial interaction by the acting system can only continue through expenditures of 

                                                
61 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 42. 
62 See id. 
63 Id., 43; see infra Appendix 1.2. 
64 Rudolf Arnheim, Entropy and Art: An Essay on Disorder and Order (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 1974), 4. 
65 “Increasing entropy” and “decreasing order.” See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 85; see also 
Ludwig von Bertalanffy, “General System Theory,” General Systems 1: 1-10 (1956), 143. 
66 This paper uses the term “anarchy” as a descriptive term for decay and disorder. For the 
purposed of this paper, anarchy is a physical and social condition manifested in society and 
defined by the absence of centralized control (i.e., lawlessness, normlessness). In this thesis, 
anarchy should not be interpreted as a political movement, group, or ideal. 
67 Arnheim, 10. 
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energy and information, an increase in physical entropy entails a reduction of information and 

matter-energy, and thus a reduction in resources available to the acting system.”68 This 

relationship has a direct influence on the social system’s ability to construct institutions and 

police norms, employ partitions and maintain constraints to combat and resist social decay. As 

observed by Bailey, “Although leaders may not conceptualize societal needs and goals in terms 

of entropy, their actions and the variables they control, of course, subsequently affect the entropy 

level of the concrete system.”69 

4. Measuring Variables 

A social system’s entropy levels can only be measured through observation. According to 

Bailey, “The amount of change in entropy over time, like the entropy level at a given point in 

time, may vary greatly for different societies, and thus must be determined empirically.”70 SET 

studies “three basic sets of variables” whereby all complex societies do their work: global 

property, mutable variables, and immutable characteristics.71 In Bailey’s conceptualization, SET 

“analyzes how the societal system uses the interaction of these three levels of variables to 

accomplish its ongoing goals and satisfy its everyday needs.”72 In measuring these variables, 

SET employs both physical and statistical (i.e., H value) entropy.73 Where entropy is ultimately 

the “quantitative measures of the degree of disorder in a defined system,” like a gram or meter,74 

social entropy is measured through qualitative empirical observations interpreting the integration 

                                                
68 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 86. 
69 Id., 51. 
70 Id., 87. 
71 Kenneth D. Bailey, “Talcott Parsons,” 8; see infra Appendix 1.2; see also Paul Lazarseld, 
“Some Remarks on the Typological Procedures in Social Research,” Zeitschrift für 
Socialforschung 6 (1937): 119-39. 
72 Bailey, “Talcott Parsons,” 9. 
73 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 87; see supra Footnote 28. 
74 Arnheim, 4 (emphasis added). 
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of macro and micro variables through meso distributions.75 For example, a Western tourist may 

observe an isolated jungle village in South America and conclude (subconsciously) that the 

society has a high level or low level of physical disorder compared to her own social system, or 

(consciously) assign a statistical value of entropy based on some arbitrary sliding scale (i.e., 0 = 

anarchy, 2 = jungle society, 7 = my society, 10 = complete order). However, for the Western 

tourist to reach this quantitative conclusion, she must first undertake a qualitative analysis of the 

village society. She must empirically observe how the village distributes its macro global 

property (e.g., rice harvest, fishing nets, housing) to micro individuals (e.g., children, pregnant 

women, elders) to assess how successfully the village achieves its societal goals (i.e., 

maintaining (or increasing) its standard of living: security, prosperity, influence).  

Beginning with an overview of these variables, a social system’s macro global property 

includes its spatial area (S), population (P), standard of living (L), organization (O), technology 

(T), and information (I).76 These six global property variables can be described without reference 

to any individual within the society. On the other hand, micro immutable characteristics, most 

commonly identified as gender (G), race (R), or age (A), can only be described with reference to 

the individual.77 The macro and micro variables are linked within the social system by the meso 

mutable variables.78 The linkages of the meso mutables (i.e., the filter between the society at 

large and the individual) occur in two forms: macro mutable distributions and micro mutable 

                                                
75 See infra Appendix 1.2. 
76 See id., (“Global Variables” box). 
77 See id., (“Immutable Variables” box). 
78 See Kenneth D. Bailey, “System and conflict: toward a symbiotic reconciliation,” Quality  
and Quantity 31, (1997): 428; see infra Appendix 1.2 (depicted by the curved lines linking the 
three variable levels). 
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individual characteristics.79 More specifically, an individual receives a mutable (i.e., ever 

changing) distributional share of global property in comparison to the total amount of macro 

level property within the social system (i.e., a slice of the pie). In turn, the amount of global 

property a person possesses serves to characterize the individual in comparison to other micro 

level individuals within the social system (i.e., the flavor of the slice). For example, Bill Gates as 

an individual receives a high distributional share (i.e., large slice) of society’s global property 

(e.g., wealth, technology, information, etc.). As a result of his high distributions, Gates is 

characterized as a successful and powerful person relative to other individuals (i.e., Gates’ slice 

of pie contains many desirable flavors and nutritious ingredients). 

i.     Global Properties 

As mentioned above, SET defines and employs six macro global properties in order to 

measure a society’s entropy levels (i.e., S, P, L, T, O, I).80 Global properties exist above the 

individual, but are constrained by the boundaries of the society. The values of these global 

properties are interrelated and contribute to the holistic entropy measure of a social system.  

a. Spatial Area 

All social systems operate within a physical space, represented as the (S) variable. In 

terms of SET, “space refers to the totality of the physical, biological, and chemical elements 

within the boundaries of the system.”81 This variable includes all food, air, energy, and natural 

resources within the “territorial limits” of the system.82 The spatial area variable should not be 

confused with the term “environment.” The physical area of a system is everything internal or a 

                                                
79 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 101 
80 See id., 91 
81 Id., 92. 
82 Id. 
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part of the system, where the environment encompasses residual factors “external to the system’s 

boundary that can affect the system or be affected by it.”83  

b. Population Size 

The population size of a particular system is a key macro sociological variable. In 

correlation with the spatial area (S), population (P) has an effect on the distribution and 

consumption of the system’s resources.84 In a closed system, population is easily determinable. 

However, with permeable boundaries, the migration of population across boundaries contributes 

to increased entropy.  

c. Level of Living 

Also known as quality of life, standard of living or level of well-being, the (L) variable is 

an essential measuring post in a living system.85 (L) can be operationalized using life expectancy 

statistics, possession of scarce resources, or energy reserves possessed by a society.86 The level 

of living is key in comparing entropy measures between different societies or measuring the 

longitudinal level of living of one society over time. The remaining three global variables of SET 

were incorporated for their effect on (L).87 

d. Technology 

The level of technology (T) is defined “as the total number of tools possessed by 

society.”88 For Bailey, “[T]ools generally utilize energy and information and are used by the 

                                                
83 Id. (emphasis added). 
84 See id. 
85 See id. 
86 See id. 
87 See id. 
88 Id., 94. 
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society in pursuit of its goals (e.g., to raise the level of living).”89 Tools can be used for work or 

leisure. More than mere possession, the effective use of technology contributes to social order 

and the efficiency of a social system. 

e. Organization 

The organization structure of society (O) is “the sum of all positions (of all types) in the 

society.90 For Bailey, a position is a “normatively regulated activity.”91 Positions utilize 

technology to process information and expend energy to achieve goals.92 The number and 

diversity of positions is highly correlated with the technology and population size of a system. 

However, many position roles exist sui generis.93 Roles can be labor roles, jobs or occupations, 

or other roles (e.g., leisure, retirement, unemployment).94 

f. Information 

Open systems “allow for the importation of both matter-energy and information across 

system boundaries.”95 Thus, information is necessary to utilize the full potential of other global 

variables. Information can include technical knowledge and nontechnical knowledge, societal 

values (i.e., normative proscriptions and prescriptions),96 ideology, or dogma.97 While 

information can serve to guide societal action to conform with social values, the (I) variable also 

includes misinformation and “noise” that can result in social action with “false consciousness.”98 

                                                
89 Id. 
90 Id., 95. 
91 Id. 
92 See id. 
93 See supra Footnote 45. 
94 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 95. 
95 Id., 96. 
96 Information on what to do and what not to do within the society. 
97 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 96. 
98 Id. 
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ii. Interrelation of Global Variables 

The global variables of a society can be operationalized into mathematical formulas.99 

Bailey states, “Some or all of the values of the respective variables need only be altered to derive 

the model of the particular society desired.”100 However, because the variables are interrelated, 

the ability of one variable to fluctuate and affect the remaining societal measures is limited. In 

the same respect, the possibility of change in one variable without affecting other variables is 

unlikely. For Bailey, “Change occurs in sort of a ‘stair-step’ fashion, that is, change will occur in 

one variable, then in all (or at least some) of the others.”101 Bailey provides one example:  

[I]f the global level of scarce resources (L), whether measures in food, petroleum, 
gold, or something else is low, then the society will not be able to afford to 
maintain a large spatial area (S), a large number to tools (T), a large number of 
organizational positions (O), and an extensive information network (I).102 

 
The extent that these variables can be controlled, manipulated, and rationed within the social 

system depends on the level of order and control (i.e., consolidation of power) within society. 

iii. Immutable Characteristics 

As opposed to global property, immutable characteristics can only be defined in relation 

to the individual. The most salient immutable variables are gender, race, and age (G, R, A).103 

While the individual cannot change immutables, it is often necessary for the perception of 

immutables to change (e.g., women as lawyers) before an individual may advance in the mutable 

structure of society (e.g., female judges, firm partners, prosecutors).104  

                                                
99 L = f (P, S, T, O, I), T = f (P, S, L, O, I), etc. 
100 Id., 98 
101 Id., 100. 
102 Id., 101. 
103 See Bailey, “System and conflict: toward a symbiotic reconciliation,” Quality and Quantity 
31, (1997): 431; see infra Appendix 1.2. 
104 Id. 
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iv. Mutable Variables: Distributions within the Social System 

Mutable distributions are “defined by aggregating properties of individuals in the 

society.”105 An individual receives a distribution of (S), (L), (T), (O), and (I). The relation from 

the macro sociological global properties, to the micro sociological individual is brought about 

through these five respective divisions (i.e., both the flavor and size of the pie piece). At a given 

point in time, society has a set value of each of the six global properties. Explained by Bailey, 

“Each person in the society has a position in the macrostructure by virtue of his or her position 

on the five distributional variables.”106 The correlation and consistency (or lack thereof) between 

the six global properties and five distributions is a measure of entropy within the system.107  

Each individual within the society possesses and exhibits mutable individual 

characteristics.108 Where an individual has high levels of education (I), they are expected to score 

high on the occupational level (O), have relatively high technical skill (T), make a high salary 

(L), and live in a wealthy neighborhood (S).109 High correlation is termed “status consistency,” 

where the opposite (e.g., high education and low occupational level) is deemed “status 

inconsistency.”110 The mutable micro individual characteristics are most clear when power 

holders within a society define the distributions of society’s global properties based on 

immutable variables (e.g., whites only college, male only employment, voting and drinking 

age).111  

                                                
105 Id.  
106 Id. 
107 See infra Footnote 142. 
108 See Bailey, “System and conflict,”430. 
109 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 102. 
110 Id. 
111 See Bailey, “System and conflict,” 430. 
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According to Bailey, “Maintenance of the mutable distributions requires rather constant 

monitoring.”112 Thus, maintaining and monitoring an artificial, complex social structure 

consumes large amounts of a social system’s resources. For example, enforcing the artificial 

structure of a legal drinking age or the illegality of women driving automobiles (e.g., Saudi 

Arabia) requires a multi-level approach. On the macro level, formal institutions must expend 

immense recourses (e.g., surveillance, investigation, prosecution, incarceration) to continually 

enforce the artificial structure via rules, procedures, and laws. On the micro level, maintaining 

the artificial structure necessitates that society consume matter-energy inputs to reinforce and 

cultivate social norms (e.g., religious doctrine, accepted social roles, rewarded social behavior, 

stigmatizing undesirable action) in order to perpetuate the status quo (i.e., delaying consumption 

until a person is more responsible, women as dependent on men). 

5. Monitoring and Boundaries 

As a consequence of meso distributions [i.e., the distribution of global property shares 

(pie slices) to individuals], society constructs boundaries. The primary need for constructing 

external boundaries in a social system is “to distinguish societal members from nonmembers” in 

order to ensure only members receive the benefits of system distributions [i.e., only system 

members are allowed to eat from society’s pie (minimize freeloaders)].113 Entropy is always 

relative to the surrounding environment.114 For Bailey, “The societal boundary serves as an 

entropy break, meaning that entropy levels on one side of it are different than on the other 

side.”115 Increased complexity trends towards entropy. As such, according to Bailey, 

                                                
112 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 165. 
113 Id., 108. 
114 See infra Appendix 1.2 (society as a circle within the square external environment). 
115 Id., 100-11. 



   25 

 

“Boundaries must be manipulated in order to bring energy information (negentropy) into the 

system, to combat the internal increase of entropy.”116 Maintaining a system’s boundary and 

resisting entropy consumes an immense amount of societal resources (i.e., matter-energy). 

“[T]he lower the ratio of internal entropy to external entropy,” Bailey explains, “the greater the 

task of boundary maintenance.”117 As such, societal boundaries are physical, but are also socially 

constructed. In turn, the flexibility of social construction is useful where “boundaries are 

constantly monitored and controlled by organizational members and may be altered (e.g., 

expanded or contracted) to meet various needs.”118 

i. Allocation of Distributions Among Global Constraints 

According to Bailey, the ultimate societal goal of allocating distributions is “to achieve 

congruence between the individual and the mutable five-dimensional [distributions] . . . to find a 

position in the structure that the individual is ‘qualified’ for or that does not exhibit ‘status 

inconsistency’ or some similar evidence of discontinuity.”119 Global property values have a 

direct affect on the individual. “The particular levels of the six variables, at any given time,” 

Bailey explains, “are important in affecting the allocation of the individual into the five mutable 

distributions.”120 Where variables are misaligned, society must consume matter-energy and 

increase complexity to counteract pressures toward entropy. For example, “The optimal 

population size is one commensurate with the other five variables and that facilitates the optimal 

use of information, technology, organization, and space, so as to maximize the level of living of 

                                                
116 Id., 158. 
117 Id.; see infra Appendix 1.2 (chevrons of “Pressure” from the “External Environment” 
constrict the social system’s “Boundary”). 
118 Id., 159. 
119 Id., 125. 
120 Id., 122-23. 



   26 

 

the society.”121 Where a given population exceeds the number of organizational positions, 

society implements a more rigid selection criteria. This process can manifest itself in the division 

of labor where competition is diffused through various specialized positions (e.g., bureaucracy) 

rather than “mass competition for all positions.”122 Similar to enforcing mutable distributions, 

this division of labor requires constant monitoring and maintenance while consuming societal 

resources. 

ii. Social Order and Conflict 

Social order is the departure from randomness.123 In SET, social order “is not a constant 

value, or absolute, but a matter of degree and empirically occurring variable from system to 

system and within one system over time.”124 Social order can be measured in an actor’s 

confidence and predictability regarding future consequences. For Bailey, “[D]eparture from 

randomness affords the possibility of predictability with regard to a system state.”125 All social 

system’s H values (i.e., randomness) exist somewhere between minimum and maximum entropy. 

For Arnheim, “[O]rder is a necessary condition for making a structure function . . . [and] . . . for 

anything the human mind is to understand.”126 While order is a matter of degree, it is a 

“prerequisite for survival” and its impulse is “inbred by evolution.”127 Conflict is also a matter of 

degree. However, there is no dependent relationship between social order and conflict nor is their 

an inbred impulse. For Bailey, “Conflict is a sufficient but not necessary cause of lack of 

                                                
121 Id., 123. 
122 Id. 
123 See id. 
124 Id., 172. 
125 Id. 
126 Arnheim, 1-2. 
127 Id., 2. 
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order.”128 Conflict can be the end result of a society’s lack of efficiencies and lack of social 

cohesion.129  

a. Efficiencies 

 Efficient allocation of global properties and individual distributions is a core measure of 

a society’s order. “The central problem for society,” according to Bailey, “is to allocate its 

population into mutables in some orderly fashion – ideally, in the optimal fashion . . . .”130 The 

organization of efficient social structure is essential to “prevent increases of entropy to unviable 

levels.”131 

Successful allocation of persons into mutable structure is the material foundation 
of social order. It is not enough for societal members to merely work or process 
energy and information if they are doing so in a random or non-orderly fashion. 
Random work will lead toward maximum entropy and certainly will tend to lower 
the level of living (L), as it will expend resources without productive return.132  

 
Different levels of global properties afford different societies varying levels of structure. A 

Third-World society with a low level of wealth and few precious resources (L), limited 

information networks (I), underdeveloped or inadequate technology (T), and limited spatial area 

(S) is increasingly pressured to allocate its population (P) efficiently into a productive 

organizational structure (O).133 In comparison, First-World societies can afford lesser efficiencies 

“but certainly not random allocation” because of greater levels of global resources.134 

 

 

                                                
128 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 174. 
129 See infra §(a)-(b). 
130 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 178. 
131 Bailey, “Talcott Parsons,” 12. 
132 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 178. 
133 See id., 179. 
134 Id., 179. 
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b. Replication 

 In SET, “orderly action is replicated action.”135 Social action is defined as “action by a 

single individual in which he or she expends energy and information”136 Further, social 

interaction is defined as action “between two or more persons and involves not only expenditure 

of energy and information by both, but generally the interchange of energy or information 

between them.”137 To benefit the society “the crucial element in orderly social action is that it is 

replicated action within the societal boundaries [to ensure a productive return].”138 High 

replication is correlated with low entropy because of its departure from randomness.139 

Nonetheless, Bailey argues that “[t]he nature of the orderly process and of the resulting symbolic 

order can be changed, over time, but that change is often slow.”140  

c. Barriers to Replication 

 Physical barriers to replicated social interaction (i.e., cohesion) are “inadequate reserves 

of any of the globals.”141 Where a society possesses insufficient global property to maintain a 

level of living, the previously replicated social action is unsustainable. Society adopts new norms 

and goals based on a reassessment of global property values.142 Failure to readopt new norms and 

                                                
135 Id., 179. 
136 Id., 180. 
137 Id. 
138 Id., 179. 
139 See id., 182. 
140 Id., 197; see infra Chapter 3 §C. 
141 Id., 199. 
142 See infra Appendix 1.2. The vertical two-ended arrow on the right indicates the “Degree of 
Integration of Three Variables.” If the three variables (macro, micro, and meso) are highly 
integrated, there is high social consensus and social replication leading toward the achievement 
of societal goals (bottom badge). Conversely, low integration, where society fails to meet daily 
needs, corresponds to high conflict and limited social replication resulting in society trending 
toward maximum entropy (top badge). 
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expectations results in inefficient consumption and accumulation of entropy within the system, 

which leads toward impending future decay and social erosion. 

 Structural barriers to replication are based on power. Defined by Bailey, “[P]ower is the 

ability to control the actions of another, with or without his or her consent.”143 In a concrete 

social system operating within a particular spatial boundary, “the first requirement for the 

retention of power is proper maintenance and control of these boundaries.”144 Controlling the 

boundary includes deciding who is allowed into the system and determining the criteria of when 

and for how long to open or close its barriers.  

Power holders determine what social action is replicated. Defined by Bailey, “[A]ny 

person who controls the globals for the society are its power holders.”145 Power holders further 

determine individual distributions. “[P]ower holders are the ones who shape mutable 

distributions,” according to Bailey, “for they are the ones with the power to allocate a person into 

positions . . . .”146 The primary tool (T) utilized by power holders is access to information (I). 

Bailey explains, “System power holders are the only persons who have access to th[e] central 

information concerning the globals and mutables for the entire system, unless they decide to 

release it to others . . . .”147 The willingness to share information and divest power is a central 

theme in most social systems and highlighted in many dystopian films.148 

Friction can arise between power holders and social actors. Identified by Bailey:  

Real potential for conflict between aspirants and power holders exists whenever 
aspirants possess the mutable characteristics that ostensibly ‘qualify’ them for the 

                                                
143 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 200. 
144 Id. 
145 Id. 
146 Id. 
147 Id., 202. 
148 See infra Chapter 5 and 6. 
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position but possess immutable characteristics historically not possessed by 
incumbents of the position to which they aspire.149  
 

Power holders’ control of distributions can be justified where institutionalizing and standardizing 

social replication can mitigate conflict. However, the ability to prevent decay and anarchy often 

comes down to the type of system involved. According to Bailey, “Open systems do not 

necessarily tend toward maximum entropy if there are forces to combat [decay], replicated social 

action . . . effectively prevents theses distributions from approaching randomness.”150 

6. Summary of SET 

 A social system’s natural state is anarchy (i.e., maximum entropy). Society constructs and 

expends matter-energy to maintain and monitor boundaries. Through increased complexity, 

society trends toward increased entropy. Entropy is measured by a system’s integration of macro 

global properties and micro immutable variables through meso mutable distributions. In other 

words, how wheat (global property) is cultivated, processed, marketed, and sold (meso 

distribution) and how a single mother (micro immutable) possesses the income to purchase a loaf 

of bread and support her standard of living is one measure of a social system’s entropy. Further, 

social order combats entropy through the replication of social interaction and promoting system 

consensus (e.g., a two parent household is desirable and stable). Conflict can arise where power 

holders within a social system restrict access to information and control distributions based on 

immutable characteristics (e.g., single child policy, sterilization). 

B. SET in the City 

 SET is an ideal application to study the city as a social system. Cities are a bounded 

living system, socially constructed and enforced through physical barriers. Compared to country 

                                                
149 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 205. 
150 Id., 207. 
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boundaries, cities are a more manageable society to study, while still offering complexity and 

stratification within a larger social system. Cities have an identifiable population (P) within a 

spatial area (S). Given the density and variety within cities, the interaction between its population 

and physical space is highly impacted by the pressures and constraints of the urban boundary. 

Cities also have a measurable standard of living (L). The level of living within a city is unique 

because it is more concentrated and stratified compared to the diffused living standards across an 

entire state or country. The constraints within a city also require residents to use information (I) 

and technology (T) efficiently. In the same respects, how a city utilizes and assigns 

organizational roles (O) defines and shapes the urban standard of living.  

 Cities can be further characterized as either open or closed systems based on the degree 

of monitoring and maintenance of their boundaries. Cities have power holders who control the 

distribution of global property with their spatial area. Cities exist within and are affected by the 

outside environment. The efficiencies of the city’s matter-energy consumption and expenditures 

to maintain social order can be measured and empirically observed. Thus, cities as the subject of 

study offer a more concentrated and more interrelated setting to observe SET within a social 

system on a day-to-day basis. 

C. Film SET 

 Film is an ideal medium to study the city as a social system. Through empirical analysis, 

the macro global properties within a city can be operationalized and observed through the 

physical aesthetic or mise-en-scène of a film.151 Individual meso distributions are depicted within 

                                                
151 Translated as “placing on stage,” mise-en-scène in film is everything that appears before the 
camera: set design, props, lighting, costumes, space and proportion. Mise-en-scène has also been 
referred to as all elements under control of the director of the film. See Elements of Cinema, 
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the film’s narrative; personalized by the character’s navigation through the city’s spatial area. As 

articulated by media scholar and Professor of Cinematic Arts Henry Jenkins, “Often, the plot is a 

vehicle to justify our travel through conceptual and geographic space.”152 Thus, by moving 

between the film’s aesthetic and narrative, conflict and entropy are more clearly expressed and 

ripe for analysis. 

 The mechanics of a film makes the holistic analysis of a social system more feasible. 

Film presents a single, visual imagination of a society over an elapsed period of time. As 

expressed by Arnheim, “Only by adding up a sufficient number of momentary complexions over 

a sufficient length of time can we tell something about the macroscopic state [of a system], i.e., 

establish its entropy.”153 A film is the sum of many momentary complexions.154 The advantage 

of film is that time can be accelerated and manipulated as well as paused to highlight entropy 

features and variables within the larger text.   

 The urban society within a film is complete. All the necessary elements for analysis are 

present without having to go outside the movie for context or explanation. The 

conceptualizations of contemporary Third-World and future First-World cities in film can be 

easily compared to our present urban landscape. In viewing cities in film, Jenkins comments, 

“We are encouraged to read the urban landscape symptomatically – for signs of similarity to and 

                                                                                                                                                       
“Mise-en-Scène,” accessed March 26, 2012, http://www.elementsofcinema.com/directing/mise-
en-scene.html.  
152 Henry Jenkins, “Looking at the City in The Matrix Franchise,” In Cities in Transition:  
The Moving Image And The Modern Metropolis, edited by Andrew Webber and Emma Wilson 
(London: Wallflower Press, 2008): 177. 
153 Arnheim, 11. 
154 This paper employs a series of screenshots to exemplify the selected films’ entropy status and 
to provide the reader with greater context and explanation. See infra Appendix 2(a)-4.4(c). 
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difference from cities we encounter in our everyday lives.”155 

 Film is also an expressive art form. According to Arnheim, “The arts, as a reflection of 

human existence at its highest have always and spontaneously lived up to this demand of 

plenitude. No mature style of art in any culture has ever been simple.”156 The complexity within 

a film is not only a reflection of society, but also a creative expression and commentary of its 

creators: directors, producers, writers, actors, visual effects, and sound track. Thus, this research 

attempts to map the internal complexity both within and between different films depicting future 

First-World cities.157 In terms of mapping the future, Arnheim commented, “To be sure, what 

looks like disorder today, may turn out to be the order of tomorrow. This has happened before 

and is likely to repeat itself in the future.”158 To that end, using SET to observe a society within a 

film is an efficient and effective means of scholarship as employed in an interdisciplinary 

perspective. Arnheim concluded his essay Entropy and Art by commenting, “Within a narrow 

span of duration and space the work of art concentrates a view of the human condition; and 

sometimes it marks the steps of progression . . . .”159 In the same vein, this paper aims to show 

that the art of film will indeed mark the progression of the future First-World city towards 

maximum entropy. 

D. Three-Level Representation 

To fully apply SET to the subject matter of this research (i.e., future First-World cities in 

film), a three-level measurement model must be implemented to quantify conflict and entropy 

                                                
155 Jenkins, 177. 
156 Arnheim, 26. 
157 See infra Appendix 1.1. 
158 Arnheim, 29. 
159 Id., 30. 
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within the representative social systems.160 Bailey advocates for the three-level model in SET 

because it goes beyond the traditional two-level model of (1) concept and (2) empirical 

research.161 The three-level model employs three different phases: conceptual level (X), 

empirical level (X’), and indicator level (X”).162 The conceptual level is thought of as the mental 

image of a concept (e.g., racism, sexism, globalization).163 The empirical level is the “actual, 

concrete, empirically occurring entity,” which is the manifestation of the concept level in reality 

(e.g., whites only schools, male business executives, an American company with call centers in 

India).164 The indicator level is a mapping, scaling, or indexing measure that tests the concept 

and the empirical occurrence(s).165  

To apply SET to this research using the three-level model, the conceptual level (X) is 

Dasgupta’s initial argument that the Western imagination of the future First-World city is the 

current Third-World city.166 The empirical level (X’) is the observation of future First-World 

cities in film.167 The indicator level (X”) is the plotting of entropy measures of a current Third-

World city and future First-World cities in film to prove the conceptual thesis of this paper.168 

 Concluding Chapter 2, SET describes the holistic day-to-day operations of a complex 

social system. Through entropy, conflict, and social replication, SET explains how societies 

change over time. Boundary maintenance and pressure from the external environment define 

modern complex social systems. The urban society presented in film is an ideal system to 

                                                
160 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 26. 
161 See id., 25. 
162 Bailey, “System and conflict: toward a symbiotic reconciliation,” 433. 
163 See id., 434. 
164 See id. 
165 See id. 
166 See Dasgupta; see infra Appendix 1.3. 
167 See infra Appendix 1.3. 
168 See id. as mapped by Appendix 1.1. 
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observe the interaction of macro, micro, and meso variables of SET. Analyzing the projection of 

cities in film under SET will serve as the means through which the concept and empirical 

analysis of this paper can be best accomplished using an interdisciplinary methodology. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Force and Future Developments:  

Accelerating Mechanisms of Erosion Within the City 
 

“Globalization is a vast turbo-powered machine that circles the globe destroying all that it 
touches. Who is in control of this unstoppable manic machine? No one. No one can control it. 

The best we can do is to offer up human sacrifices to try to satisfy the demands of the nameless, 
faceless market god.”169 

 
 
 Globalization is the mechanism of modernity through which cities develop and assimilate 

new characteristics. The future developments of population growth and resource depletion will 

exacerbate the effects of globalization within the future First-World city. Before testing these 

arguments with examples in film, it is necessary to first identify globalization as a phenomenon 

and explain its relative consequences on the urban landscape. In this chapter, globalization will 

first be defined and translated into the framework of SET. Next, the future developments of 

population growth and resource depletion will be described in the context of their effects on the 

city. Lastly, this section will argue entropy (i.e., decay) in future First-World cities will be 

proliferated by globalization and accelerated by future developments. 

A. Force of Globalization 

 In the context of this paper, globalization is identified as a global force. As explained in 

Chapter 2 and in the context of SET, society is separated from the external environment by 

system boundaries. When combined, globalization as a force has the power to breach a system’s 

barriers. This first section will expound upon this idea by first defining and then explaining 

globalization’s concentration within the city. This section will then go on to describe 

globalization’s effects on select SET variables. 

                                                
169 Michael Veseth, Globaloney 2.0: The Crash of 2008 and the Future of Globalization 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 14.  
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1. Definition 

Globalization, in relation to urban development, should be viewed as a new phenomenon 

in terms of its scope and consequence. This perspective is in opposition to economic historians, 

who argue that globalization has occurred before.170 Rather, this paper supports political theorist 

David Held’s belief that our world today is under the influence of an unprecedented phenomenon 

that compresses time and space relative to our interactions with others.171 Globalization blurs the 

boundaries between the local and global by stretching social, political, and economic relations 

across figurative borders. Distant events and consequences have direct repercussions on both the 

macro and micro.172 Shrinking the world by speeding up communication, travel, and transactions 

leads to increasing dependence on others outside the local community, while simultaneously 

challenging homogeneity and sovereignty from within society.173 As a result, the scale and 

nature by which globalization has transformed the world are unparalleled and require distinction 

from any other natural process or prior era. 

2. Concentration Within the City 

Capitalism and technology are the most influential factors of globalization.174 As a result, 

the consequences of globalization are first and foremost felt within the urban setting. Population 

density, geographic location, economic industries and institutions all lend themselves to the 

                                                
170 Economic historians view the early period of the 19th century up to the year 1914 as the first 
era of globalization where world trade grew “almost 4 percent per annum.” See Dani Rodrik, The 
Globalization Paradox: Democracy and the Future of the World Economy (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2011), 24.  
171 See David Held and others, Global Transformations: Politics, Economics and Culture 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), 482. 
172 See id., 484. 
173 See Andreas Huyssen, “World Cultures, World Cities (Introduction),” in Other Cities, Other 
Worlds, ed. by Andreas Huyssen, Durham: Duke University Press, 2008: 1, 6. 
174 See Sheila L. Croucher, Globalization and Belonging: The Politics of Identity a Changing 
World (Oxford, United Kingdom: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 10.  
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embrace of globalization within the metropolis. Cities are centers of capital and technological 

consumption.175 They serve as a barometer in forecasting sociocultural, political, and 

geographical repercussions resulting from globalization.  

While globalization is an all-encompassing force, which affects the entire globe to 

differing degrees, First-World cities receive the vast majority of globalization’s effects. This is 

most strikingly seen in Richard Florida’s theory about the rise of the urban “creative class.”176 

Florida argues that post-industrial First-World cities have a Super-Creative Core (e.g., scientists, 

artists, media developers, and designers that create consumer products and goods) and Creative 

Professionals (e.g., knowledge-based workers in the healthcare, business, finance, legal, and 

education fields solving problems).177 Where First-World cities increasingly produce value 

added services (e.g., marketing, business, economic, and legal analysis) rather than tangible 

goods (e.g., cars and refrigerators), these cities depend on comparative advantage and the 

importation of goods, materials, and energy to sustain themselves and their standard of living.178 

In short, First-World cities depend on the mechanisms of globalization (i.e., the shrinking of time 

and space, interconnected markets) to sustain both their production and consumption. 

 

                                                
175 See MasterCard Worldwide Centers of Global Commerce (2008), accessed March 12, 2012, 
http://www.mastercard.com/us/company/en/insights/pdfs/2008/MCWW_WCoC-
Report_2008.pdf. 
176 See Richard Florida, The Rise Of The Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work, 
Leisure, Community And Everyday Life (New York: Basic Books, 2002).  
177 See id., 69. 
178 Comparative advantage is the ability of one entity to produce a particular good or service at a 
lower marginal and opportunity cost (i.e., produces the good cheaper relative to producing other 
goods). Countries gain efficiencies by producing only goods with a comparative advantage and 
importing all other goods. The consequence is increased dependence on international trade. See 
William J. Baumol, and Alan S. Binder, Economics: Principles and Policy (Mason, OH: South 
Western Cengage Learning, 2009), 50. 
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3. Effect on the Global Properties of the City 

 Where the compression of time and space is magnified within the city, the effects of 

globalization on SET variables must be identified. The most significant effects of globalization 

occur on the macro global levels within the city. In the following subsection, the political, social, 

and economic organization along with information technology and the spatial area of the city 

will be highlighted. 

i. Political (O)rganization 

Globalization and historical developments have changed the role of the nation state and 

the city within the nation. The nation state is challenged from above by supranational forces 

(e.g., global markets, competition of interests) and from below by global immigration. Diverse 

populations participating and lobbying for varying interests, better known as pluralism, 

undermine the social homogeneity and the authority of the nation state. According to the political 

scientist Jürgen Habermas, under the deliberative model of democracy, separate spheres of 

influence commune together through national consensus: the “we.”179 Society as a whole, 

“regardless of the diversity of different cultural forms of life, requires that every citizen be 

socialized into the common political culture.”180 Under globalization, the “common” political 

culture in the city is increasingly muddled by complexity and diversity of interests. Rather, 

common participation and access to the political process becomes more important than any 

single message or ideal.181 

                                                
179 See Jürgen Habermas, “Appendix II. Citizenship and National Identity,” Between Facts and 
Norms: Contributions to Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, trans. William Rehg 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996). 
180 Id., 500. 
181 For example, the Tea Party in America can be summarized as a movement about political 
action and involvement and less about specific objectives or dogma. See Benjamin Spillman and 
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Further, urban society is both complex and pluralistic. Popular sovereignty is achieved 

both through formal, legal institutional procedures (e.g., city counsel, courts, political parties, 

elections, referendums) and through informal discourse (e.g., “Occupy Wall Street” movement) 

that combine to form the public will. However, under globalization, less emphasis is placed on 

the formal hierarchy of authority and the division of official governing bodies (i.e., trend towards 

anarchy). Globalization places increasing emphasis on informal discourse of public opinion (i.e., 

Habermas’ Öffentlichkeit culture, defined as discourse outside the control of the state: reading 

clubs, coffeehouses, Masonic lodges, chat rooms, blogs).182 This erosion or relinquishment of 

state sovereignty reduces the amount of authority and effectiveness of large scale policy 

planning. Thus, with the diffusion of authority under globalization, local movements and 

organization fill the void of political influence within society.183 In short, globalization, a diverse 

and global force with no single master, influences domestic political arrangements while 

deemphasizing formal government involvement. 

Through the forces of globalization, many new actors find themselves vying for political 

representation within the city environment. Marginalized immigrants, global industry, and the 

domestic constituency demand accountability and representation in the system’s political 

process.184 However, existing political institutions are ill equipped to meet the populace’s diverse 

demands. The resulting friction between formal, rigid institutions and the informal, fluid 

constituency is a product of the First-World city’s historical development dependent on formal 

                                                                                                                                                       
Steve Tetreault, “Tea Party dogma difficult to define,” Las Vegas Review-Journal, March 29, 
2010, accessed March 13, 2012, http://www.lvrj.com/news/tea-party-dogma-difficult-to-define-
89380242.html.  
182 See Habermas. 
183 See Rodrik, 19, 22; see also Veseth, 132. 
184 See Huyssen, 8-9. 
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constraints and hierarchical division. Summarized by Dasgupta, the First-World struggles to deal 

“with radical diversity” proliferated by globalization.185  

ii. Economic (O)rganization 

 Globalization, a product of technology and capitalism, has an inherent connection with 

economic development. Market forces dictate economic expansion and greatly influence the 

political agenda of cities operating within the global economy. Comparative advantage is the law 

of the land where cities must compete and specialize in support of domestic economic “winners” 

within the urban landscape.186 In theory, globalization and economic interconnectedness means 

nations, and cities within nations, should only produce their comparative advantage and import 

all other goods and services. In practice, this principle becomes muddled with divergent 

economic and political interests. On the one hand, most First-World urban societies seek to 

promote liberalized economies and the rights of the consumer to freely participate in global 

markets. On the other hand, the governments of these First-World nations seek to stem the tides 

of globalization and the erosion of state sovereignty by retaining (i.e., subsidizing or protecting 

via tariffs) some domestic industries (i.e., for the support of domestic labor markets, domestic 

market diversity, or national security). As a result, a worldwide measure of entropy is the friction 

between promoting market liberalism while at the same time upholding self-sustainability and 

ensuring national security (i.e., Mercantilism).  

In a narrower context, cities are centers of global commerce, but also exist within the 

purview of nations, countries, states, and local boundaries. The First and Third-Worlds have 

implementing different strategies in balancing the demands between markets and governments. 

                                                
185 See Dasgupta; see supra Chapter 1 §A. 
186 See Veseth, 16. 
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In First-World cities, the friction between countervailing economic and political policies requires 

immense governmental monitoring.187 Alternatively, in the Third-World, the erosion of 

government authority (i.e., the elimination of institutional monitoring and policy enforcement) 

has given rise to new economic institutions. Nontraditional industries, supported by innovation 

and comparative advantage, have bloomed in Third-World cities while other heavily subsidized 

and controlled industries have dissolved.188  

iii. Social (O)rganization 

 As a consequence of both political development and economic reallocation, the social 

atmosphere of the city is drastically influenced by globalization. In the short term, the process of 

migration introduces new cultural elements (e.g., people, symbols, practices, beliefs) to the city 

landscape and provides the possibility for conflict with the existing urban identity and 

population.189 In the long view, most elements are eventually assimilated and dispersed 

throughout the urban setting. The result is the constant updating and evolution of the 

multicultural metropolis.  

 With these social developments, explicitly through migration and implicitly through the 

influence of globalization (i.e., media, technological interaction, global marketing), a normative 

                                                
187 Government planners resist “random work” because it increases entropy and inefficient use of 
energy inputs within the social system. See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 178. One example of 
this friction is the city of Beijing, China: a center of global commerce, but highly restrictive 
government censorship. See Jonathan Watts, “China’s secret internet police target critics with 
web of propaganda,” The Guardian, June 13, 2005, accessed March 29, 2012, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2005/jun/14/newmedia.china#article_continue.  
188 In Third-World City of Mumbai, India, the Shiv Sena political party intentionally devolved 
governmental control. As result, textile mills and other heavy industry have been abandoned and 
replaced by a chaotic mix of bazaar arcade markets. See Gyan Prakash, “Mumbai: The Modern 
City in Ruins,” in Other Cities, Other Worlds, edited by Andreas Huyssen. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2008: 193, 196. See infra Chapter 4 §A(1). 
189 See “totemic representations,” Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 109. 
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struggle persists over urban cultural capital (e.g., language, works of art, definition of the 

family).190 The diversity and complexity of the city compounds ambiguity between cultural 

values while dense spatial areas generate competing claims to superiority (e.g., English v. 

foreign language, classic works v. street art, nuclear family v. extended family). The erosion of 

cultural borders and social distinction within the urban landscape makes the city ripe for a clash 

of cultures.191 The friction over urban cultural capital combined with the blurring of boundaries 

and melding of categories under globalization propels the social organization of the city towards 

increased entropy.  

iv. (I)nformation and (T)echnology 

Globalization rewards innovation and untraditional development. Third-World cities like 

Mumbai and Shanghai are taking non-traditional approaches in political development compared 

to Western chronologies of standardized languages, economies, division of land, labor, and 

codified laws.192 Global ambition and improvisational ethos thrive in a Third-World city 

environment supported by diverse economic and cultural activity under a loose authoritative 

structure. Technology, according to globalization author Michael Veseth, makes “globalization 

safer by making information flow faster, cheaper, broader, and deeper [and] allowing for the 

creation of innovative financial instruments.”193 Under these diffuse, pluralistic political 

structures, technology provides the means by which globalization thrives while simultaneously 

                                                
190 While immutable characteristics cannot change, it is often necessary for their perception to 
change in relation to mutable distributions before society can progress in meeting its daily needs 
and achieve its long-term goals. See Bailey, “System and conflict,” 430; see also Pierre 
Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (London: Routledge, 1984). 
191 See infra Chapter 4 §B(1)(i). The debate over conserving the static city and colonial artifacts 
of Mumbai is one example of the conflict over cultural significance. See Mehrotra, 209. 
192 See Dasgupta. 
193 Veseth, 47. 
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limiting governmental attempts at limiting and controlling information (e.g., the wiki leaks 

scandal).194 

v. (S)patial Area 

 With the increase in population, decrease in governmental authority/management, and 

diversity of economic production, the city under globalization is in competition for resources. 

The First-World city population demands ever-increasing mutable distributions that outstrip 

surrounding sources.195 Cities have become increasingly dependent on more distant imports for 

essential operation, searching for more remote sources to quench the bottomless appetite of the 

metropolitan. Beyond natural resources, density and diversity complicate the demands for post-

material capital (e.g., individual self improvement, space for freedom of expression, healthy 

living environment), which further exposes the weakness of the political systems to respond to 

popular demands without formal constraints and organized development. 

 As a consequence of the demand for resources and limited space, pollution from both the 

producer and consumer are a major concern for the densely populated metropolis. Limited green 

spaces and limited disposal areas compound the problem where cities must dispose of waste 

without compromising public health while avoiding the use of valuable real estate.196 Increasing 

                                                
194 See Emily Badger, “WikiLeaks Has Not Ushered in New Era of Transparency,” Miller-
McCune, March 28, 2012, accessed March 29, 2012, http://www.miller-
mccune.com/politics/wikileaks-has-not-ushered-in-new-era-of-transparency-40663/.  
195 See infra §B(1). 
196 See Eric Jaffe, “U.S. Cities Are Losing 4 Million Trees a Year,” The Atlantic Cities, February 
9, 2012, accessed February 10, 2012, 
 http://www.theatlanticcities.com/arts-and-lifestyle/2012/02/us-cities-are-losing-4-million-trees-
year/1183/; Andrew Price, “Can Hong Kong Solve It’s Garbage Crisis?,” The Atlantic Cities, 
February 6, 2012, accessed February 7, 2012, 
http://www.theatlanticcities.com/neighborhoods/2012/02/can-hong-kong-solve-its-garbage-
crisis/1144/. 
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population density compounds the need for efficiency while reducing the supply of all of the 

system’s global resources. 

 In concert with pollution and production, climate change is of great concern to the city 

dweller. The disproportional pollution levels and decreasing standards of living within the city 

give rise to health and environmental concerns. In addition, with climate change comes altered 

ecologic environments and a shifting comparative advantage.197 For urban centers, the effects of 

changing resources (e.g., shifting precipitation, shifting growing seasons, available/sustainable 

land for food production, limits on industry production emissions, limits on consumerism) as a 

result of climate change are exaggerated through globalization where global consumption 

continually spurs competition and global trade only promotes “winners.” 

B. Future Developments 

 Due to globalization, the future developments of resource depletion and population 

growth will have dramatic effects on the future First-World city. In 2040, it is estimated 5.6 

billion people will reside in cities, which combined will consume seventy nine percent of the 

world’s energy use.198 In reference to these projections, physicist and scientific city modeler 

Geoffrey West of the Santa Fe Institute comments, “The stress and the strain on resources and 

                                                
197 See Christine MacDonald, “How Climate Change Could Be the Ruin of Los Angles,” The 
Atlantic Cities, February 23, 2012, accessed February 24, 2012, 
http://www.theatlanticcities.com/neighborhoods/2012/02/how-climate-change-could-be-ruin-los-
angeles/1300/. 
198 Adam Newton, “Future Cities in a Resource Constrained World,” Shell’s Future Scenarios, 
webinar recorded November 29, 2011, http://www-
static.shell.com/static/innovation/downloads/ted/ted_booklet.pdf, 3. Currently, “Cities consume 
70% of global energy use.” Elaine Weidman, VP Sustainability and Corporate Responsibility, 
Ericsson Corporation, Ericsson’s Network Society Project, “Thinking Cities, Networked 
Societies,” YouTube video, posted by ericssonmedia, February 16, 2012, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=6ctxP6Dp8Bk or 
http://www.ericsson.com/networkedsociety. 
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materials is phenomenal.”199 The combination of urban population growth and resource 

consumption will have dramatic implications on the entropy progression of future cities. This 

section will define both resource depletion and population growth as applied to the city while 

extrapolating their potential future effects.  

1. Resource Depletion 

 For purposes of this research, resource depletion refers to the reduction of key resources: 

minerals, ores, fossil fuels, and biomass.200 In projecting current efficiencies and global 

consumption into the future, a 2011 United Nations report estimated that by 2050, 140 billion 

tons of fossil fuels, minerals, and ores will be extracted annually, tripling current rates.201 Co-

lead author Mark Swilling from the University of Stellenbosch, South Africa commented, “The 

reality is that there is another billion middle-class consumers on the way as a result of rapid 

industrialization in developing countries.”202 

 Compared to these extraction estimates, resource depletion looms where the current 

world’s economy is based on oil and fossil fuels. In 1850, approximately 2 trillion barrels of oil 

existed in the ground.203 By 2010, approximately half of the world’s oil was consumed.204 

Currently the world produces approximately 30 billion barrels of oil annually and production is 

                                                
199 “Thinking Cities,” 1:48. 
200 United Nations Environment Programme, “Decoupling natural resource use and  
environmental impacts from economic growth,” A Report of the Working Group  
on Decoupling to the International Resource Panel (2011), 10, 
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/decoupling/files/pdf/Decoupling_Report_English.pdf. 
201 Id., 28. 
202 Mark Kniver, “Rising resource use threatens future growth, warns UN,” BBC, May 12, 2011, 
accessed February 12, 2012, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-13376416. 
203 See Peter Goodchild, “Depletion of Key Resources: Facts at Your Fingertips,” Culture 
Change, January 27, 2010, accessed February 12, 2012, 
http://www.culturechange.org/cms/content/view/597/1/.  
204 See id. 
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expected to be halved by the year 2030.205 

 In reference to the city, West comments, “The bigger you are as a city, the more you have 

of everything . . . wages, AIDs cases, crime, patents.”206 With big inputs, cities produce large 

outputs. Marc Weiss, Chairman of the Prague Institute for Global Urban Development, explains, 

“Cities are the fundamental building blocks of prosperity, both for the nation and for families.”207 

Urban societies need basic matter-energy inputs to meet daily needs and achieve long term 

societal goals.208 Weiss has estimated, “Industrial and commercial activities in urban areas 

account for between fifty and eighty percent of the gross domestic product (GDP) in most 

countries of the world. The quality of life for most people in the future will be determined by the 

quality of cities.”209 Where raw inputs are substantially reduced, the quality of life and economic 

production in future cities must also be reduced.210  

2. Population Growth 

 In the year 1900, London was the world’s largest city with a population of 6.5 million.211 

Today the urban metropolis is defined by megacities: ten million inhabitants or more. In 1995, 

                                                
205 See id.; see also Colin Campbell and Jean Laherrere, “The End of Cheap Oil,” Scientific 
American (March 1998): 78-83. 
206 “Thinking Cities, Networked Societies,” 3:10; see also Geoffrey West and others, “Growth, 
innovation, scaling, and the pace of live in cities,” Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences 104 (2007): 7301-7306. 
 http://www.pnas.org/content/104/17/7301.full.pdf+html?with-ds=yes. 
207 Erla Zwingle, “Where’s everybody going?,” National Geographic 202, no. 5 (November 
2002): 70, accessed February 12, 2012, http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/ngm/0211/feature3/. 
208 See infra Appendix 1.2. 
209 See id. 
210 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 99 [S = f (P, L, T, O, I)]. 
211 See Mark Lewis, “Mega Cities of The Future,” Forbes, June 11, 2007, accessed February 12, 
2012, http://www.forbes.com/2007/06/11/megacities-population-urbanization-biz-
cx_21cities_ml_0611megacities.html. 
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there were 14 mega cities; in 2015 there will be 21.212 Today the five largest cities are Tokyo 

(36.9m), Delhi (21.9m), Mexico City (20.14m), New York (20.10m), and São Paulo (11.72m).213 

In 2025, the largest cities are estimated to be Tokyo (38.6m), Delhi (32.9m), Shanghai (28.4m), 

Mumbai (26.6m), and Mexico City (24.6m).214 For the first time in history, more than half (fifty-

two percent) of the world’s population lives in cities.215 That amounts to 200,000 new urban 

dwellers every day.216 By the year 2030, sixty percent of the world’s population will be living in 

cities.217 

 A city’s population has a direct effect on its social entropy levels. Increased population 

means a greater demand for mutable distributions and less global property per capita. The city’s 

social, political, and physical infrastructures are tested where it becomes increasingly critical that 

the urban population be productively and efficiently allocated into proper organizational roles to 

avoid wasting precious energy resources through random work.218 Increased population demands 

an increase in the spatial area of the city, but requires information and technology to maintain or 

resist the decay of the system’s standard of living. Further, migration of population to the city 

stresses boundary maintenance and the ability of the city as a system to differentiate between 

citizens and noncitizens.219 

 

                                                
212 See id. 
213 These statistics measure agglomerations: the city and any suburbs linked by continuous urban 
area. GeoHive, “Agglomerations : top 25 for 2025,” Accessed July 2, 2012 
http://www.geohive.com/earth/cy_agg2025.aspx.  
214 Id.; see also Zwingle, “Where’s everybody going?” 
215 See Mathiea Lefevre, Executive Director of the New Cities Foundation, “Thinking Cities, 
Networked Societies,” 1:25. 
216 See id., 1:33. 
217 Zwingle. 
218 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 178-79. 
219 See id., 108. 
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3. Relevance to Selected Films: Near Future 

 The years 2030 to 2050 marks the focal point of urban analysis. This period will bring 

about a dramatic reduction in reserves of fossil fuels and other key minerals. During this period, 

cities are expected to experience an influx in population and density. As a result, the films 

projecting future First-World cities have been selected for their depiction of this near future 

timeframe.220 

C. Reinforcement and Acceleration of Boundary Erosion 

 Globalization and the aforementioned future developments will have a dramatic effect on 

the city’s ability to resist maximum entropy (i.e., anarchy). One can connect the force of 

globalization with the future developments of population growth and resource depletion to form 

a meta analysis/prediction of the entropy development of the future First-World city. In terms of 

SET, Bailey offers that change in society via entropy is “slow.”221 Economist and mathematician 

Nicholas Georgesu-Roegen has a similar temporal view on the progression of entropy.  

Like the aging of an organism, the working of the Entropy Law through the 
economic process is relatively slow but it never ceases. So its effect makes itself 
visible only by accumulation over long periods. Thousands of years of sheep 
grazing elapsed before the exhaustion of the soil in the steppes of Eurasia led to 
the Great Migration.222  
 

Rather, one could argue, under SET the force of globalization reinforces complexity within a 

social system while dramatic increases in population and decreases in key resources prevent 

future First-World cities from resisting maximum entropy – within a matter of decades, not 

millennia. 

                                                
220 Children of Men (2017 London), V for Vendetta (2030s London), Blade Runner (2019 Los 
Angles), Matrix (2199 Unknown City/1999 First-World city). 
221 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 197. 
222 Nicholas Georgesu-Roegen, The Entropy Law and the Economic Process (Lincoln, NE: 
iUniverse, 1999), 19. 
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1. Globalization Reinforces Complexity 

Globalization is an uncontrollable force. As previously identified, globalization increases 

the complexity of the urban society while simultaneously dispersing and undermining state 

sovereignty and government’s ability to manage system boundaries. Globalization itself 

represents an overpowering inertia. Once embraced, it is not conducive to control (i.e., pluralism 

of interests hinders control) and it is not possible to revert back to a simpler form (i.e., 

teleological; working towards one end, moving in one direction). Thus, globalization works to 

erode all boundaries. With increased complexity and limited societal constraints, globalization 

increases the size, density, and diversity of the city while working towards maximum entropy. 

As a result, the unsuitable forces of globalization will culminate in a state of anarchy within the 

future city.  

2. Future Developments Accelerate Entropy 

The future urban developments of population growth and resource depletion serve to 

accelerate and concentrate the effects of globalization within the future First-World city. 

Population growth increases the demands for distributions within the city and strains existing 

social organization and infrastructure to maintain efficiencies, separation, and standard of living. 

The depletion of key resources means the city is less productive and has less matter-energy 

inputs to monitor the social system’s boundary. As a result, without sufficient means to monitor 

the system’s boundary, the effects and consequences of globalization go unchecked and 

overwhelm the system’s ability to resist entropy. 

 In conclusion, globalization as a force pushes individual societies towards 

interconnectedness while pulling apart system boundaries. As global population increases and 

migrates towards the city, key physical resources will be exhausted, compromising the city’s 



   51 

 

ability to monitor its boundaries. The city’s ability to resist entropy under the force of 

globalization is exacerbated where cities are centers for global commerce, diverse political 

thought, and cultural expression (i.e., complexity). The perfect storm of globalization and future 

developments within the urban landscape makes for an acceleration and concentration of entropy 

erosion within future First-World cities. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Third-World City in Film:  

Contemporary Conceptualization 
 

“Bombay will chew you up!”223 
 

 
Before comparing globalization’s effects on future First-World cities, a baseline entropy 

measure of a contemporary Third-World city must be established. To test what Third-World city 

characteristics future First-World cities might assimilate, the entropy traits of a Third-World city 

must first be identified. To that end, this chapter will examine the Indian city of Mumbai as 

depicted in the film Salaam Bombay! beginning with background into the city and the selected 

film. This will be followed by an examination of the physical aesthetic of the film in light of the 

city’s macro global variables and its population’s individual micro immutable characteristics. 

The two will then be connected by analyzing the meso mutable distributions as depicted in the 

film’s narrative. The chapter will conclude with a synthesized measure of Mumbai’s social 

entropy levels as depicted in Salaam Bombay!. 

A. Background 

The city of Mumbai and the film Salaam Bombay! depicts the quintessential 

characteristics of a Third-World city: poverty, promise, post-colonialism, density, congestion, 

marginalization, and convergence. While Mumbai is unique in its development, its progression 

towards modernity, through both its physical aesthetic and the narratives of its residents, can be 

translated to many other Third-World cities. This first section will provide more context and 

background into the city and film before proceeding into the entropy analysis. 

 

                                                
223 Baba, the drug dealing pimp, speaking to his prostitute wife and mother of their daughter as 
she attempts to leaves him. Salaam Bombay!, 1:45:48. 
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1. Mumbai 

Mumbai (formerly Bombay224) is the capital of the Indian state of Maharashtra and is 

India’s largest city with 19.6 million residents.225 Mumbai is also one of India’s richest cities, 

home to Bollywood and the country’s major financial institutions.226 Under British colonial rule, 

the port of Bombay was a “throbbing commercial and industrial city.”227 However, in the 1980s 

and 1990s, a shifting political landscape led to a “deindustrialization” and “dramatic retreat of 

the state” in the public sphere that has resulted in the erosion of the post-colonial urban 

landscape.228 Compounded by the doubling of its population over the last 20 years, Mumbai has 

languished under the pressures of globalization.229 

2. Salaam Bombay! 

 Salaam Bombay! was the first feature length film for the female, native Indian director 

                                                
224 In 1995, the name of the city was changed from Bombay to Mumbai after the conservative 
Hindu nationalist party Shiv Sena won state elections in Maharashtra. Named after the Hindu 
goddess Mumbadevi, the city’s patron deity (See infra Appendix 2(h), Figure 2), the Shiv Sena 
viewed the name Bombay (derived from the Portuguese phrase “Bom Bahia” or “Good Bay”) as 
a “corrupt English version of Mumbai” and a leftover legacy of colonial rule. See Christopher 
Beam, “Why Did Bombay Become Mumbai?: How the city got renamed,” Slate, December 1, 
2008, accessed February 12, 2012, 
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/recycled/2008/12/why_did_bombay_become_
mumbai.html. 
225 Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook: India, last updated March 1, 2012, 
accessed March 14, 2012, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/in.html.  
226 See Demand Curve, “India needs cities network for easy rural-urban shift,” Live Mint: The 
Wall Street Journal, August 3, 2009, accessed March 13, 2012, 
http://www.livemint.com/2009/08/03224002/India-needs-cities-network-for.html.  
227 Gyan Prakash, “Mumbai: The Modern City in Ruins,” in Other Cities, Other Worlds,  
ed. by Andreas Huyssen (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008): 185. 
228 Id., 184; Rahul Mehrotra, “Negotiating The Static And Kinetic Cities: The Emergent 
Urbanism of Mumbai,” in Other Cities, Other Worlds, ed. by Andreas Huyssen (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2008): 206. 
229 IndiaOnlinePages, “Mumbai’s Population,” 2011, accessed March 13, 2012, 
http://www.indiaonlinepages.com/population/mumbai-population.html.  
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Mira Nair.230 Just prior to filming Salaam Bombay!, Nair completed India Cabaret, a 

documentary depicting the lives of female strippers in the nightclubs of suburban Bombay.231 

Nair comments, “After seven years of making documentaries, living with characters and 

observing their reality . . . I was tired of waiting for things to happen, I wanted to make them 

happen.”232 Using a collaboration of stories she accumulated while filming her documentaries, 

Nair focused her narrative on street children within Mumbai and their daily struggle for 

survival.233 With a limited budget and crew, Nair filmed on location in the midst of real brothels, 

street action, government homes for street children, and the annual Ganesh festival.234 Nair used 

actual children from Bombay’s streets as actors and extras, including the main character Krishna, 

played by Shafiq Syed.235 Salaam Bombay! was nominated for an Academy Award for Best 

Foreign Film in 1989. 

B. Physical Aesthetic 

 The documentary-like film techniques used in Salaam Bombay! highlight the physical 

aesthetic of the Third-World city. Nair filmed the fictional story solely within the spatial area of 

Mumbai, where film crewmembers held ropes behind the camera to prevent pedestrians from 

walking into the shots. As a result, the physical landscape and sounds of Mumbai are present in 

every frame of Salaam Bombay!.  

                                                
230 Born in 1957; raised in Rourkela, Orissa, India; University of Harvard graduate in sociology; 
currently teaches at Columbia University in the Film Division of the School of Fine Arts. 
231 India Cabaret, DVD, directed by Mira Nair (1985; Mumbai, Maharashtra: Mirabai Films: 
1990). 
232 Mira Nair, Director’s Commentary, Salaam Bombay!, 1:29.  
233 Krishna, the main character of the film, is based on street child tea delivery boy who would 
dance for prostitutes in Mumbai’s brothels. Id., 28:10. 
234 Id.; see infra Appendix 2(h), Figures 1-6. 
235 Nair gather over 300 street children four months prior to shooting; she chose 24 children to 
participate in a seven-week acting workshop. Id., 3:17-4:10. 
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1. Macro Global Variables 

 The macro level developments and physical depictions of Mumbai are telling in terms of 

its entropy analysis. Where Mumbai incorporates an immense amount of people, consumption 

and demand on the physical landscape contribute to the decay of the city’s social system. In turn, 

the interdependence and interrelation of Mumbai’s global variables contribute to its current 

standard of living. 

i. Spatial Area 

 The convergence of multiple types of physical landscapes within Mumbai is a central 

theme within Salaam Bombay!. Described by Indian Architect Rahul Mehrotra, “The 

fragmentation of service and production locations has resulted in a new, bazaar-like urbanism, 

which has woven its presence through the entire urban landscape.”236 Referred to as “pirate 

modernity” by Mehrotra, Mumbai is divided into two components that occupy the same physical 

space: the formal “static city” and the informal “kinetic city.”237 

 This idea can be seen in Salaam Bombay!’s opening scenes depicting its colonial 

architecture: static structures made of concrete, steel, and brick.238 These images are contrasted 

with the shots of Grant Road,239 Crawford Market,240 and views from above the working 

brothels.241 These temporary structures are made of recycled materials, plastic sheets, scrap 

metals, and waste woods.242 As observed by Mehrotra, “The processions, weddings, festivals, 

                                                
236 Mehrotra, 206 (i.e., “bazaar” as in market). 
237 Mehrotra, 207. 
238 See id., 206; see infra Appendix 2(a), Figures 6-9 (Figure 6 is iconic Gateway of India 
monument). 
239 See infra Appendix 2(a), Figures 1, 3. 
240 See id., Figure 5. 
241 See id., Figures 2, 3. 
242 See id.; Mehrotra, 206.  
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hawkers, street vendors, and slum dwellers all create an ever-transforming streetscape, a city in 

constant motion, where the very physical fabric is characterized by the kinetic.”243 The physical 

landscape within the city is constantly being “consumed, reinterpreted, and recycled” under the 

pressures of density and limited space.244 Mumbai’s entropy progression and decaying 

boundaries are presented in Salaam Bombay! through the friction between “the Kinetic City – a 

landscape of dystopia, yet a symbol of optimism – challeng[ing] the Static City – encoded in 

architecture – to reposition and remake the city as a whole.”245 The friction between the kinetic 

and the static contributes to increased social complexity within the city of Mumbai, requiring 

matter-energy inputs to maintain separate spatial spheres under one spatial area. 

ii. Population 

In the second half of the 20th century, Mumbai experienced “waves of distressed rural 

migration” resulting in extreme density.246 Sixty percent of the city’s population does not have 

access to formal housing and seventy percent work in the informal economic sector.247 As seen 

in Salaam Bombay!, the size of Mumbai’s population hampers its efficiencies and erodes formal 

separation and organization.248 The rural migrants brought with them customs, language, and 

social norms (i.e., competition for cultural capital). With limited spatial area, these practices spill 

out into the street and compound the density and erosion of boundaries within the urban 

society.249 

                                                
243 Mehrotra, 207. 
244 Id., 208 
245 Id., 216. Mehrotra argues, “Utopia is the cultural and economic landscape of the city, and 
dystopia the physical landscape.” 
246 Id., 205. 
247 See id., 214 
248 See infra Appendix 2(e), Figures 5-6. 
249 See infra Appendix 2(a), Figure 1. 
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iii. Standard of Living 

 Compared to the upper middle class, urban living conditions for Mumbai’s underclass are 

harsh and dangerous.250 Mehrotra comments, “[The underclass] population lives in the interstitial 

spaces of the cities – road edges, drainage channels (nalla spaces), edges of railway lines – and 

must engage in innovative means of negotiating everyday life.”251 The pressures of high 

population density and limited spatial area serve to severely limit the standard of living in 

Mumbai. For Mehrotra, “[T]he Kinetic City is fluid, and dynamic, mobile and temporal (often as 

a strategy to defeat eviction), and leaves no ruins. It constantly recycles its resources, leveraging 

great effect and presence with very little means.”252 Manifested in film, the street children of 

Salaam Bombay! utilize the scraps of Mumbai to form an existence on the margins of the city 

while exercising relative freedom and independence.253 

iv. Organization 

Where colonial Bombay enforced rigid separation and efficiency, modern day Mumbai is 

a convergence of extra-legal industries and bazaar markets. As described by Professor of History 

Gyan Prakash of Princeton University, “In place of a clearly defined city of mills, dockworkers, 

employees, and trade unions, there was now the socially amorphous world of the megacity, 

strung out tight between its rich and poor ends.”254 In Salaam Bombay!, brothels exist alongside 

restaurants and markets where all the system’s organizational roles (e.g., children, mothers, 

laborers, merchants, indigent) are played out in the public spatial areas.255 For Prakash, 

                                                
250 See infra Appendix 2(e), Figure 1 compared to Figure 3. 
251 Mehrotra, 214. 
252 Id., 215. 
253 See infra Appendix 2(c), Figure 9. 
254 Prakash, 184. 
255 See infra Appendix 2(a), Figures 1, 2, 4; Appendix 2(e), Figures 4 and 6. 
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“Marketplaces, bazaars, civic and judicial institutions, commercial establishments, public open 

spaces, streets, tramways, and seashores [are] places of transactions across divides.”256 This 

development has proliferated the loss of separation between the legal and illegal; between the 

private and the public; between social norms and taboos; between the shocking and the 

everyday.257 

v. Information 

 Information is limited in Mumbai, consolidated by the elites and constrained by the 

underclasses’ inability to process traditional forms. High illiteracy rates and lack of formalized 

education limit the public’s ability to consume, create, and use information efficiently.258 

However, in the absence of formal channels of information, Mehrotra argues that “human 

ingenuity breaches the boundaries between the local and the global, the historic and 

contemporary.”259 Out of necessity, given the diversity of languages and cultures, Mumbai has 

developed a “mongrel street language,” called Bambaiya, for daily conversation and 

transactions.260 Further avoiding the limitations of translation and interpretation, information is 

transferred visually through vivid, colorful advertisement and other audio and visual mediums.261 

While visual and oral communication allows Mumbai’s diverse citizens to interact on a daily 

basis, the lack of formalized and codified information limits the city’s development and stability 

                                                
256 Prakash, 196. 
257 See infra Appendix 2(e), Figures 3-4. 
258 Krishna’s employer shows him a tabulation of his salary earnings, but he is unable to read the 
numbers. See Salaam Bombay!, 12:01. 
259 Mehrotra, 208. 
260 See Prakash, 196; Salaam Bombay!, 29:17; see infra Appendix 2(b), Figure 5. Nair injected 
Bombaiya’s “inventive syntax” into the screenplay dialogue. See Director’s Commentary, 29:47.  
261 See infra Appendix 2(c), Figure 2. The street children in Salaam Bombay! also attend an 
outdoor movie theater and are heard singing their favorite Bollywood themed songs throughout 
the movie. See Salaam Bombay!, 20:24, 1:12:59. 
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in comparison to more static systems and institutions (i.e., compared to First-World cities). 

vi. Technology 

 Technology has limited application in the streets of Mumbai. While some city dwellers 

go to movies, listen to the radio, and have electricity, technology is employed sporadically and 

inefficiently throughout the city.262 Described by Mehrotra, “Dish antennas and a web of 

electrical wire cables are juxtaposed with homes covered by plastic sheets or with walls made of 

empty drums . . . .”263 Technology has been outpaced by growth and limited by the constraints on 

movement within the dense city landscape. Described by Mehrotra, “[Mumbai is] a kaleidoscope 

of the past, present, and future compressed into an organic fabric of alleys, dead ends, and a 

labyrinth of mysterious streetscape that constantly modifies and reinvents itself.”264 Despite the 

promise of technology to modernize the urban landscape, efficiencies are severely hampered by 

Mumbai’s long history of unconventional development, manifested in its complex and 

uncoordinated spatial organization.265  

 The one constant piece of technology in Mumbai and a central theme in Salaam Bombay! 

is the train. Described by Mehrotra, “The trains in Mumbai are emblematic of a kinetic space that 

supports and blurs the formal and the informal slicing through these worlds while momentarily 

collapsing them into a singular entity.”266 In the film, the train connects the urban to the rural, 

                                                
262 Shadow puppets entertain Mother and daughter during frequent electricity blackouts. See 
Salaam Bombay!, 32:29; see infra Appendix 2(f), Figure 7; see also Neil Munshi, “Life in 
Mumbai: blackouts, floods, deadly disease and other opportunities,” Financial Times, October 
17, 2011, accessed March 13, 2012, http://blogs.ft.com/beyond-brics/2011/10/17/life-in-mumbai-
blackouts-floods-deadly-disease-and-other-opportunities/#axzz1pBsfi5Vx.  
263 Mehrotra, 214. 
264 Mehrotra, 214. 
265 See infra Appendix 2(e), Figure 5. 
266 Mehrotra, 214. 
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serving to effectuate population migration to the city.267 Within the city, the train serves to slice 

through the underclass of Mumbai, highlighting their survival on the margins of society while 

also serving as a link to potential prosperity.268 The train also blurs the public and private space 

where indigents utilize its infrastructure for daily needs (i.e., income, shelter, entertainment).269 

2. Micro Immutable Variables 

 Distinct from the macro globals, the entirely micro immutable variables highlight the 

purely local context of the citizens of Mumbai. While the immutables are unchangeable, they 

frame the physical aesthetic of the city in terms of a socially interactive system. In Salaam 

Bombay!, gender, age, and ethnicity play a role in defining how mutable distributions are 

allocated within the society. 

i. Gender 

 In Salaam Bombay!, the depiction of gender revolves around the context of the brothel. A 

young Nepalese girl, nicknamed “Sweet Sixteen,” is brought to Mumbai to be sold into the sex 

trade. Promoted as a virgin by the madam of the house, she is groomed and tamed by Baba, the 

neighborhood pimp and drug dealer, to be “deflowered” by the highest bidder.270 Gender roles 

further evolve in the character of Rekha. A prostitute herself, she is the wife of Baba, also her 

pimp, and the mother of their daughter Manju. Rekha must balance the demands of her 

profession271 and her husband272 with the responsibility she embraces as a loving mother.273 In 

                                                
267 See supra Appendix 2(f), Figure 1. 
268 See id., Figures 2-3. 
269 See id., Figure 4 (A street child relieving himself on the station platform as the train comes 
in). 
270 See Salaam Bombay!, 7:58; see infra Appendix 2(d), Figures 1, 2, 4, 5. 
271 Manju must wait outside her mother’s room while she entertains clients. See Salaam 
Bombay!, 31:01; see infra Appendix 2(d), Figure 6, 9. Rekha must bring Manju along to a 
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the context of the patriarchal Indian society, women in the brothels exercise a significant amount 

of power and control. However, this power comes at a price where these same women are 

delegitimized in the eyes of the state because of their extra-legal profession.274 

ii. Age 

 In Salaam Bombay! the young are manipulated, marginalized, and trafficked by the 

old(er). Street children attempt to earn menial wages by doing odd jobs.275 As children, poverty 

equalizes gender, where both boys and girls engage in physical labor for menial wages.276 

However, later in life, women become objects of manipulation at the hands of men.277 Even 

within the street child sect, older children educate and manipulate the young and 

inexperienced.278  

iii. Race 

 Within the streets of Mumbai, race has been homogenized. As a product of colonialism, 

Prakash explains “class came to mute racial divisions” where wealthy Indian merchants and 

                                                                                                                                                       
client’s home because she cannot be trusted with Baba’s temper. See Salaam Bombay!, 50:33; 
see infra Appendix 2(e), Figure 1. 
272 Rekha must submit to her husband’s sexual advances to maintain his affection and standard of 
living. See Salaam Bombay!, 34:19; see infra Appendix 2(d), Figure 3. This is the first physical 
kiss on screen in Bollywood history. See Neil Norman, “Why Mira Nair Counts Controversy,” 
London Evening Standard, January 3, 2002, accessed March 13, 2012, 
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/arts/film/why-mira-hair-couts-controversy-6331509.html. 
273 Rekha protecting Manju from Baba’s anger outbursts and serving as a surrogate mother to 
Krishna. See infra Appendix 2(d), Figures 7-8. 
274 See infra §C(4). Rekha is denied custody of her daughter because she is a prostitute. 
275 Tea runners, chicken coop cleaners, chicken feather pluckers, wedding waiters, street 
performers, drug dealers, and thieves. See infra Appendix 2(c), Figures 1-9. 
276 Krishna and Manju skinning chickens. See infra Appendix 2(c), Figure 4. 
277 Baba and Rekha, Baba and Sweet Sixteen. See infra Appendix 2(d), Figures 3, 5. 
278 The older Chillum tells Krishna where to hide his money, only to steal it from him later. See 
Salaam Bombay!, 1:17:09. 



   62 

 

industrialists incorporated European values and organization into their heritage.279 Salaam 

Bombay! briefly highlights the still prevalent racial divide, but frames it in the context of white 

Western elites versus Third-World Indians. A white, Western journalist comes to visit the brothel 

to conduct an interview with Baba.280 While there, she is appalled by his behavior and leaves the 

interview abruptly in tears. In another scene, street children sell drugs to a stereotypical 

American tourist.281 These scenes comment on foreigners’ misunderstanding of India’s heritage, 

while also underscoring the country’s inability to escape foreign dependence.282 

C. Mutable Distributions Within the Narrative 

 Connecting the macro globals with the micro immutables, the mutable distributions 

within Salaam Bombay! are depicted in the film’s narrative. Salaam Bombay! is the story of a 

young street child, Krishna, who must earn 500 rupees (approximately $10) to repay the money 

his brother claims he stole and be allowed back home by his mother. After being abandoned by 

the circus, Krishna spends his remaining money on a ticket to the closest city. After asking the 

ticket agent where his train will take him, the attendant sarcastically replies, “Bombay, come 

back a movie star.”283 In Krishna’s attempt to earn his wages, his standard of living, the chaotic 

organization of his societal roles, his interaction with information and technology, and his 

experience with government institutions all shape Mumbai’s mutable distributions. 

1. Minimal Living 

 The most obvious distribution within Mumbai is the standard of living experienced by 

                                                
279 Prakash, 193. 
280 See Salaam Bombay!, 45:28 
281 See id., 21:53, see infra Appendix 2(c), Figure 7. 
282 See Irving Epstein, “Street children in film,” Curriculum Inquiry 29, no. 3 (Fall 1999): 382-
383. 
283 Salaam Bombay!, 4:05. 
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street children. The lives of children on Mumbai’s streets are harsh and unyielding. Children 

experience and partake in violence and confrontation in their daily quest for survival.284 They 

also experience prolonged boredom and loneliness without structure.285 In their desire for a 

momentary escape, children use drugs and prostitution for immediate highs.286 Nonetheless, the 

bonds between children and their sense of community are reinforced by their mutual struggle.287 

Mumbai’s standard of living has an immediate and lasting effect on the young and the 

innocent.288 

2. Chaotic Organization 

 In Mumbai, the chaotic organization of roles and erosion of boundaries causes a person’s 

multiple identifications to be collapsed into a single, “minimized” identity within the city.289 

Rather than take into account the diverse class, ethnic origins, religion, language, or gender of a 

particular person, a minimized identity allows for easier and faster identification while also 

serving to stereotype and marginalize. In Salaam Bombay!, even names are distilled to the 

simplest description, described by Linda Ehrlich as “a mark of commercial order that makes the 

child easily identifiable to his boss or customer.”290 The main character, Krishna, named in his 

village after a central figure in Hinduism, became Chaipal in Mumbai, which literally translates 

                                                
284 See infra Appendix 2(b), Figures 2-3. 
285 See id., Figure 4. 
286 See id., Figure 5. 
287 See id., Figure 6. 
288 See infra Appendix 2(e), Figure 1 (Krishna before moving to Mumbai) versus Figure 9 
(Krishna after living in Mumbai and murdering Baba). 
289 Amarty Sen, Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2006), ix. 
290 Linda Ehrlich, “The Name of the Child: Cinema as Social Critique,” Film Criticism 14, no. 2 
(Winter 1990): 13.  
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as “tea boy” for his day job delivering tea.291 Chillum, literally translated as “cigarette stub,” is 

Krishna’s older street child friend and a drug peddler for Baba.292 The young Nepalese girl sold 

into prostitution is referred to as “Sweet Sixteen.”293 While these miniaturized identities serve 

their purpose in a commercial sense, providing some order to the chaotic organization of 

Mumbai, they also serve to marginalize the miniaturized while stunting development, growth, 

and any prospect of advancing beyond the local community. 

 The chaotic and inefficient organization of Mumbai is also exemplified in the many jobs 

Krishna and his street compatriots undertake.294 From the informal chicken coop cleanings to 

formal wedding reception waiters, child laborers must exhibit flexibility in their roles.295 Krishna 

attempts to stay focused on his main goal of earning income. However, his empathy towards his 

friends in need and his inability to protect his income continually push his goal of returning 

home further into the future. In the larger sense, the lack of stability and transferable skills 

between any of Krishna’s jobs means the street children of Mumbai are not developing abilities 

or knowledge that could one day lead towards upward social mobility. Rather, development of 

the younger generation within the social system is pushed further into the future, perpetuating the 

poverty cycle for short-term gain. 

3. Disconnect Between Technology and Information 

 Mumbai’s technology and information converge when Krishna attempts to send a letter to 

his mother. Krishna must dictate the letter to a scribe because he cannot read or write.296 After 

                                                
291 See infra Appendix 2(c), Figure 1. 
292 Ehrlich, 13-14. 
293 Id. 
294 See infra Appendix 2(c), Figures 1-9. 
295 See id., Figures 3 and 5. 
296 Salaam Bombay!, 42:32; see infra Appendix 2(f), Figure 8. 
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Krishna finishes, the scribe asks Krishna for his mother’s address. He replies, “Village Bijapur, 

by the river bank, near Bholabhai’s shop, ask for Krishna’s mother, Sundari.”297 After Krishna 

leaves, the scribe crumples the letter and frustratingly mutters, “Where do they come from? 

Waste of a stamp.”298 The lack of information (i.e., to Krishna’s mother) is itself a product of 

lack of information (i.e., Krishna’s knowledge of the postal system and geography); it is a 

disconnect between technology and the underclass population. The inability of technology, as it 

is designed and implemented by the static city to be applied to solve (or alleviate) the problems 

of the informal kinetic city, is a serious reality in Mumbai.299  

4. Inefficient Government Institutions 

 The interaction between Mumbai’s power holders and its street children is portrayed as 

misguided authoritarianism. After working late into the night at a wedding reception, Krishna 

and Manju are picked up on the street by the police for no apparent reason.300 They are 

transported to the dreaded “chiller room,” or government run children’s home.301 The home is 

heavily fortified to prevent escape to the outside city (i.e., a highly monitored boundary).302 

 Inside the home, children are washed, groomed, provided uniforms, and given chores.303 

They assemble to recite the morning prayer, “We are the flowers that never bloom. We are the 

dust that lies beneath your feet. Always look upon us with mercy.”304 Compared to the chaos of 

Mumbai’s streets, the home is orderly and efficient. However, many children languish inside for 

                                                
297 Id. 
298 See id., Figure 9. 
299 See Mira Nair, Director’s Commentary, Salaam Bombay!, 42:32. 
300 Salaam Bombay!, 1:23:10; see infra Appendix 2(g), Figure 1. 
301 See id., Figure 2. 
302 See id., Figure 3; see Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 158. 
303 See infra Appendix 2(g), figure 5. 
304 Salaam Bombay!, 1:25:06; see infra Appendix 2(g), Figure 4. 
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months, even years, waiting for their court date and release.305 

 Once within the institution, fighting the bureaucracy proves to be an uphill battle. Rekha, 

Manju’s mother, is denied custody of her daughter by the bureaucrat in charge because she is a 

prostitute.306 As a result of the ordeal, Manju, the normally lively and endearing young girl, 

becomes silent and will not speak to her parents.307 Faced with the threat of a long detention, 

Krishna escapes from the home (i.e., literally jumping over its boundary) and reunites with his 

street children friends.308 

 The uncoordinated application of resources absent any holistic objective leads towards 

random work and social decay within Mumbai.309 The social order and high distribution of 

mutables within the government home provide a mere enclave compared to the city of Mumbai 

as a whole. Randomly picking up street children for no reason is an inefficient distribution of 

social services. Similarly, the government institution’s inflexible rationalization of keeping a 

child in an orphanage versus allowing her back to her supportive, loving mother is a microcosm 

for the larger inefficient and uncoordinated urban landscape of Mumbai. To the detriment of 

society, the static government of the city does not understand life in Mumbai’s kinetic slums and 

marginalizes their existence. 

D. Measure of Entropy 

 After living in Mumbai for several weeks, Krishna’s friend Chillum asks him, “So you 

think you can go back and breathe sweet village air?”310 Chillum infers that Krishna has adapted 

                                                
305 Children are issued cards with their court date. See id., Figure 5. 
306 See id., Figure 7. 
307 See id., Figure 6. 
308 See id., Figure 8-9. 
309 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 178. 
310 Salaam Bombay!, 28:01. 
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to the entropy existence in Mumbai and is forever changed from the village boy he was when he 

arrived. Prakash comments, “As the divide between the city and the countryside is perforated 

beyond recognition, the urban form is visible everywhere.”311 The incorporation of rural 

migrants like Krishna to the urban landscape of Mumbai shows the proliferation of entropy from 

the city center outward. Prakash observes, “Increasingly obsolete is the idea of the bounded city 

defined by an internally coherent civic life, organized as a public space inhabited by rational 

citizens, and structured by clear relationships to the region, nation, and the wider world.”312 The 

measure of Mumbai’s social entropy can be codified into three circumstances that exemplify the 

city’s erosion of boundaries, its decay of social order, and its degree of social replication. 

1. Erosion of Boundaries: Ganesh Festival 

 The complete erosion of Mumbai’s limited boundaries is most evident during the annual 

Ganesh festival. Celebrating the Ganesh deity, the ten-day festival culminates with long 

processions of worshipers carrying clay Ganesh idols to be eventually immersed in the sea.313 In 

Salaam Bombay!, Krishna and Rekha are absorbed and separated by the massive crowds as they 

attempt to flea Baba.314 Each neighborhood in Mumbai creates its own representations, “each 

vying with other neighborhood processions to showcase the intensity of their followers.”315 The 

result is a violent and chaotic mass of people with no order and no boundaries, achieving 

maximum social decay. While only temporary, the Ganesh festival serves as a projection of what 

Mumbai may become if all semblance of boundaries were completely eroded into anarchy. 

 

                                                
311 Prakash, 184. 
312 Prakash, 184. 
313 See Mehrotra, 208; see infra Appendix 2(h), Figures 1-3. 
314 See infra Appendix 2(h), Figures 4-6. 
315 Mehrotra, 208. 
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2. Decay of Social Order: Slum Life 

 Despite the erosion of boundaries and deteriorating standard of living, there exists a 

degree of social order within the underclass community. However, this order is governed by 

violence and manipulation. Prakash argues, “As places where interactions took place across 

inequality and difference, the city’s public spaces reproduced the social and political hierarchy – 

which meant that they also bre[e]d resistance and confrontation.”316 The public space is where 

social order and conflict are resolved. Despite being new to Mumbai, Krishna quickly adapts and 

learns from the street culture; making allegiances with fellow children and working his way into 

the formal economy as a tea boy. Baba, the pimp and drug dealer, in concert with the madams of 

the brothel, instigates a hierarchy of control within the organized chaos of Grant Road. Krishna 

is able to successfully navigate the tension between his aspirations to leave the city and his 

empathy towards his friends.317 However, his trustworthiness and inexperience with the cruelty 

of the city and the ruthlessness of its inhabitants cost Krishna his hard earned savings and delays 

his departure indefinitely.318  

3. Degree of Social Replication: Cycle of Chillum 

 While boundaries are scarce and order is limited, social replication occurs by demand in 

Mumbai. Prakash comments, “The destruction of the industrial city and racial working-class 

politics, the dismantling of the postcolonial developmentalist state and the shattering of the 

dreams of universal citizenship and social equality have set the context for the rise of . . . 

globalization of capital.”319 In Salaam Bombay!, Chillum, the older child, is a drug peddler for 

                                                
316 Prakash, 198. 
317 See infra Appendix 2(b), Figure 6. 
318 See infra Appendix 2(b), Figure 7; see supra Footnote 278. 
319 Prakash, 200. 
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Baba.320 After hooking Chillum on “the sweet brown,” Baba has control of the destitute young 

man.321 However, Chillum’s addiction interferes with his judgment when he crosses Baba and is 

cut off from the drug trade. Suffering from extreme withdrawal symptoms, Chillum eventually 

dies, but not before stealing Krishna’s savings. In the end of the film, a new boy, Chillum Two, 

appears to confront Krishna.322 Without the weathered face, stained teeth, and soiled clothes of a 

junkie, Chillum Two represents the fresh, newly replicated version of Chillum.323 The pervasive 

demand of the drug trade and the availability of throwaway labor results in the cyclical nature of 

Chillums on the streets of Mumbai. 

 Summarizing Chapter 4, Prakash offers, “Like many other Third-World megacities, 

Mumbai appears as a runaway metropolis, racing towards dysfunction and disaster.”324 Colonial 

Mumbai was, like present First-World cities are, a “shining city on the sea” full of promise and 

development.325 While the removal of colonial oppression greatly freed the Indian people, the 

removal of formal boundaries and strategic organization had a dramatic effect on the landscape 

of Mumbai and its measure of entropy. Compounded by urban migration, the realities of daily 

life in Mumbai trend dramatically towards maximum decay. The extent to which these 

characteristics may appear in future First-World cities will be discussed in Chapter 6 of this 

paper. However, in the next chapter, the entropy progression of how a future London or Los 

Angles could become a contemporary Mumbai will be analyzed through imagined “eroding 

events.”

                                                
320 See infra Appendix 2(c), Figure 7. 
321 See id., Figure 5. 
322 See id., Figure 8. 
323 See id. 
324 Prakash, 195. 
325 Mehrotra, 182. 



   70 

 

CHAPTER 5 
Eroding Events:  

From First to Third 
 
“And now one for all the nostalgics out there. A blast from the past all the way back from 2003, 
that beautiful time when people refused to accept that the future was just around the corner.”326 

 
 

Professor Bailey argues that social order, through replicated social action, “can be 

changed, over time, but that change is often slow.”327 However, as explained in Chapter 4, 

through the force of globalization and future developments, the erosion of boundaries and 

entropy progression will be accelerated and amplified in future First-World cities. The end result, 

future urban dystopia, can be traced back to key “eroding events” which served as fundamental, 

irreversible shifts in the physical landscape and social framework within future cities. The aim of 

this chapter is to identify the portrayal of these events in the narratives of the selected films and 

to explain why these developments serve as a catalyst for increasing social entropy.  

A. SET and Eroding Events 

In terms of SET, eroding events can be separated into two categories: systemic erosion 

and acute erosion. Systemic erosion is a continual acceleration of complexity without any 

dramatic fluctuation in matter-energy consumption or demand. In systemic erosion, the social 

system itself is responsible for producing and counteracting entropy (e.g., technological 

development leads to increased complexity and less ability to control society). In comparison, 

acute erosion is a sudden, dramatic increase in matter-energy consumption, decrease in matter-

energy inputs, or both. Acute erosion is characterized by an external force acting upon the social 

system from the peripheral environment (e.g., war outside a system’s boundaries).  

                                                
326 Voice of a radio disk jockey, Children of Men, 26:12. 
327 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 197. 



   71 

 

B. Examples in Film 

 In terms of film, for narration purposes, eroding events are explained early in the timeline 

of a movie to give the audience context and content surrounding the developments on screen. In 

future First-World city films, the eroding event(s) have already taken place. Thus, the narratives 

of these dystopian films depict the characters and their navigation through a post-erosion city. 

The preceding erosion events shape the entropy path of the urban social system and affect the 

narrative journey of the characters within the city landscape. Some narratives depict the 

exponential escalation of entropy within a social system set in motion by an eroding event,328 

while other films highlight their character’s interaction with a social system in a state of 

heightened entropy.329 The following two sections categorize systemic and acute erosion in the 

selected film examples depicting future First-World cities. 

1. Systemic: Technologic Advancement 

 Blade Runner is the primary example of systemic erosion. In the film, the plot begins 

with a typed prologue informing the audience of the necessary background.330 As explained, in 

the year 2019, society’s technology has advanced to produce genetically engineered organic 

human robots known as “Replicants.”331 The NEXUS 6 Replicants are the most advanced form 

of these robotics, which are “superior in strength and agility, and at least equal in intelligence to 

the genetic engineers who created them.”332 As a result, society has taken precautions against 

                                                
328 Continual deterioration of society. See V for Vendetta (biohazard security threat); Children of 
Men (disease of infertility). 
329 Society exist at a relative constant level of deterioration. See The Matrix (Neo’s navigation 
and understanding of the matrix construct and Machine world; Blade Runner (Deckard’s 
navigation through a future Los Angles and further understanding of Replicants). 
330 See Blade Runner, 2:05; see infra Appendix 3.1, Figure 1 and 2. 
331 See id. 
332 See id. 
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Replicants: banning them from Earth and limiting them to a 4-year lifespan. Replicants that 

escape from “Off-World” colonies and arrive on Earth are tracked down by special “Blade 

Runner Units” for “retirement” (i.e., execution).333  

 In the example of Blade Runner, the eroding event of technological advancement is 

systemic because the city society itself created the complexity (i.e., Replicants). The expansion 

of human society to Off-World colonies necessitated and was facilitated by the new 

technologies. Replicants are an added complexity to the social order of the urban society. 

However, the NEXUS 6 Replicants are not a new, dramatic increase in complexity, but rather 

merely an advancement in the continual process of “Robot evolution.”334 Blade Runner 

Detective Deckard explains, “Replicants are like any other machine – they’re either a benefit or a 

hazard. If they’re a benefit, it’s not my problem.”335 While the new generation of NEXUS 6 

Replicants requires a higher degree of skill and effort to retire, the problem is not an acute 

development. 

 The city society of Los Angles in Blade Runner is an open system. Matter-energy is 

permitted (and encouraged via advertisement) to be transferred through different stratifications 

within the city, and from the city to the Off-World.336 As a result, information and resources flow 

freely across the boundaries of the system. The only energy expelled to monitor the boundary is 

to detect “trespassing” Replicants. The permeable boundaries of the city in Blade Runner serve 

to transfer and release internal societal pressure and avoid unhealthy entropy accumulation 

                                                
333 See id. 
334 See id. 
335 Blade Runner, 17:36. 
336 See id.; see infra Appendix 3.1, Figure 3; Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 4. 
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within the social system.337 

2. Acute 

In comparison, acute erosion is most closely associated with a closed social system.338 

Either as a result or as the direct consequences of acute erosion, the society has chosen to close, 

or at least limit, its borders to the external environment. Matter-energy and information cannot 

easily cross the physical boundary of the system. As a result, entropy is accumulated within the 

society. Based on the selected films, acute erosion can be further differentiated into three distinct 

examples: disease, scarcity, and event.  

i. Disease 

 Children of Men presents an acute erosion of 2027 London brought about through 

disease. In the opening scenes, the audience is told the youngest person in the world, 18-year-old 

Diego Ricardo, has just been murdered by a fan upset with his refusal to sign an autograph.339 

Through a series of camera pans over newspaper headlines and multimedia displays, the 

consequences of the acute disease are described.340 The world has endured a decade and a half of 

global infertility.341 Further devastated by the 2008 flu pandemic and foot-and-mouth disease, the 

United Kingdom is the last remaining nation state, besieged with asylum seekers from across 

Europe.342 

  Disease, in this instance infertility, can be characterized as acute because of its sudden 

and dramatic impact on order within the social system, which has been escalated and exacerbated 

                                                
337 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 110-11. 
338 See id., 42. 
339 See Children of Men, 0:55; see infra Appendix 3.2, Figure 1. 
340 See id., 7:25, 12:34; see infra Figures 2-4. 
341 See id.  
342 See id., 3:45; see infra Figures 5-6. 
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by external environmental forces (i.e., immigration). Under SET, Bailey posits, “[T]he lower the 

ratio of internal entropy to external entropy, the greater is the task of boundary maintenance.”343 

Thus, a disease’s effect on the erosion of boundaries is twofold.344 First, disease depletes a 

society’s ability to maintain matter-energy inputs and reserves within its spatial area – energy 

and reserves that could otherwise be applied towards monitoring its boundary. Second, greater 

entropy in the external environment makes monitoring the city’s boundary increasingly more 

important, yet ever more difficult. In Children of Men, London has chosen to expend matter-

energy on monitoring and expelling illegal immigrants while simultaneously attempting to 

maintain social cohesion by collecting and preserving valuable artistic works in its Ark of the 

Arts project.345 As a consequence, these divergent tasks contribute to inefficiencies and random 

work within the social system resulting in the escalation of internal entropy.346  

 By definition, the effects of an acute eroding event are manifested (and exacerbated) by a 

closed system. In attempting to maintain social order, power holders within the future London 

have closed its borders.347 Travel is restricted and noncitizens are expelled and organized into 

immigration camps.348 Without a release for the accumulating entropy, domestic terrorists wage 

a political war against the government that culminates in a rebellion of the marginalized 

immigrant class. Children of Men exemplifies the natural progression of social entropy where a 

                                                
343 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 158. 
344 See John Gallup and Jeffrey Sachs, “The Economic Burden of Malaria,” The American 
Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene, Vol. 64, No. 1, 2 (September 2001): 96; see also 
Dennis Altman, “Globalization, Political Economy, and HIV/AIDS,” Theory and Society, Vol. 
28, No. 4 (August, 1999): 562; see also Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor & AIDS and Its 
Metaphors (New York: Picador Press, 1978), 36. 
345 See Children of Men, 1:49:15. 
346 See infra Chapter 6 §B(3)(i). 
347 See infra Appendix 3.2, Figure 3. 
348 See infra Appendix 4.1, Figures 2-3. 
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closed system does not possess the ability to mitigate entropy through the transfer of matter-

energy across its boundaries.349 As a result, the social system trends toward maximum decay. 

ii. Security 

 V for Vendetta is an example of acute erosion in 2030s London manifested by a threat to 

society’s security. More than mere disease, security, and its close cousin scarcity, are the 

justifications for the implementation of a totalitarian state in the future British capital. The film 

begins with an opening monologue by political talk show host Lewis Prothero, “The Voice of 

London,” describing a recent development in the world’s news. “The former United States is so 

desperate for medical supplies they have sent containers of wheat and tobacco. A gesture, they 

said, of goodwill.”350 Prothero describes the U.S.A. as the “Ulcerated Sphincter of Asserica.”351 

Commenting on the “godlessness” of the “colonist,” Prothero concludes, “It wasn’t the war they 

started, it wasn’t the plague they created, it was judgment.”352 Prothero then references the 

ability of the United Kingdom to resist the security threat. “We did what we had to do, 

immigrants, Muslims, homosexuals, terrorists, disease-ridden degenerates. They had to go. 

Strength through unity, unity through strength.”353 

 In this example, the security threat to London can be described as acute because it 

resulted in a dramatic escalation of entropy within the social system. The security threat 

manifested itself through a coordinated biological terrorist attack on a London tube station, an 

elementary school, and a water treatment plant.354 To resist the trend towards anarchy, the 

                                                
349 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 207. 
350 V for Vendetta, 2:23; see infra Appendix 3.3, Figure 1. 
351 Id., 3:02. 
352 Id., 3:22. 
353 Id., 3:45. 
354 Id., 1:01:37; see infra Appendix 3.3, Figures 4-6. 
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countervailing pressures employed by the London society were equally as extreme: surveillance, 

censorship, and social control.355 As described in the film’s narrative, the threat to security 

enabled the Norsefire political party to win national elections and implement a totalitarian 

government.356 As a result, the political transition ushered in a new standard of security in 

London at the price of political freedom and cultural expression. 

 In addition to being a closed system, acute erosion is also characterized by external 

environmental forces. As in Children of Men, boundary maintenance is exacerbated when 

internal and external entropy are countervailing.357 In V for Vendetta, media reports depict the 

United States (i.e., the external environment) as suffering from biological attacks and in the 

midst of second civil war.358 As a consequence, the perceived scarcity of internal resources has 

resulted in the rationing of matter-energy inputs within London.359 Civil unrest, expression, and 

tolerance are limited by the totalitarian government that has resulted in the accumulation of 

entropy with the closed system. By consolidating power and controlling individual distributions 

in the name of preserving system security, the totalitarian government can only delay, but not 

prevent, the inevitable progression towards anarchy.  

iii. Event 

 The Matrix is a film that narrows boundary erosion to a single event. Described by the 

resistance leader Morpheus, “At some point in the early 21st century, all of mankind was united 

in celebration. We marveled at our own magnificence and gave birth to A.I. A single 

                                                
355 The outlawing of homosexuality, alternative religion, immigrants, cultural expression. See 
infra Appendix 4.2(b), Figure 1-2. 
356 V for Vendetta, 1:34:45. 
357 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 158. 
358 V for Vendetta, 1:30:36; see infra Appendix 4.2(b) Figure 2. 
359 The news report that water rations will be limited. V for Vendetta, 1:30:42, Figure 3. 
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consciousness that spawned an entire race of Machines.”360 The development of artificial 

intelligence represented an irreversible shift in complexity. The event can be described as acute 

because it dramatically changed the entropy pressures within society. The external pressures of a 

Machine society in the same spatial area as human civilization resulted in a competition for 

distributions of global property.  

 Distinguishable from the “continual evolution” of technological development in Blade 

Runner, the consequences of the single event of artificial intelligence in The Matrix had a direct 

effect on the city as a social system. Humans and Machines engaged in a global war that left the 

city devoid of human life and in a state of maximum entropy (i.e., post-apocalyptic city).361 In an 

attempt to divest the Machines of their solar power energy source, humans “scorched the sky.”362 

As a result, humans are now grown as an energy crop for the Machine infrastructure.363 

Described by Morpheus, “The human body generates more bioelectricity than a 120 volt battery 

and 25,000 BTU of body heat. Combined with a form of fusion, the Machines had found all the 

energy they would ever need.”364 Humans not grown as crops for the Machines now travel in 

hovercrafts beneath their former cities in old service and way systems (i.e., sewers).365 “There 

used to be cities that spawned hundreds of miles, now these sewers are all that’s left of them.”366 

The single event of artificial intelligence operated as an acute development that led to the 

implosion of boundaries and accelerated the city towards maximum entropy.   

                                                
360 The Matrix, 41:47. 
361 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 1. 
362 The Matrix, 41:47; see infra Appendix 3.4, Figure 2. 
363 See id., Figure 4. 
364 The Matrix., 42:19. 
365 See infra, Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 2. 
366 Id., 1:00:29. 
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Concluding Chapter 5, whether systemic or acute, eroding events irrevocably transform 

the future First-World city. While the natural state of a social system is maximum entropy, the 

particular path to anarchy depends on the backdrop of the eroding events and a system’s 

boundaries: open or closed. This chapter has provided the background behind the internal and 

external momentum that has propelled the selected future First-World cities in film on a path 

towards entropy (i.e., from First to Third-World Cities). Next, Chapter 6 will analyze in depth 

each of the future First-World cities in film in an effort to categorizing their entropy progression.  
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CHAPTER 6 
Future First-World Cities in Film:  

Dystopic Consequences of Globalization 
 

“I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe . . . .”367 
 
 

The dystopic depictions of future First-World cities in film exhibit a wide mix of 

narratives and physical aesthetic. These films experiment with conflict, technologic 

development, and social boundaries. More than any other genre, films depicting future realities 

depend on the “twin drives” of cinematic pleasure, scopophilia and epistemophilia,368 to draw in 

the audiences’ attention while simultaneously connecting the projection on screen to the 

consciousness of the individual. As a product of these pleasures, under the imagined pressures of 

globalization, dystopian future First-World cities in film have come to assimilate the 

characteristics of contemporary Third-World cities by depicting social erosion and boundary 

decay within both their physical aesthetic and narrative. This chapter first attempts to explain and 

categorize how each selected film depiction fits within the larger SET framework. Next, each 

individual film is discussed in detail in terms of its social entropy measure and in comparison to 

Chapter 4’s conceptualization of the Third-World city. 

A. Categorization 

 Using SET as a framework, the genre of dystopian future First-World cities in film can be 

mapped as a linear progression towards increasing entropy.369 While not every film depiction of 

                                                
367 Replicant Roy Batty, Blade Runner, 1:46:28. 
368 The love of looking and the love of knowledge. Miriam Bratu Hansen, “Introduction,” in 
Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film (Chichester, West Sussex: Princeton University Press, 1997), 
xxviii. 
369 See supra Chapter 2 §D; see infra Appendix 1.3. As explained by Appendix 1.3, the thesis 
argument of this paper can be represented as a three-model representation. At the “Conceptual 
Level,” there is Rana Dasgupta’s argument (and the thesis of this paper) that the future Western 
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a future dystopian city falls directly within the lines of the model presented in this paper,370 the 

vast majority of films, to some degree, track the following categorization.371 Beginning on the 

left side of the diagram depicted in Appendix 1.1, the First-World city and the Third-World city 

exist in the present.372 As explained in Chapter 3, the force of globalization and the consequences 

of increasing urban population growth and resource depletion focus and accelerate entropy decay 

within future First-World cities.373 In Chapter 4, the Third-World city was conceptualized using 

the city of Mumbai as depicted in the film Salaam Bombay!.374 In the diagram, as time passes 

from the present (left) to the future (right), complexity and entropy increase while socially 

                                                                                                                                                       
city is the current Third-World city. See Dasgupta. At the “Empirical Level,” there are 
observable examples of future First-World cities in film. This chapter, at the “Indicator Level” of 
the three-level model, attempts to map the progression from the conceptual to the empirical by 
employing SET. In turn, Appendix 1.1 depicts the mapping of social entropy within the subject 
matter of this paper (i.e., future First-World cities in film). 
370 Non-dystopian, non-SET future city films and literature exist (i.e., the utopian city). See H. G. 
Wells, Men Like Gods (Los Angles, CA: Indo European Publishing, 2009); Back to the Future 
Part II, DVD, directed by Robert Zemeckis (1989; Universal City, CA: Universal Studios Home 
Video, 2009). The depiction of a 24th century San Francisco in the Star Trek series of films is 
also a utopian imagination. See Star Trek, DVD, directed by J.J. Abrams (2009; Hollywood, CA: 
Paramount Pictures, 2009); see also Charlie Anders, “Star Trek’s Future San Francisco Would 
Never Get Past The Board Of Supervisors,” i09, March 13, 2009, accessed April 3, 2012, 
http://io9.com/5169270/star-%20treks-future-san-francisco-would-never-get-past-the-board-of-
supervisors.  
371 See infra Appendix 1.1. Each square, or position in entropy (e.g., City in Transition), is meant 
to be a placeholder for a particular film. Different film examples may be swapped into a 
particular position. For example, the film Equilibrium, DVD, directed by Kurt Wimmer (2002; 
Burbank, CA: Buena Vista Home Entertainment, 2011) could be interchanged with V for 
Vendetta as a Totalitarian City. The film Fifth Element, DVD, directed by Luc Besson (1997; 
Culver City, CA: Sony Pictures Home Entertainment, 2007) could be interchanged with Blade 
Runner as a Hybrid City and so on. The model is meant to be a holistic representation of the 
future dystopian First-World city film genre under an SET framework.  
372 See infra Appendix 1.1. 
373 See id. (two horizontal arrows “Future Development” and “Globalization” acting upon the 
“First-World City”). 
374 See id. (rectangle representing conceptualized “Third-World City”). Salaam Bombay!; see 
infra Appendix 2(a-h). 
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constructed boundaries decrease by means of erosion.375 As explained in Chapter 5, the First-

World city reaches an instigating event, either acute or systemic erosion, which increases 

complexity while decreasing matter-energy inputs needed to counteract internal entropy.376  

 The first film depiction of a future First-World city is the “City in Transition.” This city 

has recently experienced an eroding event and is on the path towards increased entropy. The 

social system attempts to maintain its status quo and standard of living while the steadily 

increasing external environmental entropy (i.e., the decay of the environment outside the 

boundaries of social system), relative to the internal social system, erodes the city’s physical and 

social boundaries. In this paper, the film Children of Men represents the City in Transition.377  

 Next, the entropy progression forks into one of either two paths.378 On the left fork, the 

instigating event (i.e., acute erosion) is a shock to the social system, which responds to the threat 

of increasing entropy by implementing a “Totalitarian City.” In this representation, the city is a 

closed social system where all available resources are employed to maintain social order and 

reinforce system boundaries. In this examination, the film V for Vendetta represents the 

Totalitarian City.379  

 Alternatively, on the right fork, from the City in Transition the instigating event (i.e., 

systemic erosion of social boundaries via technological developments) is viewed as a long-term 

progression of increased complexity and erosion where both the new and old combine to form 

                                                
375 See infra Appendix 1.1 (represented by the long arrows on the top and bottom of the 
diagram). 
376 See id. (represented by the circle “Instigating Event” with opposite pointing vertical arrows; 
“Increased Complexity” and “Decreased Energy Inputs”). 
377 Children of Men, DVD, directed by Alfonso Cuarón (2006; Universal City, CA: Universal 
Studios Home Video, 2007). See infra Appendix 3.2, 4.1(a-c). 
378 See infra Appendix 1.1 (represented by the split in two paths after the “City in Transition”). 
379 V for Vendetta, DVD. directed by James McTeigue (2005; Burbank, CA: Warner Home 
Video, 2006). See infra Appendix 3.3, 4.2(a-b). 
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the “Hybrid City.” This type of future First-World city truly represents Dasgupta’s alternate 

imagination of Western urban modernity.380 The Hybrid City is a mix of the First and Third-

World infused with technologic developments. Nonetheless, the city’s standard of living has 

been significantly eroded by the consequences of globalization and future developments. In this 

thesis, the film Blade Runner represents the Hybrid City.381 

 The last progression of social entropy is the “Maximum City.” In this research, the film 

The Matrix represents the cyclical progression towards maximum entropy within a complex 

social system.382 In The Matrix, after inventing artificial intelligence, human society suffered 

from an acute eroding event and achieved maximum entropy resulting in the destruction of the 

city (i.e., the Maximum City). From its ashes, an artificially intelligent Machine race has built 

their own complex society, which now teeters on annihilation under the weight of its increasing 

complexity. 

 Under the laws of social entropy, the progression of a complex social system within a 

future city cannot stop at either the Totalitarian City or the Hybrid City (i.e., all social systems 

trend towards maximum decay). Compared to the Hybrid City, the path from Totalitarian City to 

Maximum City is a more direct progression.383 In resisting external entropy, the closed, rigid 

system of the Totalitarian City accumulates internal entropy without a permeable boundary to 

release and transfer matter-energy inputs. This accumulation results in an implosion of social 

                                                
380 “[T]he Third-World city is more than the source of the things that will define the future, but 
actually is the future of the Western city.” Rana Dasgupta, “Maximum Cities.” See infra 
Appendix 1.1 (represented by the direct yellow arrow from “Present Third-World City” to 
“Hybrid City”). 
381 See infra Appendix 3.1, Appendix 4.3(a-b). 
382 The Matrix, DVD, directed by Andy and Lana Wachowski (1999; Burbank, CA: Warner  
Home Video, 2001). See infra Appendix 3.4, 4.4(a-c). 
383 See infra Appendix 1.1 (represented by the continual linkage line from Totalitarian City to 
Maximum City). 
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order and erosion towards anarchy (i.e., Maximum City).384 Alternatively, the Hybrid City is 

characterized as an open system with permeable boundaries suffering from systemic erosion.385 

As will be argued in this chapter, the Hybrid City is a stable system, stationary in its entropy 

progression.386 While complexity is increased in the Hybrid City, the open boundary of the social 

system facilitates the transfer of entropy. Thus, the Hybrid City as a social system is not 

preserving an unsustainable standard of living compared to the City in Transition and the 

Totalitarian City. Rather, the Hybrid City has regressed to a constant state of decay. 

B. Boundary Regression: City in Transition 

After suffering from an instigating event, the City in Transition is in the process of 

undergoing a decrease in matter-energy inputs and an increase in complexity. This imbalance 

causes society to regress toward its natural state of maximum entropy while institutions and 

individuals resist the inevitable pull towards decay. London, the only megacity at the turn of the 

19th century, is one such City in Transition as depicted in the dystopian future of Children of 

Men. 

1. Background 

Loosely adopted from P.D. James’ novel, Children of Men is set in the year 2027 where 

the world has suffered from eighteen years of global infertility.387 Theo, the main protagonist, is 

persuaded by Julian, his estranged wife and mother of their deceased child, to secure transit 

papers to accompany Kee, a West African immigrant woman, to the coast. Julian is a leader of 

the political resistance network called “the Fishes” which protests the government’s treatment of 

                                                
384 See supra Chapter 5 §B(2). 
385 See id., §B(1). 
386 See infra Appendix 1.1 (represented by the less continual linkage line from Hybrid City to 
Maximum City). 
387 P.D. James, The Children of Men (New York: Warner, 1992). 
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immigrants. After Julian is killed as a result of an internal power struggle within the Fishes, Kee 

reveals to Theo that she is pregnant. Confronted with the first pregnancy in almost two decades, 

Theo agrees to assist Kee in connecting with the Human Project: an island society dedicated to 

solving the global infertility crisis. While attempting to escape the City in Transition, Kee and 

Theo are pursued by the Fishes who wish to utilize Kee’s baby in uniting their political cause.  

Children of Men was Mexican director Alfonso Cuarón’s second major Hollywood 

production after Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Askaban.388 Similar to Nair in Salaam 

Bombay!, Cuarón tried to achieve a documentary look in Children of Men, promoting the 

“objective image” of the film while enshrouding the audience in the realistic imagery.389 To 

accomplish this documentary-like aesthetic, Cuarón used long shot lengths, an average of sixteen 

seconds, compared to the Hollywood average of two seconds.390 For Cuarón, “the more action 

and violence a particular scene possesses, the longer the shot duration generally becomes.”391 

The substance within these long shots was a product of Cuarón’s past works. In 2001, 

Cuarón directed Y Tu Mamá También, a coming of age story involving two teens and a young 

woman taking a road trip across Mexico against the backdrop of the landmark political elections 

of 1999.392 In reference to his background, Cuarón explained his idea of bringing the Third-

World to the First-World city of London. “All the time we were shooting, we kept saying, ‘Let’s 

                                                
388 Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Askaban, directed by Alfonso Cuarón (2004; Burbank, CA: 
Warner Home Video, 2007). 
389 See James Udden, “Child of the Long Take: Alfonso Cuarón’s Film Aesthetics in the  
Shadow of Globalization,” Style 43, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 34; see supra Chapter 4 §A(2). 
390 Shot length is the period of time between edits. The opening scene in Children of Men is fifty 
seconds and the closing climatic battle within the refugee camp is seven minutes long. See id., 
29, 31; see infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 1, Appendix 4.1(b), Figure 4-8. 
391 Udden, 29. 
392 Y Tu Mamá También, DVD, directed by Alfonso and Carlos Cuarón (2001; Beverly Hills, 
CA: MGM Home Entertainment, 2003). 
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make it more Mexican.’ In other words,” Cuarón explained, “we’d look at a location and then 

say: yes, but in Mexico there would be this and this. It was about making the place look 

rundown. It was about poverty.”393  

Referring to the landscape of London in Children of Men, Cuarón’s aim was to project 

the consequences of current developments into the future. “I wanted the film to be a heightened 

perception of what I consider reality to be right now.”394 Rather than using the narrative as the 

driving force, Cuarón attempted to broaden the commentary of the film. “I wasn’t interested in 

explaining fertility. You’d fall into science-fiction territory and, for me,” Cuarón explains, 

“infertility is nothing but a metaphor for a lack of hope and a lack of respect for life. It would 

distract from the biggest element we wanted to talk about: the present.”395 In 2007, Children of 

Men was nominated for three Oscars: cinematography, editing, and adapted screenplay. The 

combination of Cuarón’s long filming shots and his incorporation of aesthetic and narrative were 

well received for a dystopian film. According to Professor of Interdisciplinary Studies at 

Gettysburg College James Udden, “Alfonso Cuarón has accomplished the seemingly impossible, 

he proffers a dystopian message concerning globalization, yet he does it under the auspices of 

one of globalization’s key cultural players – Hollywood.”396 

2. Physical Aesthetic 

Cuarón prefers to tell the story through the cinema (i.e., production, setting, visual 

display), rather than through the narrative (i.e., storyline, plot). “I hate when cinema is a hostage 

                                                
393 TimeOut London, “Children of Men' feature: Alfonso Cuarón discusses his new film and its 
connection with Y Tu Mamá También,” September 21, 2006, accessed March 13, 2012, 
http://www.timeout.com/film/news/1418/#. 
394 Id. The Iraq War, Abu Ghraib prison.  
395 Id. 
396 Udden, 29. 
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of narrative. Nevertheless, I don’t mind when narrative is a hostage of cinema. I believe in the 

power of cinema.”397 The aesthetic detail of the future London in Children of Men clearly depicts 

a city on the verge of collapse where insufficient global properties create friction along 

immutable characteristics. 

i. Macro Globals 

In Children of Men, the global properties of the future London have been constrained 

under the pressures of globalization. In an attempt to resist societal regression and decay, global 

variables have been consolidated, heavily protected, and rationed within the system in order to 

preserve the First-World standard of living within the city. Rather than allow globalization to 

define its boundaries, the city of London is clearly defined and defended from the external 

environment.398 In resisting erosion, the social system of London has consolidated the 

organizational roles of its population, which are constantly monitored through the use of 

information and technology. 

a. Spatial Area Defines Population and Standard of Living 

As referenced in Chapter 5, in response to external threats, the social system in Children 

of Men has more rigidly defined its spatial area and limited its boundaries to the external 

environment.399 This development serves to both heighten the internal tension and highlight the 

contrast between different sub-spatial areas within the city. Like Salaam Bombay!, the new, 

informal kinetic city and the established, formal static city are in conflict.400 The streets of 

                                                
397 See TimeOut London. 
398 See infra Appendix 4.1(b), Figure 9. 
399 See supra Chapter 5 §B(2)(i); see infra Appendix 3.2, Figure 3 (Headlines: “Massive 
Migrat[ion]” “Channel Tunnel Close[d]” “All foreigners now ILLEG[al]”). 
400 See supra Chapter 4 §B(1)(i). 
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London are a chaotic mix of markets, people, and technology.401 However, after traveling inside 

the heavily policed government property, the world is bright, clean, and organized.402 These 

images are further contrasted with the spatial area of the refugee camps, which exist as their own 

separate sub-spatial-cities.403 The social system in Children of Men is similar to Salaam 

Bombay!, where the city of Mumbai expends matter-energy to maintain separation between the 

kinetic and static spatial spheres under one spatial area.404 In London, the system must expend 

matter-energy not only to maintain its external boundaries with the rest of Europe, but also to 

maintain internal separation from the chaos of the common streets and maintain distance from 

the refugee camps. 

While population increase is not an issue with global infertility, population migration to 

the city of London has the same effect. The spatial area is constrained and resources are spread 

over a greater number of inhabitants. Where the population will not be refreshed with a new 

generation, the ability of the system to sustain its current consumption is threatened.405 

For a City in Transition, the level of living is constrained, but not yet eroded for the 

majority of citizens within Children of Men. While water, food, and energy resources are 

rationed and public services have degraded, the average London citizen still enjoys a relatively 

high First-World standard of living.406 However, the price of this level of living comes at the cost 

of constraining movement within the city and restricting the freedoms of noncitizens.407  

                                                
401 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figures 1-2. 
402 See id., Figures 6-9. 
403 See infra Appendix 4.1(b), Figures 1-2. 
404 See supra Chapter 4 §B(1)(i). 
405 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figures 2, 5. 
406 See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figures 2-6. 
407 Illegal immigrants are held in cages on train platforms and bus transports. Children of Men, 
4:49; see infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figures 3-4. 
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b. Consolidation of Organization and Institutions  

Where global markets have eroded, the British government has expanded to provide 

organized roles and order for society. In the film, government bureaucracy and military 

infrastructure have become mainstream on London streets and daily interaction.408 The 

government has also expanded into philanthropic endeavors in exchange for political support and 

obedience.409 However, with limited private enterprise, the dependence on the government for 

necessities, in addition to security, makes the population vulnerable to political extremes.410 

c. Technology, a Means to Distribute Information  

Technology in the near future London has progressed little, absent updated electronic 

billboards and slightly futuristic looking cars.411 However, technology is used efficiently within 

the city to transfer information to the public, as described by Visual Cultures Professor Zahid 

Chaudhary, “a familiar repertoire of news items and aesthetic artifacts flirts across the scene.”412 

The information in the future London comes in two countervailing flavors: policing and 

liberation. The public is bombarded with reminders to report illegal immigrants and “Avoiding a 

Fertility Test is a Crime.”413 In the next image, the electronic media flashes advertisements for 

“Quietus,” suicide pills distributed in government rations for a painless escape from reality.414 

 

                                                
408 The Energy Ministry advertises bureaucratic positions. Children of Men, 2:39; see infra 
Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 1. Military personnel with guns on the streets; barriers and barbwire 
around transportation hubs. See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figures 2, 3, 6. 
409 Government financing of the Ark of the Arts project. See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 7. 
410 See the next stage of the entropy progression, Totalitarian City. See infra §C; V for Vendetta. 
411 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 1. 
412 Zahid R. Chaudhary, “Humanity Adrift: Race, Materiality, and Allegory in Alfonso  
Cuarón's Children of Men,” Camera Obscura 24, no. 72 (September 2009), 80. 
413 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 2. 
414 See id., Figure 5. 
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ii. Micro Immutables: Ethnicity 

The most prevalent immutable characteristic in Children of Men is ethnicity. The 

maximum entropy of the external environment has caused a flood of European immigrants to 

London.415 In the first half of the film, the background images of immigrants in cages,416 raids on 

housing complexes,417 and bombardment of electronic alerts carry the weight of the scenes while 

the “citizens” of London unnoticeably continue in their daily activities.418 In the second half of 

the film, a shift occurs, described by Chaudhary as “what appeared as the background earlier in 

the film eventually becomes the very subject of the frame.”419 The city environment transitions 

to the refugee city (camp) at Bexhill.420 The micro immutable characteristics of ethnicity are the 

main visible element within the foreground of Bexhill’s social system and also serve as the 

driving force of erosion as depicted in its aesthetic.421 

3. Narrative: Themes in Meso Distributions 

As explained by Children of Men’s director, infertility is not the emphasis of the film’s 

narrative.422 Rather, the lack of respect for human life is the central social commentary. In terms 

of SET, the social system within the narrative of Children of Men examines fatalism and 

inefficiencies in the face of maximum entropy. The film goes on to show how individuals within 

the society cope with rising boundary barriers by filling emotional voids. Lastly, the film’s 

                                                
415 See supra Chapter 5 §B(2)(i); see infra Appendix 3.2, Figures 3-6. 
416 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 3. Ironically, the elderly German woman in the cage is 
actually British actress Miriam Karlin, famous for her London accent. See also Chaudhary, 80. 
417 See Children of Men, 11:46. 
418 Theo passes immigrants in cages on the train platform without a glance or concern. See 
Children of Men, 4:40. 
419 Chaudhary, 81. 
420 See infra Appendix 4.1(b), Figures 1-2. 
421 See id., Figure 6. 
422 See TimeOut London. 
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narrative climaxes with a clash of biopolitics. 

i. Nihilism and Inefficiencies  

In the film, the narrative of Theo’s nihilistic attitude towards life, supplemented by the 

physical aesthetic, can be translated to the larger narrative of London as a social system.423 

“Even if they discovered the cure for infertility,” Theo opines, “doesn’t matter, too late. The 

world went to shit. You know what, it was too late before this fertility thing happened . . . .”424 

Despite sufficient meso distributions to maintain his First-World standard of living (and his thirst 

for scotch), Theo’s attitude represents a variable not easily quantifiable (i.e., hope).425 While he 

exhibits status consistency (i.e., age and education correlate to income and wealth426), Theo’s 

bleak outlook towards society and its prospects for productive and meaningful social replication 

cloud his emotions. Theo’s dull, bureaucratic gaze, while the coworkers around him mourn Baby 

Diego’s death is a foreshadowing of the lack of respect for human life exhibited at Bexhill. 

While his apathy is later jolted into action when he comes to learn Kee is pregnant (i.e., Theo 

becomes a father figure), the surrounding society seems to have already “gone to shit.”427 

In concert with nihilism, the film also highlights the inefficient allocation of the city’s 

matter-energy resources. In order to secure transit papers for Kee, Theo must elicit help from his 

cousin Nigel. As curator for the “Ark of the Arts,” Nigel “rescues” great works of art from the 

decay of the external environment.428 The government contributes extensive resources to the Ark 

                                                
423 Theo is a cog in the larger bureaucratic system. See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 1. 
424 Children of Men, 9:20. 
425 See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 3, 6, 7. 
426 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 102. 
427 See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 1, 9. 
428 Some of the Ark’s works include Michelangelo’s David, Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, and 
graffiti artist Bansky’s British Cops Kissing. See Children of Men, 17:44; see infra Appendix 
4.1(c), Figure 4. 
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with seemingly no audience or demand. Theo chuckles, “A hundred years from now there won’t 

be one sad fuck to look at any of this. What keeps you going?”429 Nigel replies, “You know what 

it is, Theo? I just don’t think about it.”430 The inability to cope with reality while preserving an 

unsustainable standard of living is an inefficient use of global properties and further exacerbates 

the erosion of social decay through random, unproductive work.431 

ii. Barriers and Voids 

Faced with distribution inefficiencies and a nihilistic outlook, society attempts to cope 

with rigid barriers and social control by channeling affection to animals. As observed by Ph.D. 

candidate Allison Mackey, “[I]ronically, animals appear to be the only humanizing element in 

the landscape of the film, replacing children as the beneficiaries of adult nurturing.”432 As Theo 

is driven to Nigel’s Ark within government property, he gazes out the car window to see people 

joyfully leading dogs, zebras, and camels around the interior park.433 Described by Kee’s 

midwife in the film, “As the sound of the playgrounds faded, the despair set in. Very odd, what 

happens in a world without children’s voices.”434 Even the nihilist Theo engages in affection 

with a cat while he reads the Quietus instruction for painless suicide.435 However, at the end of 

                                                
429 Children of Men, 20:50. 
430 Gazing out of London’s Battersea Power Station, the scene emulates the 1977 album cover 
for Pink Floyd’s Animals. See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 5. The concept for the album, a 
social and political critique of 1970s Britain, was based off of George Orwell’s Animal Farm, 
and “described the apparent social and moral decay of society, likening the human condition to 
that of mere animals.” Glenn Povey, Echoes: The Complete History of ‘Pink Floyd’ (Chesham: 
Omnibus Press, 2007): 200; see also Chaudhary, 81. 
431 See Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 178. 
432Allison Mackey, “Make It Public! Border Pedagogy and the Transcultural Politics of  
Hope in Contemporary Cinematic Representations of Children,” College Literature 37, no. 2 
(Spring 2010): 177. 
433 See Children of Men, 1:02:43; see infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 8. 
434 See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 7. 
435 See id., Figure 2. 
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the film, when government and rebel soldiers hear the cries of Kee’s child, they immediately, 

albeit briefly, reassume roles of civility and community.436 The imagery provides hope that 

barriers (i.e., between the rebels and the government, between refugees and citizens) can be 

deconstructed given the revitalize hope for human survival. However, the fact that the fighting 

resumes after Theo and Kee reach safety reinforces Theo’s belief that it truly is “too late” for the 

social system to resist maximum entropy. 

iii. Biopolitics 

The narrative within Children of Men explores the concept of biopolitics, defined by 

cosmopolitan cultures scholar Heather Latimer as “the political regulation and generation of 

biological life.”437 In terms of biopolitics within the city, political philosopher Giorgio 

Agamben’s theory of “bare life” and the concept of homo sacer describe the life of a person with 

no political meaning (i.e., the noncitizen).438 Derived from Roman law, homo sacer was a person 

excluded from the law’s jurisdiction because “taking his life was considered neither homicide or 

divinity.”439 According to Latimer, the existence of homo sacer in bare life “remains included in 

politics in the form of the exception, that is, as something which is included only through 

exclusion.”440 In terms of Children of Men, the refugee camp is the embodiment of bare life. The 

London sovereign derives its power from deciding who is included in the social system (i.e., 

citizen versus noncitizen and in turn citizen distributions versus noncitizen distributions).441 In 

preserving this power, the government spends an immense amount of matter-energy resources 

                                                
436 See id., Figure 9. 
437 Heather Latimer, “Bio-Reproductive Futurism,” Social Text 29, no. 3 (Fall 2011): 51. 
438 See id.; see Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel 
Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995). 
439 Latimer, 55. 
440 Id. 
441 See infra Appendix 4.1(b), Figure 3. 
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monitoring and enforcing biopolitics policy within the social system. 

Further emphasizing this point, similar to Salaam Bombay!,442 the identities of the 

immigrant underclass are miniaturized and marginalized in Children of Men. Regardless of 

country of origin, all immigrants and refugees are referred to by the slang term “’fugees.” Before 

smuggling Theo and Kee into the Bexhill camp where they hope to secure a boat to the Human 

Project, Syd, an immigration officer, jokingly commands, “Alright, yer ‘fugees now. Show Syd 

your ‘fugee face. Sad face . . . Sad ‘fugee face.”443 Similarly, when referring to the immigrant 

Marihka, his informant inside the camp, Syd describes her as “Arab, gypsy, something.”444 Syd 

and the greater London populace have become desensitized to the bare life of illegal immigrants 

and distance their personal connection by miniaturizing the identities of noncitizens (i.e., lack of 

respect for human life). This attitude is further ingrained and rationalized by the public through 

the government’s politicization of the external threat of immigration to the social system’s 

standard of living (i.e., external Europe will overwhelm and deplete London).445 

The Bexhill camp exists in the form of an exception to the city of London. Described by 

Chaudhary, “It is clearly a ‘zone of indistinction’ in which bare life comes under the purview of 

the law’s violence through its very exclusion from law, but at the same time the camp represents 

a zone of absolute difference.”446 ‘Fugees, like street children, exist and survive on the margins 

of society. Based on biopolitics policies, immigrants are collected and denied basic global 

distributions based on their immutable ethnic characteristics. Maintaining separation and 

monitoring the boundaries of Bexhill consumes precious matter-energy inputs within the social 

                                                
442 See supra Chapter 4 §C(2). 
443 Children of Men, 1:05:47. 
444 Id., 1:05:41. 
445 See infra Appendix 3.2, Figures 5-6; see infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 3. 
446 Chaudhary, 88; see infra Appendix 4.1(b), Figures 1-3. 
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system. However, similar to the depiction of the Ganesh festival in Salaam Bombay!,447 the 

climactic uprising within the refugee camp is a dramatic increase in entropy within the system 

which offers the potential to erode London society into complete anarchy.  

4. Entropy Measure: Integration of Variables 

The entropy level in Children of Men is steadily rising. The social system’s desire to 

maintain the standard of living through inefficient expenditures of matter-energy strains its 

ability to maintain its boundary with the external environment. The entropy measure within 

Children of Men is signified by the system’s newfound focus on monitoring boundaries coupled 

with a minimal degree of social replication (i.e., social roles are no longer practiced or passed 

down: mother, father, child). 

i. Newfound Focus on Boundaries 

The implementation of heightened border monitoring is a relatively new phenomenon 

within the City in Transition. The aesthetic street view of the future London is beginning to 

assimilate many of the kinetic characteristics of the contemporary Third-World city.448 However, 

the First-World characteristics of order and boundaries are still distinguishable. The means and 

strategy imposed to monitor the boundary of the social system is reaching a pivotal point in the 

city’s entropy progression. If the system is to preserve its standard of living, it must commit all 

resources to monitoring its boundary (i.e., Totalitarian City). If the system does not increase 

matter-energy output to stem the rise of internal entropy, the standard of living will invariably 

erode (i.e., Hybrid City).  

ii. Conflict and Social Order Within Reason 

                                                
447 See supra Chapter 4 §D(1); see infra Appendix 2(h), Figures 1-6. 
448 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 1-2 compared to Appendix 3(a), Figure 1-2. 
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Conflict is a close companion to boundary maintenance, where social order depends on 

replicated action.449 The ability to replicate depends in some part on the access to social markers: 

symbolic structures consolidating past societal knowledge (e.g., dictionary, text book, legal 

statute).450 If markers were removed, Bailey reasons “a state of anomie would reign (at least 

temporarily) and the degree and efficiency of social interaction would drop drastically. Social 

order would not disappear, but there would be a trend toward maximum entropy and a 

tremendous reduction in the information content (I) of society . . . .”451 The inability of man to 

appreciate human life, manifested in Children of Men as infertility, means society is losing the 

ability (i.e., information) to replicate social action. The result is a normless society and the 

breakdown of social bonds within the system (i.e., Durkheim’s anomie). In Children of Men, the 

uprising within the refugee camp is a microcosm for the larger social system where the City in 

Transition continually progresses towards maximum entropy. 

C. Left Fork: Totalitarian City 

From the escalating threat of decay, a City in Transition can be imagined to transform 

into a Totalitarian City where power holders within the system employ desperate measures in an 

all-out attempt to stem the rising tides of global erosion. In the film V for Vendetta, a future 

London has come under the rule of a totalitarian government promising “strength and unity” in 

the wake of global chaos and security threats to society.  

1. Background 

 V for Vendetta is an adaptation of the graphic novel of the same name by Alan More and 

                                                
449 See infra Appendix 1.2. 
450 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 198. 
451 Id., 198. 
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David Lloyd.452 Set in 2030s London, the world outside Britain has been devastated by war and 

biological attacks. The film depicts V, an anarchist superhero shrouded in a Guy Fawkes mask, 

and his plot to release the London people from the totalitarian chokehold of the Norsefire 

political party.453 

The film was written by the Wachowski siblings and directed by James McTeigue.454 V 

for Vendetta received a mixed reception by audiences and critics for its social commentary and 

references to the Iraq war.455 Confirming the allegory to the George W. Bush era in America and 

neo-conservatism, McTeigue commented, “We felt the [graphic] novel was very prescient to 

how the political climate is at the moment. It really showed what can happen when society is 

ruled by government, rather than the government being run as a voice of the people.”456 

2. Physical Aesthetic 

In V for Vendetta, the physical aesthetic is closely linked with the driving narrative of the 

film’s political message. Narrative themes of confinement, restriction, and repression are clearly 

represented in aesthetic setting. Described by McTeigue, “[A] lot of Vendetta was filmed to feel 

                                                
452Alan Moore and David Lloyd, V for Vendetta (New York: DC Comics, 1989). 
453 See infra Appendix 4.2(b), Figures 4-5. 
454 See infra §E(1) (the Wachowski’s also directed The Matrix trilogy). 
455 “[C]ompelling, rousing and at times strangely moving.” Glenn Kenny, “V for Vendetta: In the 
Matrix-makers’ compelling fantasy, a masked freedom fighter plots a revolution in a futuristic, 
fascist Britain,” Premiere.com (March 17, 2006), accessed March 13, 2012, 
http://www.premiere.com/Review/Movies/V-for-Vendetta. “[A] piece of pulp claptrap.” Stephen 
Hunter, “’V’: D for disappointing,” The Washington Post (March 17, 2006), accessed March 13, 
2012, www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/03/16/AR2006031600539.html. 
“The film criticizes our contemporary neo-conservative governments under George Bush and the 
British Labour Government of Tony Blair.” Rjurik Davidson, “Vagaries & Violence in V for 
Vendetta,” Screen Education no. 46 (March 2007): 158. 
456 “About the Story, V for Vendetta,” accessed March 12, 2012, 
http://vforvendetta.warnerbros.com/cmp/prod_notes_ch_02.html. 
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completely interior: to give a sense of claustrophobia.”457 Within the aesthetic, global properties 

are strictly policed and politicized by government institutions while “undesirables” and their 

immutable characteristics are marginalized as justification for extreme policies.  

i. Macro Variables 

 The global property levels of the future London are extremely high compared to the 

external environment of chaos and erosion. Like Children of Men, London in V for Vendetta has 

survived and flourished compared to the outside world. However, in order to maintain this high 

level of living, the government must engage in extreme manipulation and control of information 

to maintain power and efficiencies. 

a. De-Politicized Population and Dangerous Spatial Area 

 Through perceived scarcity and security threats, the population of London was politicized 

to accept a totalitarian state. As described by V, “Fear became the ultimate tool of this 

government. And through it, our politician was ultimately appointed to the newly created 

position of High Chancellor. The rest, as they say, is history.”458 In the wake of riots following 

biological attacks on London’s infrastructure, the city and country were on the verge of 

collapse.459 The Norsefire party capitalized on the political void, later revealed to be a 

domestically engineered virus, promising strength and unity through conservative values and 

religious faith.460 As a consequence of perceiving a heightened threat from the external 

environment, the social system’s population found solace and security in Norsefire members. In 

turn, the Norsefire party promoted an atmosphere of apathy (and even fear) towards political 

                                                
457 Spencer Lamm, V for Vendetta, From Script to Film (New York: Universe, 2006): 172. 
458 V for Vendetta, 1:13:33. 
459 See infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 2. 
460 See id., Figure 3. 
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change or social mobility, thus solidifying itself in institutions of power and influence. By 

promoting the spatial urban landscape as dangerous, dependent on political institutions for 

security, the population of London “suffers in silence” and “conforms” to the repressive 

regime.461  

 The balance of maintaining an apathetic constituency while manipulating the public’s 

political will under extreme policy measures depends on a highly choreographed and interrelated 

management of the social system. Chancellor Sutler commands an audience of five advisors, 

each with areas of management and expertise that constantly monitor and map entropy measures 

within the city.462 From news media, security measures, political talking points, and criminal 

investigations, the advisors, under Sutler’s heavy hand, manipulate the physical aesthetic of the 

city to maintain the status quo in the face of growing external pressures and internal unrest.463 

b. Organization Strictly Controls Information via Technology 

 The spatial area of the city is constrained and constantly policed. In Children of Men, 

there were glimpses of the government’s consolidation of power; however, in V for Vendetta, 

these images and communications have taken center stage. Any information within the system 

that is off message or counter productive is manipulated and marginalized. Referencing a news 

story fabrication meant to conceal a potential terrorist plot, the News Minister comments, “Our 

job is to report the news, not fabricate it. That’s the government’s job.”464 The bully pulpit of the 

government reaches into every home and into every public space (i.e., via electronic media 

                                                
461 Brian L. Ott, “The Visceral Politics of V for Vendetta: On Political Affect in 
Cinema,” Critical Studies In Media Communication 27, no. 1 (March 2010): 45. 
462 See infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 5. 
463 At the expense of great energy, London remains remarkably similar to present day. See id., 
Figure 1. 
464 V for Vendetta, 13:24; see infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 8. 
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referred to as the “interlink”) to promote and maintain strict organizational roles within the 

population.465 

 Fear of reprisal and limited information reinforce the apathetic mentality of the 

population. Described by film scholar Rjurik Davidson, “There is constant surveillance, a curfew 

to maintain order and the threat of ending up in the police’s ‘black bags.’”466 The application of 

technology facilitates effective surveillance of the population and provides a real-time measure 

of entropy within the system (i.e., via electronic eavesdropping, Ministers are provided statistics 

on references to keywords in private conversations).467 In concert, the ever-present voice of 

authority rings over the London streets, “Yellow coded curfew in effect . . . for your 

protection.”468 

ii. Micro Immutables: Sexuality 

 In V for Vendetta, the focal micro immutable characteristic is sexuality.469 Seen as 

“disease harbingers” and “degenerates,” the rightwing Norsefire party has outlawed 

homosexuality. Gordon Dietrich, a TV host and comedian, must conceal his homosexuality from 

government sensors and secret police by innocuously courting young women in public.470 He is 

detained and later executed for possessing images of homosexual erotica and a copy of the 

Quran.471 Similarly, Valerie Page, a former openly gay actress, is detained by the Norsefire 

secret police and sent to a government detention center where she is experimented upon and later 

                                                
465 See infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 7, 9. 
466 Davidson, 158. 
467 See Ott, 48. A surveillance van drives through a neighborhood eavesdropping on all private 
conversations. One comment overheard, “Talking like that will lose our party status.” V for 
Vendetta, 1:04:12; see infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 6. 
468 Id., 4:20; id., Figure 4. 
469 See Davidson, 158. 
470 V for Vendetta, 51:28. 
471 Id., 1:21:52. 



   100 

 

dumped into a mass grave.472 In her autobiography, written on toilet paper and stashed away in a 

crack between cells, she explained, “I remember how ‘different’ became dangerous. I still don’t 

understand it, why they hate us so much.”473  

3. Narrative: Themes in Meso Distributions 

 The narrative of V for Vendetta involves the progression of fear and conflict over time: 

the promise of the past, the nightmare of the apathetic present, and the chance of a different 

future. The color and texture of the film’s aesthetic help highlight its different temporal 

narratives. Observed by Communications Professor Brian Ott of the University of Colorado 

Denver, “As the olive undertones foster feelings of dismay and hopelessness, the bursts of 

orange stimulate and arouse excitement. Thus, in an atmosphere colored by fear, anxiety, and 

distress, the film also manages to incite, provoke, and call to action.”474 Through this contrast, 

the film advocates a rejection of political apathy and a revolt against the state spurred on through 

V’s symbolism, ideals, and action. Social change is necessary where the absence of expression 

and tolerance, coupled with the government’s own polarization of fear and suppression, has 

resulted in untenable entropy accumulation within the system. 

i. Absence of Expression and Tolerance 

 A product of the lack of tolerance within society, the olive undertones of the future 

London streets underscore the absence of expression within the narrative. The Norsefire party 

bans any imagery or artifacts that threaten to undermine or decay social order. In a secret room 

behind his wine cellar, comedian Dietrich maintains a collection of banned works including 

                                                
472 See infra Appendix 4.2(b), Figures 1-3. 
473 V for Vendetta, 1:16:53. 
474 Ott, 46; see infra Appendix 4.2(a) Figures 4-6 compared to Appendix 4.2(b), Figures 1-3. 
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satirist political art and books.475 Similarly, V’s underground lair is a collection of classical 

sculptures and music along with cultural artifacts “reclaimed” from the Ministry of 

Objectionable Materials.476 According to Davidson, “To be truly human means not to 

discriminate, but also to affirm common humanity with those one has never met. The film thus 

argues for a non-discriminatory attitude to sexuality and, by implication, religion and race.”477 

Tolerance, difference, and diversity are all products of complexity. Viewing complexity as a 

means towards anarchy, the government strictly controls expressive artifacts and behavior as a 

means to maintain power. The absence of alternative channels of expression in the closed society 

has reduced the social system in V for Vendetta to a homogenized (but more aptly controllable), 

apathetic blur of brown and black.  

ii. Politicizing Blame and Fear: Manufactured Entropy 

In the film, V’s subversion and publicity are a means to engage and provoke the apathetic 

populace and in turn make him a threat to stability and order within the social system. In a 

desperate attempt to reinforce institutional control, the Norsefire party engages in a risky strategy 

of manufacturing entropy. Chancellor Sutler tells his ministers: 

What we need right now is a clear message to the people of this country. This 
message must be read in every newspaper, heard on every radio, seen on every 
television. The message must resound throughout the entire interlink. I want this 
country to know that we stand on the edge of oblivion. I want every man, woman, 
and child to understand how close we are to chaos. I want everyone to remember 
why they need us!478 

 

                                                
475 See V for Vendetta, 50:36. 
476 Id., 26:31. 
477 Davidson, 159. 
478 V for Vendetta, 1:30:08. 
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The result is a media blitz of fear and despair meant to stun the populace back into submission.479 

The government portrays the external environment as hostile and chaotic, where all order has 

eroded to anarchy.480 Similar to Salaam Bombay! and Children of Men, those who oppose the 

Norsefire party and its policies have their identities miniaturized and are branded as 

“terrorists.”481 

4. Entropy Measure: Integration of Variables 

The ultimate measure of entropy in V for Vendetta is based upon the disparity of 

distributions of global property to individuals possessing the “wrong” immutable characteristics. 

“Immigrants, Muslims, homosexuals, terrorists . . . [d]isease-ridden degenerates” are afforded 

little, if any, mutable distributions within the social system.482 The totalitarian control of society 

affords zero randomness where all roles are strictly scripted to maintain complete order and 

promote maximum efficiency. As a result, the system is conflicted. Maximum energy is 

expended to maintain the system’s boundary and reinforce social order while internally society 

accumulates dangerous levels of entropy. 

i. Sole Focus on Boundary Maintenance: Suppression 

The primary and increasingly sole purpose of the government is to suppress the political 

and social appetite of the London people. The Norsefire party has removed all avenues of 

expression and advocates intolerance towards difference and disagreement. The government 

focuses all its efforts and matter-energy consumption on monitoring and policing the populace. 

As explained by V’s televised address: 

                                                
479 Id., 1:30:36; see supra Chapter 5 §B(2)(ii); see infra Appendix 3.3, Figure 3 (Headline: 
“Water Shortages Reported”). 
480 See infra Appendix 3.3, Figure 2 (“America is engulfed in a second civil war”). 
481 See V for Vendetta, 1:04:27. 
482 Id., 3:45; see infra Appendix 3.3, Figure 1. 
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[T]he truth is, there is something terribly wrong with this country, isn’t there? 
Cruelty and injustice, intolerance and oppression. And where once you had the 
freedom to object, to think and speak as you saw fit, you now have censors and 
systems of surveillance coercing your conformity and soliciting your submission.483  

 
Highlighting the contrast between the past and present, V reminds the public of the world before 

Norsefire. In politicizing the threat of decay, the government has fleetingly attempted to stunt 

and remove complexity from within the social system in an effort to make society easier to 

control and manipulate.  

 From first implementing change, the government must now maintain an apathetic 

population to prevent decay and political change. Again, V explains:  

How did this happen? Who’s to blame? Well certainly there are those more 
responsible than others, and they will be held accountable, but again truth be told, if 
you’re looking for the guilty, you need only look into a mirror. I know why you did 
it. I know you were afraid. Who wouldn’t be? War, terror, disease. There were a 
myriad of problems which conspired to corrupt your reason and rob you of your 
common sense. Fear got the best of you, and in your panic you turned to the now 
high chancellor, Adam Sutler. He promised you order, he promised you peace, and 
all he demanded in return was your silent, obedient consent.484  
 

The threat of eroding security within the social system reinforces the population’s silent 

obedience. As time passes, the government’s sole focus becomes the continual suppression of 

complexity. V is the embodiment of complexity and therefore becomes the highest priority of the 

government in its attempt to maintain boundaries and order while resisting anarchy.  

ii. Closed System and Climactic Release 

 V is the catalyst that reenergizes and reengages the populace. In anticipation, Inspector 

Finch comments, “So much chaos, someone will do something stupid and when they do, things 

                                                
483 Id., 18:49.  
484 Id. 
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will turn nasty.”485 The government attempts to ban V’s signature Guy Fawkes masks which 

have been distributed throughout the city. Subsequent to robbing a convenience store while 

wearing one mask, a citizen boasts, “Anarchy in the U.K.!”486 In another example, a secret police 

agent shoots a young girl wearing a mask in the back after she defaced a Norsefire banner.487 

Angered, local citizens approach the agent displaying his badge.488 This interaction is a 

microcosm for the entire social system. The Totalitarian City has reached a pivotal point in its 

entropy resistance. Society’s institutions can no longer resist complexity and decay through order 

and suppression. Tipped by V, the resulting domino effect releases the built up entropy pressures 

within the social system.489 

 The public embraces V as more than a man, but as an ideal.490 V’s words and actions 

converge in the symbolic bombing of the House of Parliament and the presumed revolution 

within London.491 “V is not just a hero in a mask,” comments Davidson, “he’s an embodiment of 

an idea, the symbol of opposition to the fascist government.”492 The government’s attempt to 

cheat the laws of social entropy by instituting totalitarian control over the city of London could 

only delay, but not prevent the city from trending towards maximum entropy.  

D. Right Fork: Hybrid City 

 The true conceptualization of Dasgupta’s prediction regarding the future First-World city 

                                                
485 V for Vendetta, 1:42:52. 
486 Id., 1:41:09; see infra Appendix 4.2(b), Figure 4. 
487 See id., Figure 5. 
488 See id., Figure 6. 
489 See infra Appendix 4.2(b), Figure 7. 
490 Masses of people in Guy Fawkes masks confronting a military blockage. See infra Appendix 
4.2(b), Figure 8. 
491 See infra Appendix 4.2(b), Figure 9. 
492 Davidson, 160. 
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is the Hybrid City as depicted in the film Blade Runner.493 Imagined as a continuation of the City 

in Transition, the Hybrid City incorporates Third-World characteristics into the eroded social 

system and physical landscape of a First-World city. In terms of its entropy progression towards 

anarchy, the Hybrid City, while eroded from the contemporary First-World city, is a stable social 

system. 

1. Background 

 The film Blade Runner is loosely based on the1968 Phillip K. Dick novel Do Androids 

Dream of Electric Sheep?.494 The actual film is the product of many revisions and versions.495 As 

described by science fiction film scholar Will Brooker, “Blade Runner began in 1982 as an older 

kind of text – a film adaptation of a novel – and expanded, partly through accident and 

circumstance, partly though artistic or commercial decision, into a cross-platform 

phenomenon.”496 This paper examines the 2007 release entitled Blade Runner – Final Cut, which 

has been described by Brooker as a more “open-minded stand towards interpretation of the text’s 

ambiguities” and by the film’s director, Ridley Scott, as his “definitive” version.497 

 In the film, Rick Deckard, a Blade Runner (i.e., a private police investigator and 

assassin), is dispatched by the Tyrell Corporation to hunt down and “retire” a group of 

biomechanical, artificially intelligent Replicants, virtually indistinguishable from humans, which 

have illegally traveled to Earth from off-planet colonies. As described by Deckard’s boss, “I’ve 

                                                
493 See id. (yellow arrow); see Dasgupta. 
494 Phillip K. Dick, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (New York: Del Ray, 1968). 
495 The “multiple illusive texts” of Blade Runner come in many versions: Director’s Cut, the 
Work-Print, the Fairfax Cut, the Broadcast Version, the Dallas and Denver sneaks, Domestic 
Cut, International Cut. See Paul M. Sammon, Future noir: The Making of Blade Runner 
(London: Orion Media, 1996): 394. 
496 Will Brooker, “All Our Variant Futures: The Many Narratives of Blade Runner: The  
Final Cut,” Popular Communication 7, no. 2 (April 2009): 90. 
497 Id., 81. 
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got four skin-jobs, walking the streets.”498 The film’s aesthetic presents the alternative future of 

Los Angles in 2019 as an eroded mix of First-World technology and Third-World disorder. The 

narrative of the film critiques the capitalist structure of the First-World city while following 

Deckard as he navigates through its decayed landscape. 

2. Physical Aesthetic 

 Blade Runner presents a layered aesthetic, incorporating a mix of existing structures and 

objects sometimes sloppily grafted with technology. Described by film critic Harlm Kennedy as 

“additive architecture,” the setting of Blade Runner mirrors the social relations of its citizens and 

critiques their growth.499 Director Ridley Scott commented, “We are in a city which is in a state 

of overkill, of snarled up energy, where you can no longer remove a building because it costs far 

more than constructing one in its place. So the whole economic process is slowed down . . . it’s a 

physical feeling you get about that society.”500 The energy of Blade Runner’s aesthetic moves 

beyond the friction between the static and kinetic cities presented in Salaam Bombay!’s 

Mumbai.501 Rather, the film combines the two cities to form a unified streetscape incorporating 

both the temporary and the permanent. In Blade Runner, the macro variables and micro 

characteristics of its citizens coalesce in the dysfunctional public spaces. 

i. Macro Variables 

 The global properties of the future Hybrid City have eroded to contemporary Third-

World levels. Nezar AlSayyad, Professor of Architecture, Planning, and Urban History at 

University of California Berkeley, comments, “Although purportedly set forty years in the 

                                                
498 Blade Runner, 11:30. 
499 Harlm Kennedy, “Interview of Ridley Scott,” Film Comment 18 (July-August 1982): 4. 
500 Id. 
501 See supra Chapter 4 §B(1)(i); see Rahul Mehrotra, 207. 
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future, Blade Runner simultaneously depicts a world forty years in the past . . . .”502 The 

regressive development depicted in the Hybrid City is a manifestation of the compromised 

spatial area brought about under globalization. Nonetheless, the city maintains some semblance 

of the First-World order through effective use of technology. 

a. Compromised and Fragmented Spatial Area 

 The natural landscape in the Hybrid City has been compromised, overrun and depleted as 

a consequence of unfettered growth and economic production. As described by Blade Runner 

scholar W. A. Senior, “Outside rain pours down constantly; the skies are covered by smoke, 

smog, the gaseous effluvia rising from the terrestrial Pandemonium where factories seem like 

volcanoes spewing ash across the city.”503 Similar to Salaam Bombay!’s post-colonial Mumbai, 

the spatial area depicted in Blade Runner is a “city of post-industrial decay.”504 Like Mumbai, 

the Hybrid City’s “services are poor, its infrastructure is disintegrating, and vagrants scavenge in 

its streets.”505 Blade Runner’s public spaces are a mix of production, industry, markets and trade, 

like a neon version of the bazaar public spaces in Mumbai’s Grant Road and Crawford 

Market.506 

 From above, the kinetic steel and glass skyscrapers of the Hybrid City loom over the 

chaos of the common streets like the brick and mortar colonial architecture of Mumbai.507 

However, more than mere relics of the past, the social hierarchy in Blade Runner depends on this 

                                                
502 Nezar AlSayyad, “From Postmodern Condition to Cinematic City,” in Cinematic Urbanism: 
A History of the Modern From Reel to Real (New York: Routledge, 2007): 134. 
503 W. A. Senior, “Blade Runner and Cyberpunk Visions of Humanity,” Film Criticism 21, no. 1 
(Fall 1996): 3; see infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 1. 
504 AlSayyad, 136. 
505 Id.; see infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 8 compared to Appendix 2(e), Figure 3. 
506 See id., Figure 6-7, 9 compared to Appendix 2(a), Figures 3-5. 
507 See infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figures 1-3, 5 compared to Appendix 2(a), Figures 6-9. 
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stratification in aesthetic. “Although at one level, especially on its streets, the city is complex and 

constantly changing,” AlSayyad comments, “at another level or scale, it is dominated by a 

controlling agency that ensures a balance of order and disorder and, in the end, maintains the 

status quo of power relations.”508 The greater the distance from the street the more the social 

system becomes organized and homogenized.509 The height of order and advancement is literally 

the top of the pyramid: the Tyrell Corporation’s building is set in the center of the city amidst 

factory furnaces and urban sprawl. 

b. Technology: Advertising and New Roles 

  In Blade Runner, the city dweller is bombarded by images and sounds of advertisement. 

These are not warnings to report illegal immigrants or demands to take fertility tests (i.e., 

Children of Men510) nor are they notices about terrorist threats and curfews (i.e., V for 

Vendetta511); rather these campaigns are purely capitalistic in motivation, similar to those in 

Salaam Bombay!. “In the postmodern city,” AlSayyad explains, “the idea of an unfettered market 

as an ideal natural system replaces older capitalist ideas and state oversight.”512 In Blade Runner, 

an autonomous blimp drone hovers over the city (not to spy on residents as it would in V for 

Vendetta), but to promote the “better life” on Off-World lunar colonies via its loudspeaker, 

electronic billboards, and strobe lights.513 Similarly, electronic images on the sides of 

skyscrapers advertise consumption and style.514 AlSayyad argues, “[W]hile corporations may no 

longer be manufacturing goods within urban communities, they must still market and ensure the 

                                                
508 AlSayyad, 135. 
509 See infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 5 (peering down to the streets from mid building). 
510 See infra Appendix 4.1(a), Figure 2. 
511 See infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 9. 
512 AlSayyad, 124. 
513 See infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 4. 
514 See id., Figure 3 and Appendix 3.1, Figure 3. 
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consumption of these goods there.”515 The items and services are marketed upwards to those who 

live in the static skyscrapers and those who can afford hover car transportation. As a result, 

technology facilitates the transfer of entropy across the Hybrid City’s open boundaries where 

advertisement freely advocates new social roles in new spatial areas (but only to those who can 

afford it). 

ii. Micro Immutables: Handicapped 

 The Hybrid City is a place for the handicapped and the undesirable. J. F. Sebastian, a boy 

genius and technician for the Tyrell Corporation, must remain on Earth because he suffers from 

“Methuselah syndrome,” a genetic disorder that causes his cells to age unnaturally. In explaining 

why he has not left for the Off-World colonies, Sebastian explains, “Couldn’t pass the 

medical.”516 Described by the Replicant Pris as “accelerated decrepitude,” Sebastian shares the 

same shortened life expectancy as the Replicants he designs.517 The streets of the Hybrid-City 

are populated by “various formerly Third-World people” forced to stay and provide “informal 

labor” to the social system while “perfect specimens of simulated humanity” (i.e., Replicants) 

attempt to reach the city and escape their bonds of slavery in the Off-World.518 Described by 

Senior as “social Darwinism gone mad,”519 the city is again the center of complexity and conflict 

between those forced to stay, those wishing to leave, and those searching for information.520 

                                                
515 Id., 126. 
516 Blade Runner, 1:14:36. 
517 Id., 1:18:26. 
518 AlSayyad., 135; see infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figures 7-8 compared to Appendix 4.3(b), Figure 
7. 
519 Senior, 4. Social Darwinism is the idea that through conflict, superior groups of people (i.e., 
societies) outcompete inferior groups.  
520 Similar to Salaam Bombay! where Krishna asks for a ticket to the nearest city in hopes of 
earning wages and securing a better life (i.e., increasing his individual global distributions). See 
supra Chapter 4 §C. 
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 In Blade Runner, the handicapped and the unique are marginalized under economic 

pressures where “new technologies of human reproduction have substituted plurality for 

uniqueness.”521 The stratification and distributions of global properties based on immutable 

characteristics are a necessary development of the city’s progression in entropy. In order to 

expand (i.e., to Off-World colonies) and diffuse entropy pressures (i.e., through an open 

boundary), someone must remain behind to mind the factories (i.e., the disabled). Summarized 

by American Studies scholar Metin Boşnak, “The total darkness blanketing the city and the 

extreme close-up of the eye reflect the pessimistic dystopic perspective of the future.”522 Under 

capitalism, Blade Runner presents the pessimistic view that plurality trumps and marginalizes 

difference where stratification is a necessary outcome of economic expansion. That is, the 

uniqueness of individual human expression, difference in appearance, or preference is substituted 

for the plurality of mass production Replicants (i.e., Caucasian, healthy, fit, intelligent) under a 

market of mass consumption. In Blade Runner, efficiency, productivity, and conformity are 

valued over uniqueness and difference, where the former are rewarded and the latter are 

manipulated. 

3. Narrative: Themes in Meso Distributions 

 The narrative of Blade Runner blurs boundaries. As described by religion and media 

scholar Jenna Tiitsman, Blade Runner avoids distinction, “offering primarily a field of blurred 

indistinction: humans and Replicants are confused, people of indistinct ‘Asian’ background blur 

into each other in a universal costume of drab, the entire cityscape offers little if any contrast 

                                                
521 AlSayyad, 140. 
522 Metin Boşnak, “The Nocturnal Future as Alienated Existence: Blade Runner,” Journal  
of Economic & Social Research 3, no. 2 (July 2001): 84; see infra Appendix 4.3(b), Figure 1. 
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with its oversaturated scenes cast in a muted palette and lacking blank space.”523 While diversity 

increases complexity, without enforcing separation (i.e. boundaries), indistinction mitigates 

conflict. “The film constantly asks us to make distinction between characters,” Tiitsman 

comments, “and then thrusts us back into the chaotic.”524 Within the narrative of Blade Runner, 

the blurring between the public and private and between Replicant and human highlights the last 

remaining distinction: Third-World Earth versus First-World Lunar. 

i. Blurring of Public and Private 

  Alluding to the indistinction between public and private institutions, Dr. Eldon Tyrell 

comments to Detective Deckard, “Commerce is our goal here at Tyrell . . . .”525 The Tyrell 

Corporation, and to some lesser extent, other corporate entities within the film (e.g., The Coca-

Cola Company, Pan Am, Atari, Bell South), serve as the Hybrid City’s power holders (i.e., as 

opposed to mayors, city council, etc.) and shape a new hierarchical framework within the city. 

“[T]he controlling agency is a confluence of the Tyrell Corporation and law enforcement,” 

described by AlSayyad, “and Deckard works for both of them.”526 In addition to controlling 

enforcement, Tyrell Corp. now also controls the global distributions within the system. As 

explained in the narrative, the escaped Replicants must seek out Dr. Tyrell’s knowledge in an 

attempt to circumvent their four-year life span.527 AlSayyad comments, “Information at higher 

                                                
523 Jenna Tiitsman, “If Only You Could See What I’ve Seen with Your Eyes: Destabilized 
Spectatorship and Creation’s Chaos in Blade Runner,” Cross Currents 54, no. 1 (Spring 2004): 
35. 
524 Tiitsman, 35. 
525 Blade Runner, 21:59. 
526 AlSayyad, 135. 
527 See Blade Runner, 1:23:00. 
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levels is only controlled by elites such as the Tyrell Corporation.”528 The spatial organization of 

the city and the location of the Tyrell’s pyramid building at the center reinforce the narrative of 

Tyrell Corp. as the new central institution, above and beyond any public entity.529 While the 

private corporate structure has taken over both public space and public institutions, this 

transformation has facilitated an open system. Under the forces of capitalism (e.g., global 

markets and global trade), the transfer of information and matter-energy flows freely across the 

Hybrid City’s boundaries. However flexible, the Tyrell Corp. remains but a mere cog in the 

greater capitalist structure, using information and enforcement to exploit its workers (i.e., Blade 

Runners and Replicants) and maintain its position (i.e., top of the pyramid) within the means of 

production.530 

ii. Blurring of Human and Replicant 

 Alluding to the indistinction between human and Replicant, Dr. Tyrell further explains 

that the Corporation produces Replications where “more human than human is our motto.”531 

According to AlSayyad, “If postmodern urbanism represents a crisis of cohesion, its subject, the 

cyborg, represents a crisis in the definition of the living being.”532 In an attempt to better control 

Replicants as they adjust to social interaction in their short lifespan, the Tyrell Corp. has “gifted 

                                                
528 AlSayyad, 135; see infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 7. Replicant Roy eventually meets his 
maker, “father” (i.e., Dr. Tyrell), however Roy kills Tyrell after he discovers his expiration date 
cannot be changed.   
529 See infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 1. 
530 See Peter Hudis, “New Perspectives on Rosa Luxemburg’s Critique of Global 
Capitalism,” Perspectives On Global Development & Technology 11, no. 1 (January 2012): 27-
37; see also Karl Marx, Capital: Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. by Ernest 
Mandel, ed. by Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin Classics, 1992). 
531 Blade Runner, 22:01. 
532 AlSayyad, 126. 
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them a past” (i.e., implanted them with artificial memories).533 In terms of SET, for Tyrell 

memories are a means of social replication to achieve the ends of social control. However, the 

complexity of memories and the Replicants’ emotional inexperience conflict with the purpose of 

their creation (i.e., slave laborers). When Sebastian asks the Replicant Pris to “show” him a 

demonstration of their perfection, the Replicant Roy snaps back, “We’re not computers, 

Sebastian, we’re physical.”534 

 The four-year life span of the Replicant is what distinguishes them from humans, but also 

blurs their separation. That is, the Replicants exhibit quintessential human emotion when they 

escape to Earth and the Hybrid City in search for information (i.e., increased meso distributions) 

to circumvent their pending expiration (i.e. lust for life). In response to Roy’s desire for longer 

life, Dr. Tyrell explains, “The light that burns twice as bright burns for half as long and you have 

burned so very, very brightly, Roy. Look at you: you’re the Prodigal Son; you’re quite a 

prize!”535 In exchange for the prize of perfection, Replicants must endure the bonds of slavery. 

The Replicant Leon, before attempting to kill Deckard asks, “Painful to live in fear isn’t it?”536 In 

rejecting status inconsistency (i.e., genetic perfection, high education, but low standard of 

living), Replicants, handicapped by their immutable life expectancy, attempt to gain equal 

distributions of global properties within the social system of the Hybrid City.537 

 In a more local context, Rachel, an experimental Replicant, is “gifted” the memories of 

Dr. Tyrell’s niece without any explanation that she is a Replicant. Completely blurring the 

                                                
533 See Blade Runner, 22:09. 
534 Id., 1:17:40. 
535 Id., 1:23:03; see infra Appendix 4.3(b), Figure 7, 9. 
536 Id., 1:02:27; see id., Figure 5. 
537 Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 102. 
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human/Replicant distinction, Rachel attempts to convince Deckard of her human origins.538 

Deckard is conflicted when Rachel saves him from Leon and begins to question his own purpose 

as a Blade Runner and his status as a human.539 Deckard eventually embraces Rachel for what 

she is: a person with memories and emotions. Commenting on Rachel’s fate in the closing of the 

film and foreshadowing Deckard’s escape from the Hybrid City with his Replicant lover, 

Detective Gaff comments, “It’s too bad she won’t live! But, then again, who does?”540  

iii. Third-World Earth v. First-World Lunar 

The one remaining distinction in the Hybrid City is the stratification between the Third-

World Earth and the First-World Lunar. In relationship to immutable traits, those who are 

physically fit and financially able have emigrated to Off-World Lunar colonies. An allegory to 

modern day suburbs, a voice from the floating blimp boasts, “A new life awaits you in the Off-

World colonies! A chance to begin again in a golden land of opportunity and adventure!”541 

Identified by AlSayyad, “The core of production, the Earth, is thus represented as a place where 

only the debris of humanity is left to operate.”542 In terms of spatial arrangement, the further up 

and out of the Hybrid City, the more clear – both aesthetically (fog and pollution dissipates) and 

narratively (wealth and order increases) – the distinction between First and Third-World 

becomes: from the street level to the skyscraper, from the skyscraper to the Off-World colony.  

At the ground level, like the street children of Mumbai, the street inhabitants and 

underclass of the Hybrid City are marginalized and both figuratively and literally misunderstood 

by upper class society and power holders. English is the language of choice from above the 

                                                
538 See infra Appendix 4.3(b), Figure 3. 
539 See id., Figure 4. 
540 Blade Runner, 1:48:54. 
541 Id., 8:12. 
542 AlSayyad, 136. 
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Hybrid City, as used in advertising, commerce, and the dialogue between Deckard and the power 

elites. However, at street level, the language is a mongrel mix of cultures and dialects. Like 

Salaam Bombay! and Bambaiya speak, “cityspeak” in Blade Runner is a reflection of the mix of 

global cultures and the necessity of diverse day-to-day interaction.543 In the film, Deckard is 

approached by Detective Gaff, “Lófaszt! Nehogy már! Te vagy a Blade, Blade Runner!”544 

Deckard frequently has to rely on translation and hand signals for interpretation. The contrast 

between the clean, organized, homogenous imagination of Off-World Lunar colonies (i.e., white 

flight) and the heterogeneous assortment of culture and aesthetic is made increasingly apparent 

on the streets of the Hybrid City. 

4. Entropy Measure: Integration of Variables 

 The entropy measure of the Hybrid City is a reflection of its fusion of the First and Third-

World. The city exhibits chaos and randomness, inefficiencies and blurring of boundaries while 

still maintaining a recognizable social system with a degree of order. Despite the Hybrid City’s 

laissez-faire attitude towards policing its borders, the system does not appear to be on a direct 

course towards anarchy (i.e., compared to the more direct progression from City in Transition to 

Totalitarian City to Maximum City).545 While the laws of entropy cannot be broken, they can be 

paused or delayed. Thus, the Hybrid City exists on the shoulder of the entropy highway, 

stationary in its progression. 

i. Minimal Focus on Boundary Maintenance 

 The fact that the Hybrid City does not expend all its energy towards monitoring its 

                                                
543 See supra Chapter 4 §B(1)(v). 
544 Blade Runner, 9:06 (a mix of Japanese, French, German, Korean, Spanish, and English); see 
infra Appendix 4.3(b), Figure 2. 
545 See infra Appendix 1.1 (direct dashed lines connecting the three stages in entropy). 
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boundary frees up matter-energy resources to be consumed in other production within the 

system. Unlike the Totalitarian City, which inefficiently expends matter-energy towards 

preserving control and preventing decay, the Hybrid City accepts its present standard of living 

without reservation or lust for a higher lifestyle [i.e., First-World Lunar colonies (not the Hybrid 

City) are the ideal level of living in the future]. According to AlSayyad, “In Blade Runner, the 

chaos in the streets is tolerated because it is easily controlled.”546 Authorities can descend from 

above in hover cars when needed to prevent a spike in entropy and then return to their high 

perch.547 While the hover car and its monitoring strategies would not be effective in preventing 

erosion (i.e., the Totalitarian City relies on continuous monitoring of entropy and promoting fear 

of the external environment), sporadic spurts of action by the authorities in Blade Runner are 

efficient in monitoring the already decayed Hybrid City. In addition, the blurring of private and 

public entities means that “authorities” work for both government institutions and private capital 

where the goals of both have merged. The only energy expended to monitor the boundary 

between citizen and noncitizen is through Blade Runner units and their pursuit of illegal 

terrestrial Replicants. The film leaves the audience with the message that the social system 

would survive, if not be better off, if the distinction between human and Replicant were to 

dissolve, leaving a permeable, completely unmonitored boundary. 

ii. Stable System: Bootlegging 

 In terms of the Hybrid City’s stability, Professor of Sociology Rebecca Warner, Oregon 

State University, offers the observation that “part of what this movie is about is entropy, pure and 

                                                
546 AlSayyad, 137. 
547 See id., 136; see infra Appendix 4.3(b), Figure 6. 
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simple: things fall apart, the center cannot hold.”548 Rather than fall apart, this paper argues that 

the social system in Blade Runner is at a delayed or stable point in its entropy progression. The 

concept of delaying or pausing entropy has been applied to other subjects. Film scholar Russel 

Gray applied the concept of “bootlegging” energy sources to delay entropy in the detective genre 

by means of science fiction.549 Bootlegging, as described by Gray, is the “tapping or utilization 

of energy from previously ignored or unused sources [which] reverses or at least delays the 

process of entropy.”550 In the context of the Hybrid City, this paper broadens Gray’s application 

and offers that the appropriation or bootlegging of previous ignored and unused energy sources 

(e.g., people, markets, technology) within the urban social system can pause its progression 

towards maximum decay by providing new matter-energy inputs to combat entropy. 

 While the city in Blade Runner has eroded to a Third-World aesthetic, it remains 

momentarily stationary in its progression toward anarchy (i.e., compared to the blowback 

rebellions depicted in Children of Men and V for Vendetta).551 As articulated by Gray, 

“Appropriation from other sources leads to at least temporary revitalization or renew.”552 The 

blurring of the distinction between human and machine, in association with other technologies, 

has allowed the Hybrid City to bootleg matter-energy resources through more efficient means of 

production. The bootlegging in Blade Runner is more effective than other systems employing 

                                                
548 Rebecca Warner, “A Silver-Paper Unicorn,” in Retrofitting Blade Runner: Issues in  
Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner and Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, ed. by 
Judith B. Kerman (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green State University Press, 1997): 178. 
549 Russel Gray, “Entropy, Energy, Empathy: Blade Runner and Detective Fiction,”  
in Retrofitting Blade Runner: Issues in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner and Philip K. Dick’s Do 
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, ed. by Judith B. Kerman. Bowling Green, OH: Bowling 
Green State University Press, 1997: 67. 
550 Id.; see Nicholas Georgesu-Roegen, The Entropy Law and the Economic Process (Lincoln, 
NE: iUniverse, 1999): 6. 
551 See infra Appendix 4.1(b), Figure 8 and Appendix 4.2(b), Figure 9. 
552 Gray, 67. 
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technology and resources to collect information (e.g., surveillance in V for Vendetta553 or great 

pieces of art in Children of Men554) because the Hybrid City is not artificially attempting to 

maintain an unsustainable First-World standard of living. The city has embraced, or at least 

tolerated, local markets, extra-legal sectors, and mixed public spaces while also utilizing those 

previous ignored and unused energy sources.555 The combination of low-tech, innovative street 

markets with the highly engineered and advanced bio-robotics allows the Hybrid City in Blade 

Runner to extract every drop of matter-energy resources from its spatial area.  

 Nonetheless, while the social system of the Hybrid City may be stationary,556 it has 

eroded to a point where the standard of living is severely compromised. While maximum entropy 

may be delayed, would anyone want to live in the Hybrid City given the choice of the Off-

World? The system is stationary because increases in complexity are systemic (i.e., brought 

about from within the system as opposed to the external environment). There is no acute disease 

(e.g., infertility in Children of Men557) or event (e.g., security in V for Vendetta558) threatening to 

erode the Hybrid City. According to Arnheim, where the social system is at a “standstill – no 

further action can occur, except by outside influence.”559 So long as the majority of the (human) 

population is afforded the choice to leave the Hybrid City for the Off-World, the Hybrid City 

will remain stationary in entropy, dependent upon the continual infusion of global property 

                                                
553 See infra Appendix 4.2(a), Figure 6. 
554 See infra Appendix 4.1(c), Figure 4. 
555 See infra Appendix 4.3(a), Figure 7, 9. 
556 This paper is hesitant to use the term “equilibrium” or “homeostasis” where Bailey so 
vehemently opposes these concepts in SET, describing them as overly broad and heuristic. See 
Bailey, Social Entropy Theory, 51-70. Thus, this paper merely asserts the social system within 
the Hybrid City is in a state of pause or balance in its entropy progression. 
557 See infra Appendix 3.2. 
558 See infra Appendix 3.3. 
559 Arnheim, 14 (Arnheim describes equilibrium, but his example can be translated to SET). 
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across its open boarder. However, if demand for global properties within the Hybrid City were to 

increase [i.e., Off-World lunar colonies (suburbs) fail], then the Hybrid City would again return 

to a progression toward maximum entropy.560 

 “Nothing is distinct; all is smoky, blurred, shadowy . . .” in Blade Runner, making the 

ability to map its progression difficult.561 Nevertheless, the Hybrid City represents a future First-

World city stable in its decay after eroding to a Third-World like aesthetic. Through bootlegging 

matter-energy from new and undervalued sources, the Hybrid City depicted in Blade Runner is 

able to maintain its entropy measure and delay its progression to anarchy.  

E. Natural End: Maximum City 

The natural end of a complex urban society is the Maximum City. The film The Matrix is 

an example of both the natural and cyclical progression of entropy. The film projects the 

aesthetic of a contemporary First-World city as the future prison of humanity, policed and 

patrolled by artificial intelligence. The narrative of the film explores the controlled and 

calculated distributions of a virtual society contrasted with reemerging pulls towards anarchy. 

1. Background 

The Matrix, and its two sequels The Matrix Reloaded and The Matrix Revolutions were 

written and directed by the Wachowski siblings.562 Filmed in the First-World city of Sydney, 

Australia, The Matrix incorporates the city’s landscape into its physical aesthetic.563 The 

                                                
560 See infra Appendix 1.1 (Hybrid City dotted line to Maximum City). 
561 Senior, 3. 
562 The Matrix Reloaded, DVD, directed by Andy and Lana Wachowski (2003; Burbank, CA: 
Warner Home Video, 2003); The Matrix Revolutions, DVD, directed by Andy and Lana 
Wachowski (2003; Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2004). 
563 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figures 4,7. 
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narrative of The Matrix has been compared to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland564 and also 

references works by Karl Marx, Franz Kafka, and Homer’s Odyssey.565 One of the film’s 

featured literary works is Simulacra and Simulation by the French philosopher Jean 

Baudrillard.566 In 1999, the film won four Academy Awards for film editing, sound mixing, 

sound editing, and visual effects. 

 As mentioned above, The Matrix is both a natural and cyclical progression of entropy. As 

evidenced by media scholar Henry Jenkins, “The Matrix franchise is marked by a proliferation of 

different cities – the contemporary city within the Matrix, the underground city of Zion, the 

machine built city; the city ascendant and the city in ruins.”567 As explained in the background of 

the film, the future First-World city reached maximum decay and anarchy (i.e., the Maximum 

City, described in other films as the post-apocalyptic city).568 From the ashes of the Maximum 

City, a new race of artificially intelligent Machines constructed a new social system, both in 

reality (i.e., the Machine city) and virtual reality (i.e., the matrix city). The matrix city is a virtual 

model, “computer generated dream world,” of a contemporary First-World city and serves as a 

virtual prison for humanity while Machines extract energy outputs from unconscious humans.569 

While the Machines exercise absolute control and order by resisting decay and promoting 

maximum efficiency, their own complexity breeds entropy (i.e., Second Law of 

                                                
564 See The Matrix, 26:23, 29:14. 
565 See IMDB, “The Matrix Trivia,” accessed March 13, 2012, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0133093/trivia.  
566 See The Matrix, 8:27. Baudrillard claims our current society has replaced all reality and 
meaning with symbols and signs, and that the human experience is of a simulation of reality. See 
Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. by Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, 1995), 6. 
567 Jenkins, 177. 
568 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 1. 
569 The Matrix, 43:24; see supra Chapter 5 §B(2)(iii); see infra Appendix 3.4, Figures 3-4. 
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Thermodynamics). Thus, The Matrix brings the progression full circle from the contemporary 

First-World city, through the progression to maximum entropy (i.e., Maximum City), then the 

rebuilding of a complex society only to reemerge on the path towards maximum entropy.570 

While all three films “reflect The Matrix series’ fascination with the urban spectacle,”571 this 

research focuses on the projection of the virtual matrix city and its narrative within the first film 

– The Matrix.572 

 Set in the year 2199, The Matrix depicts the struggle of humans against the Machine race. 

Those humans not enslaved in the matrix construct rebel against the Machines by means of 

virtual guerilla warfare. In accordance with a prophecy said to bring about the end of the war and 

the destruction of the matrix, Neo, “the One,” is freed from the constructs and joins a crew of 

cyber hackers led by Morpheus in their fight against the matrix from within. The film follows 

their journey and Neo’s growing ability to manipulate the virtual environment and fulfill his 

prophecy all while they are pursued by sentient Machine programs (i.e., Agents) bent on their 

destruction. 

2. Physical Aesthetic 

 In the virtual world of The Matrix, “our future increasingly looks like the past.”573 Set in an 

unknown contemporary First-World city, the matrix virtual reality (i.e., the matrix city) mimics 

an urban landscape. However, with training and skill, the physical laws of the virtual world can 

be manipulated and changed within the computer program (i.e., similar to a video game, 

                                                
570 See infra Appendix 1.1. 
571 Jenkins, 177. 
572 “The trilogy starts with a bang, but ends with a whimper;” Reloaded and Revolutions left 
audiences “frustrated” and “disappointed.” Alex E. Blazer, “The Matrix Trilogy and the 
Revolutionary Drive through ‘The Desert of the Real,’” Literature Film Quarterly 35, no. 4 
(October 2007): 265. 
573 Jenkins, 184. 
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Morpheus divulges, “Some [rules] can be bent, others can be broken . . . .”).574 As explained by 

the sentient program Agent Smith: 

Did you know that the first Matrix was designed to be a perfect human world? 
Where none suffered, where everyone would be happy. It was a disaster. No one 
would accept the program. Entire crops were lost. Some believed we lacked the 
programming language to describe your perfect world. But I believe that, as a 
species, human beings define their reality through suffering and misery. The 
perfect world was a dream that your primitive cerebrum kept trying to wake up 
from. Which is why the Matrix was redesigned to this: the peak of your 
civilization.575 
 

The current matrix city defines, controls, and distributes all global properties within the system 

and miniaturizes the identities of those within its construct as either Machine or human. 

i. Macro Variables 

 The global properties of the social system within the matrix city are strictly controlled. 

Compared to the “desert of the real” (i.e., reality) and the post-apocalyptic city (i.e., Maximum 

City), the virtual matrix city is a paradise prison where its global property, the “peak of your 

civilization,” is only limited by the confines of the program code.576 Described by film scholar 

Tim Blackmore, “The real is profane, a place untouched for over a century by human creation. 

Humans have been living either inside a machine construct (the Matrix) or inside a ship (the 

Nebuchadnezzar) that floats in the machine’s waste disposal system.”577 While a description of a 

contemporary First-World city is likely not needed, a comparison to its predecessor in the film, 

the Maximum City (i.e., post- apocalyptic city), and its antithesis, the Third-World city, is worth 

more detail. 

                                                
574 See The Matrix, 49:14. 
575 Id., 1:32:03. 
576 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 1 compared to Figure 4. 
577 Tim Blackmore, “High on Technology – Low on Memory: Cultural Crisis in Dark City and 
The Matrix,” Canadian Review Of American Studies 34, no. 1 (January 2004): 32; see infra 
Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 2. 
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a. Prison Standard of Living 

 Compared to reality, the standard of living in the matrix city reflects its First-World 

landscape. Society exhibits great wealth within its spatial area and is highly organized. Every 

building and landscape is a manifestation of code, one or zero, and each person is a virtual 

manifestation of a human or sentient program.578 Described by science fiction scholar Debra 

Shaw, “The Matrix’s active aesthetic radically dislocates the formal constraints that have 

regulated notions of bodies and architecture, and equally exposes all the ‘macro and microscopic 

processes and relations’ which make contemporary reality possible . . . .”579 The coordinated, 

mathematical precision of the virtual matrix city is the antithesis of the Third-World city and a 

consequence of the Maximum City.580 Similar to the totalitarian state in V for Vendetta, the price 

of order and efficiency is freedom and autonomy: humans connected to the matrix construct 

unknowingly exist as prisoners. The complexity of the matrix city is a mere simulation: all 

variables and anomalies are checked and calculated by the master program.  

b. Strict Grid 

 As a consequence of the high standard of living within the prison system, humans are 

confined to the parameters of the programed city. The grid of the matrix city limits erosion in the 

same respect that the Totalitarian City attempts to prevent decay and complexity by limiting 

expression and tolerance.581 However, subtler than the Norsefire party, the Machines accomplish 

their objectives through manipulations of the virtual construct (e.g., changing exits to prevent 

escape, moving between different virtual bodies within the system) while unconscious human 

                                                
578 See infra Appendix 4.4(c), Figure 9. 
579 Debra Benita Shaw, “Systems, Architecture & The Digital Body: From Alphaville to The 
Matrix,” Parallax 14, no. 3 (July 2008): 82. 
580 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 1 versus Figure 4 and Appendix 2(a), Figure 1. 
581 See id., Figure 9. 
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bodies are milked for energy.582 The Machine’s design for the grid of the matrix city is also 

reminiscent of the organized hives of artificial wombs present in the electric farming fields: 

maximizing space and efficiency within the Machine infrastructure.583 In contrast, the Maximum 

City exists in a state of anarchy, where piles of rubble and destroyed infrastructure are all that 

remain of former human mega-cities. Similarly, the grid is the antithesis to the Third-World 

city’s lack of organization and its labyrinth of alleyways, dead ends, and “mysterious 

streetscape.”584  

 The strictness of organization in the matrix city is even more obvious when one descends 

to the sidewalks and public spaces of the city. “The most estranged images of urban space are 

literally pedestrian,” according to Blackmore, “They pull us down to the ground, forcing us to 

walk within the nameless and faceless crowds, all walking in the same direction.”585 The public 

spaces in the matrix city conform to algorithms of the virtual construct, homogenized for 

maximum efficiency.586 In comparison, there are no public spaces in the Maximum City, devoid 

of life except for the hover ships that traverse their sewers and the sentient Machines that pursue 

them.587 Similarly, the Machines would cringe at the inefficiencies and fear the complexity of 

bazaar spaces in contemporary Third-World streets that incorporate a mix of production, trade, 

and social activity.588 

 

                                                
582 See infra Appendix 3.4, Figure 4. 
583 See infra Appendix 4.4(c), Figure 4. 
584 See Mehrotra, 214; see infra Appendix 2(a), Figure 3.  
585 Jenkins, 181. 
586 See The Matrix, 56:31; see infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 5 (the directors cast multiple sets of 
twins in this scene to create the illusion of a repeating program). 
587 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figures 2-3. 
588 See infra Appendix 2(a), Figures 4-5. 
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ii. Micro Immutables: Machine v. Human 

 In The Matrix, the micro immutable variables have been collapsed into a single 

distinguishable feature, human versus Machine. As explained by Jenkins, “Social hierarchies 

(between machines, workers, and the ruling elite) get mapped onto physical layers: the rulers live 

above the ground; the people live below . . . .”589 As further symbolism, the Machines have 

constructed their Machine city atop the ruins of a former human mega-city. Both within the 

matrix construct and in the “desert of the real,” all humans not under Machine control are hunted 

because of the threat they pose to order and control of the Machine hierarchy.590  

  While The Matrix “depicts a world where constant struggles between humans and robots 

have devastated the natural order” in the same vein as other classic urban science fiction, it does 

so with a modern twist.591 The matrix city more closely exemplifies a true system, absolutely 

differentiating between citizens who remain “plugged in” to the matrix construct (i.e., a part of 

the Machine infrastructure) and free, noncitizen human hackers. As described by Morpheus:  

The Matrix is a system, Neo. That system is our enemy. But when you’re inside, 
you look around, what do you see? Businessmen, teachers, lawyers, carpenters. 
The very minds of the people we are trying to save. But until we do, these people 
are still a part of that system and that makes them our enemy. You have to 
understand, most of these people are not ready to be unplugged. And many of 
them are so inured, so hopelessly dependent on the system, that they will fight to 
protect it.592  
 

The entropy distributions strictly diverge between those humans who consume and reinforce the 

virtual matrix city and those who rebel against its constraints and reject its reality. Summarized 

by Blackmore, “Those who slip into chaos are either consumed or expend their energies 

                                                
589 Jenkins, 187. 
590 See infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 6 (sentient Machine program Agent within the matrix 
construct), Figure 3 (sentinel “squiddy” patrols in the real world). 
591 Jenkins, 185; see supra Footnote 19. 
592 The Matrix, 56:39; see infra Appendix 4.4(a), Figure 5. 
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attempting to fashion a new reality. The struggle is between the biosphere and the  

mecanosphere . . . .”593 

3. Narrative: Themes in Meso Distributions 

 The narrative of The Matrix, like that of V for Vendetta and Blade Runner, combines 

elements of film noir. Explained by Jenkins, “[T]he man on the run, sucked into an underground 

organization by a seductive woman, forced to step further and further outside the law, and 

confronted with harsh truths that he is not initially prepared to accept.”594 However, The Matrix 

employs these elements in combination with the physical aesthetic to form a critique on 

technology and the modern development of the city. The Matrix attempts to deconstruct reality 

and perception with the aim of “freeing” the human mind from false expectations of urban 

development. These two ideas are in ultimate conflict with the sentient intelligence of the 

Machines who aim to maximize control and efficiencies. 

i. The Matrix v. The Real 

 The macro distributions of the matrix city conflict with the film’s narrative as a prison. 

“[The Matrix] is the world that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you from the truth.”595 

Morpheus explains, “You are a slave, Neo. Like everyone else you were born into bondage. Into 

a prison that you cannot taste or see or touch. A prison for your mind.”596 The matrix construct is 

the ultimate in control, near zero disorder, near zero H value.597 Its entropy measure is well 

below (i.e., lower entropy means higher order) the Totalitarian City and one step before complete 

atomization. The Machines tolerate a degree of free will within the construct because it 

                                                
593 Blackmore, 30. 
594 Jenkins, 184. 
595 The Matrix, 28:09. 
596 Id. 
597 See supra Footnote 28. 
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facilitates their energy production (e.g., Agent Smith explains humans rejected the utopian 

version of the first matrix). After Neo questions the reality of the construct, Morpheus poses, “If 

real is what you can feel, smell, taste and see, then ‘real’ is simply electrical signals interpreted 

by your brain.”598 The more real the matrix construct is designed, the greater humans accept its 

reality. A paradox presents itself where the more complexity built into describing human reality 

also renders the system less controllable and vulnerable to entropy erosion (i.e., Second Law of 

Thermodynamics).  

Those freed from the matrix construct are left to ponder the reality of the matrix. 

Debating the electrical interpretations of taste, one crew member comments: 

That’s exactly my point. Exactly. Because you have to wonder: how do the 
machines know what Tasty Wheat tasted like? Maybe they got it wrong. Maybe 
what I think Tasty Wheat tasted like actually tasted like oatmeal, or tuna fish. 
That makes you wonder about a lot of things. You take chicken, for example: 
maybe they couldn’t figure out what to make chicken taste like, which is why 
chicken tastes like everything.599 

 
This revelation illustrates the natural laws of entropy. The Machines, in an attempt to replace 

complexity with control, chaos with efficiency, themselves have contributed to their own decay. 

The Machines attempt to quantify taste and human emotion into a virtual construct while still 

retaining increasing measures of control. Rather, entropy dictates that complexity negates 

control. 

 The electrical inputs of the matrix city are manifested through its own language. Similar 

to Salaam Bombay! and Blade Runner, the encrypted computer code language of The Matrix is a 

product of complexity and necessity where multiple variables must be expressed quickly and 

                                                
598 The Matrix, 40:16. 
599 Id., 1:05:41. 



   128 

 

transparently.600 As described by Jenkins, “The city as depicted in The Matrix series is ultimately 

not a physical place but rather a structure of information. Several times, we strip aside the façade 

and reveal the source code out of which this urban landscape has been constructed.”601 The 

source code reinforces the “human effort to map, decipher or comprehend the structure of the 

city.”602 The Machines attempt to account for every variable represented by an individual 

character within the code. However, in mapping the city through its code, Neo is eventually able 

to manipulate and expose the two weaknesses of the construct. The matrix city’s complexity 

makes it susceptible to erosion while the fact that it is written in code makes it predictable.603 

ii. Free Your Mind 

Before Neo can manipulate the matrix construct and fulfill the prophecy described by the 

Oracle he must free his mind.604 When plugged into the construct as a citizen of the matrix city, 

Neo was conditioned to accept its limits and rules. Neo chooses to free his body from the matrix 

power grid, however his mind is still limited due to the long duration he spent within the 

construct.605 Free minds are a means toward entropy and a threat to social order of the Machine 

hierarchy.606 As described by Shaw, “In the virtual space of The Matrix, nothing is impossible 

and yet no thing is possible.”607 Neo must re-train his mind to reject the laws of the virtual 

reality.608 As described by a pupil in the Oracle’s apartment, “Do not try and bend the spoon. 

                                                
600 See infra Appendix 4.4(b), Figure 2. 
601 Jenkins, 188. 
602 Jenkins, 189; see infra 4.4(c), Figure 1 (maps on the wall). 
603 See id., Figure 9. 
604 See id., Figure 7. 
605 See id., Figure 3. 
606 See id., Figure 6 (The free minds of Neo and Trinity attack the Agent’s headquarters). 
607 Shaw, 83. 
608 See infra Appendix 4.4(c), Figure 6 [Morpheus asks Neo to make an impossible jump 
(impossible in the real word, but possible in the virtual world) between two buildings]. 
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That’s impossible. Instead . . . only try to realize the truth. There is no spoon.”609 Once achieved, 

Jenkins explains, “The protagonists master, but are not limited by, spatial features: they are 

mentally and physically free to do as they wish.”610 As “the One,” the ultimate master, Neo can 

manipulate the matrix reality in ways not imagined or allowed by the sentient programs that exist 

within the confines and laws of the construct code.611 

iii. Machine Critique on Human Entropy Progression 

The sole purpose of the matrix construct is to extract matter-energy from humans to 

support the Machine infrastructure. However, a contradiction presents itself where the Machines 

have chosen to depict and describe human reality within the matrix city. When Agent Smith 

describes his insights into the human condition, he is also unknowingly describing the 

progression of social entropy:  

I’d like to share a revelation that I’ve had during my time here. It came to me 
when I tried to classify your species and I realized that you’re not actually 
mammals. Every mammal on this planet instinctively develops a natural 
equilibrium with the surrounding environment but you humans do not. You move 
to an area and you multiply and multiply until every natural resource is consumed 
and the only way you can survive is to spread to another area. There is another 
organism on this planet that follows the same pattern. Do you know what it is? A 
virus. Human beings are a disease, a cancer of this planet. You’re a plague and we 
are the cure.612 

 
Smith’s revelation and his interpretation of the progression of the human race fail to recognize 

the transferability of social entropy to all complex social systems (i.e., both human and 

Machine). Through the representations of sentient programs like the Oracle and the Agents, it 

can be extrapolated that the Machine race is a social system of individual identities (i.e., rather 

                                                
609 The Matrix, 1:11:47; see infra Appendix 4.4(b), Figure 3. 
610 Jenkins, 183; see infra Appendix 4.4(c), Figure 9. 
611 See id., Figure 8 (Neo confined by the code) compared to Figure 9 (Neo no longer needs to 
dodge bullets, but can stop them).  
612 The Matrix, 1:37:35; see infra Appendix 4.4(b), Figure 4. 
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than a singular consciousness).613 Machine society would likely meet the minimum qualifications 

for a system under SET (i.e., the flow of matter-energy inputs within a boundary).614 Thus, the 

same critique Smith applies to the human species could be applied to the Machine race through 

social entropy. 

 The Machine society, through its attempt at mathematical precision and complete control, 

cannot escape the laws of entropy. The Machines, by increasing the complexity of the matrix 

construct in order to produce a more efficient energy crop, have instigated decay both within the 

virtual matrix city and within the Machine society. Expressing his frustration with the inability to 

control entropy, Agent Smith confesses, “I hate this place. This zoo. This prison. This reality, 

whatever you want to call it, I can’t stand it any longer. It’s the smell, if there is such a thing. I 

feel saturated by it. I can taste your stink and every time I do, I fear that I’ve somehow been 

infected by it.”615 The human infection is individuality and emotion. These variables undermine 

Machine objectives and breed entropy within the system. Increasing complexity in an attempt to 

control these variables has only resulted in further erosion within the matrix city and in turn, 

propelled the Machine society on a path towards anarchy. 

4. Entropy Measure: Integration of Variables 

 Entropy is natural. Its absence is artificial. Morpheus describes the false feeling, “You’ve 

felt it your entire life, that there’s something wrong with the world. You don’t know what it is, 

but it’s there, like a splinter in your mind, driving you mad.”616 The “something wrong” in the 

matrix city is its lack of (or the Machine’s concealment of) entropy expression. Like other social 

                                                
613 See infra Appendix 4.4(c), Figures 2, 7. 
614 See supra Chapter 2 §A(2). 
615 The Matrix, 1:39:56; see infra Appendix 4.4(b), Figure 5. 
616 Id., 27:24. 
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systems described before (i.e., Children of Men, V for Vendetta, and to a lesser extend Blade 

Runner), the social system presented in The Matrix attempts to counter act the rising levels of 

entropy (i.e., represented by Neo) by applying matter-energy resources to stunt complexity (i.e., 

employing Agents to first monitor and then kill Neo and the resistance). 

i. Escalating Entropy and Countervailing Resources 

 By rejecting the constraints of the matrix construct, Neo is a threat and an uncontrollable 

complexity. Referred to as an “anomaly” by the Machines, Neo is the remainder of an 

unbalanced equation.617 At first, the matrix system responds by attempting to conform and stunt 

complexity and dissent. Neo’s boss in the matrix city lectures him after he arrives late, “You 

have a problem with authority Mr. Anderson. You believe you are special, that somehow the 

rules do not apply to you. Obviously, you are mistaken.”618 Then, through threats and coercion, 

the system attempts to employ fear through more direct means. After detaining Neo for 

questioning into his double life in the matrix city as a software programmer by day and computer 

hacker by night, Agent Smith remarks, “One of these lives has a future, the other does not.”619 

Lastly, after Neo gives the finger to all attempts at control, the system employs physical forces to 

quash the complexity he represents.620  

 Within the matrix city, the sentient programs yield all the power. Referring to the Agents, 

Morpheus explains, “They are the gatekeepers. They are guarding all the doors. They are holding 

                                                
617 See The Matrix Reloaded, 1:51:00. The remainder [i.e., manifested as the anomaly (Neo)] is a 
necessary byproduct of the matrix system where the Machine’s precise mathematical equation 
has attempted to map imperfect human emotion, expression, and thought. 
618 The Matrix, 12:12; see infra Appendix 4.4(c), Figure 1. 
619 Id., 19:57; see id., Figure 2. 
620 See id., Figure 9. 
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all the keys.”621 The refusal of the Machine’s gatekeepers to yield any global distributions to 

noncitizen humans (i.e., humans not “plugged in” to the construct) perpetuates the conflict 

between the two societies within the same spatial area. Neo’s refusal to accept the rules and 

confines of the virtual construct and his innate ability to free his mind make him “special” in a 

system that depends on uniformity and control. Neo is the harbinger of entropy and the single 

anomaly that can erode the Machine’s complex social system into anarchy. 

ii. Cyclical 

 The Matrix is also useful in identifying the cyclical nature of entropy and complexity. In 

the closing scene of the film, Neo contacts the Machines and delivers the following message: 

I know you’re out there. I can feel you now. I know that you’re afraid . . . you’re 
afraid of us. You’re afraid of change. I don’t know the future. I didn’t come here 
to tell you how this is going to end. I came here to tell you how it’s going to 
begin. I’m going to hang up this phone, and then I’m going to show these people 
what you don’t want them to see. I’m going to show them a world without you. A 
world without rules and controls, without borders or boundaries. A world where 
anything is possible. Where we go from there is a choice I leave to you.622  
 

Referencing his goal to dissolve boundaries and rules, Neo’s ability and actions have thrust the 

social system towards maximum entropy (i.e., anarchy). Neo is himself an acute eroding event, 

causing a substantial increase in complexity within the matrix construct while deflecting the 

Machine’s matter-energy inputs and attempts at control. The Machines fear change, 

implementing contingencies and procedures in an attempt to resist entropy and erosion. The end 

result is the accumulation of entropy pressures within the system and the foreshadowing of a 

climactic release.623  

 In the broader timeline [both in The Matrix film trilogy and in reality (e.g., Rome, 

                                                
621 The Matrix, 57:38. 
622 The Matrix, 2:08:00. 
623 See The Matrix Revolutions. 
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Jerusalem)], the entropy cycle of organization and anarchy has played out many times in the 

past. In The Matrix, as the human society rose in complexity and developed artificial 

intelligence, it eventually eroded into anarchy (i.e., the Maximum City). Now as the Machine 

society grows in complexity, feeding its appetite for matter-energy, it breeds a construct more 

complex, but, under the laws of entropy, increasingly less able to control. The audience of The 

Matrix Reloaded learns this cycle has repeated five times in the past; the emergence of the 

anomaly within the construct, the destruction of the human Zion city, the insertion of the 

anomaly’s code into a new version of the matrix, the rebuilding of Zion.624 The Machines have 

come to depend on this entropy cycle as a final means of control and predictability within the 

larger social system. 

In concluding Chapter 6, this paper has mapped the social entropy progression of 

complex societies using the subject of future First-World cities in film. From the template 

described in Appendix 1.1, almost any dystopian film depicting a future First-Word city can be 

substituted and described based on its progression in entropy. Beginning with a City in 

Transition, the film Children of Men presented a city on the verge of collapse while desperately 

trying to preserve its First-World standard of living. Next, the entropy progression forked to the 

left in the Totalitarian City. As depicted in V for Vendetta, the social system in Totalitarian City 

applies all matter-energy resources to resist complexity while promoting boundary maintenance 

in an all-out attempt to resist social decay. As an alternative, the right fork of the Hybrid City 

represents a future First-World city stable in its entropy decay after eroding to a Third-World 

like aesthetic. Through bootlegging matter-energy inputs from new and undervalued sources, the 

Hybrid City depicted in Blade Runner is able to maintain its entropy decay and delay its 

                                                
624 See The Matrix Reloaded, 1:54:00. 
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progression to anarchy. Lastly, the Maximum City, as depicted in The Matrix, brings the entropy 

evolution to a conclusion while also showing the cyclical nature of organization and anarchy. 

Through these film examples, the imagined futures of First-World cities not only assimilate the 

characteristics of contemporary Third-World cities, but also can be described and mapped by 

measuring social entropy. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Summary and Conclusions  

 
“Whereas on the one hand the problems are generated in cities, the solutions will be generated in 

cities.”625 
 

In short, social entropy describes the progression and tendency of complex social systems 

to trend toward decay and eventual collapse. By combining real world forces and projected 

future developments within fictional films, this paper attempted to map the entropy progression 

of near future First-World cities. Using an interdisciplinary methodology, this research combined 

the sociological theory of SET with humanities film study while engaging in a close read of 

primary texts to derive a qualitative measure of social entropy within future societies. Through 

empirical observations in film, the imagined futures of First-World cities were not only shown to 

assimilate the characteristics of contemporary Third-World cities, but also shown to conform 

their development along a path of increasing social entropy. The ultimate value of this project is 

in the ability to transfer arguments and observations from film to reality in hopes of better 

preparing future urban societies for the possible consequences of globalization.  

A. Chapter 2 – Natural Progression of a Complex Social System 

 The laws of social entropy dictate that all social systems work towards maximum 

entropy. As explained in Chapter 2, the measure of entropy within a social system depends on 

the distribution (i.e., meso distributions) of a society’s assets (i.e., macro global properties) to 

people possessing unchangeable attributes (i.e., micro immutable characteristics). In terms of 

development, SET explains how complex societies change over time by means of entropy, 

conflict, and social replication. SET focuses on a society’s ability to construct and maintain 

                                                
625 Geoffrey West, “Thinking Cities, Networked Societies,” 3:55. 
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boundaries while under pressure from the external environment. Film presents an ideal medium 

to study the future progression of urban society and its entropy measure on an accelerated 

timeline. Using an interdisciplinary model, the holistic entropy projection of future First-World 

urban societies can be mapped and tested. 

B. Chapter 3 – Globalization and the City 

 Globalization is the means by which cities assimilate new characteristics. Described in 

Chapter 3, globalization as a force makes individual societies increasingly interconnected and 

erodes boundaries. As understood by many scholars, entropy is normally a slow process. 

However, under the erosion of globalization and the future developments of urban population 

growth and resource depletion, this paper argued that entropy would be accelerated and 

concentrated within future First-World cities.  

C. Chapter 4 – Third World City in Film 

 The city of Mumbai, as portrayed in the film Salaam Bombay!, represents the Third-

World city conceptualization. As described in Chapter 4, the progression of Bombay to Mumbai, 

from a colonial port to Bollywood, represents the narrative and aesthetic of a Third-World city 

under the influence of globalization. A product of urban migration and limited order, daily life in 

Mumbai trends towards maximum decay and anarchy.  

D. Chapter 5 – Instigating Events 

 Instigating events are developments that irrevocably transformed future First-World cities 

(i.e., from First to Third-World city). As explained in Chapter 5, the particular path to anarchy 

depends on the context of eroding events. Whether an event is systemic or acute and whether a 

social system is open or closed have an effect on the social system’s progression towards 

maximum entropy. Open systems facilitate the transfer of matter-energy across their boundaries, 
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negating untenable entropy accumulation. On the other hand, closed systems with impermeable 

boundaries exhibit an accumulation of internal entropy pressures that often result in a climactic 

blowback. Eroding events are necessary in explaining the swift entropy transitions of future 

First-World cities in film as a consequence of globalization and future developments. 

E. Chapter 6 – Progression of Future First-World Cities 

Using the template described in Chapter 6, almost any dystopian film depicting a future 

First-Word city can be substituted and described based on its progression in entropy. The film 

Children of Men represented the City in Transition: an urban society on the verge of collapse, 

inefficiently expending matter-energy in an attempt to preserve an unsustainable standard of 

living. From the City in Transition, the entropy progression forked into two paths depending on 

whether the social system exhibited an open or closed boundary. The film V for Vendetta 

represented the Totalitarian City: a closed urban society that applied all matter-energy resources 

to resist complexity while promoting boundary maintenance in an all-out attempt to resist social 

decay. The film Blade Runner represented Dasgupta’s true imagination of the future Western 

city in the Hybrid City: an open First-World city stable in its decay while adopting a Third-

World like aesthetic. By employing and utilizing new and undervalued energy sources (i.e., 

bootlegging), the Hybrid City was able to delay its progression to anarchy. The film The Matrix 

represented the last progression in social entropy, the Maximum City. By not just depicting the 

post-apocalyptic city (i.e., maximum entropy), The Matrix demonstrated the natural cyclical 

progression of entropy and complexity for all complex social systems (i.e., both human and 

Machine).  

F. From Film Reel to Reality 

 This paper provides a template and examples of how to apply SET to analyze complex 
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urban societies in film. The ultimate goal is to apply the arguments of this research to assist 

future urban planning, design, political development, and innovation. To translate this analysis 

into reality, it would be beneficial to quantify the qualitative observations of social entropy 

within the city into a statistical representation of variables.626 Like rising sea levels and 

temperatures, entropy as a holistic measure should be accounted for in strategic planning for 

future cities.627 Further operationalizing entropy measures would serve to legitimatize the use of 

science fiction film examples in planning for future First-World growth under globalization.  

G. Alternative View: Eternal Return 

 This research presents one prediction regarding the future consequences of globalization 

as viewed under the lens of social entropy. Alternatively, the concept of eternal return interprets 

the universe on a cyclical timeline. Rather than view society on a linear progression towards 

increasing entropy, eternal return explains that society has been and will continue to reoccur in a 

similar form on an infinite scale and duration [e.g., the Wheel of Life and the Ouroboros symbol 

(i.e., snake in a circle devouring its own tail)]. Captured by the first line of Disney’s Peter Pan, 

“All of this has happened before, and it will all happen again.”628 In terms of the city and society, 

our past is littered with numerous examples of urban civilizations that have been repeatedly built 

up and destroyed over thousands of years (e.g., Rome, Babylon, Jerusalem). As such, one 

                                                
626 See Miran Mitar, “Bailey’s social entropy theory as an explicit theoretical approach for an 
empirical assessment of security of contemporary societies,” Quality & Quantity 44, no. 5 
(August 2010): 941-955. Mitar quantified the analysis of entropy in former European socialist 
countries using deaths in violent conflicts. 
627 See Geoffrey West, “The surprising math of cities and corporations,” TED Talks, July 2011, 
accessed July 25, 2012, 
http://www.ted.com/talks/geoffrey_west_the_surprising_math_of_cities_and_corporations.html.  
628 Peter Pan, DVD, directed by Clyde Geronimi, Hamilton Luske, Jack Kinney, Wilfred 
Jackson (1953; Burbank, CA: Walt Disney Video, 2002). 
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explanation for the potential accumulation of complexity and erosion of control in future cities is 

the eternal recurrence of a prior form of society (i.e., simplicity and disorganization to 

complexity and organization). The perpetual waxing and waning of anarchy and control in 

society under the theory of external return is a plausible and even pleasant alternative to the 

inevitable future dystopia dictated under the laws of social entropy. Nonetheless, whether the 

erosion of boundaries in future First-World cities is cyclical or longitudinal, future residents and 

society at large must plan for the consequences of globalization. 

H. Global Financial Crisis: Tip of the Entropy Iceberg 

 The most recent and compelling argument for social entropy erosion and the effects of 

globalization is the 2007-2012 global financial crisis.629 Via globalization, the 

interconnectedness of society made the entire world more vulnerable to the contagion of 

financial instability (e.g., first originating in the United States, the mortgage crisis soon spread to 

Europe).630 Feeding the appetite for complexity and the desire for an increasing wealth (i.e., (L) 

standard of living), banks and financial institutions designed increasingly more complex 

securities (with hidden risk) to be sold on the open market (i.e., bundled mortgages and mortgage 

backed securities).631 Increasingly more complex, yet increasingly less apt to control, 

government responded to the collapse of housing markets and the undervalued risk of mortgaged 

back securities by implementing controls and regulations to steam the tide of increasing entropy 

and financial instability (e.g., austerity policies, monitoring and reporting requirements). 

                                                
629 See “Understanding the Financial Crisis – very well explanation,” YouTube video, posted by 
dardoush, March 17, 2009, accessed July 31, 2012, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqUGoVez8xg. 
630 See Mark Landler, “The U.S. Financial Crisis Is Spreading to Europe,” The New York Times, 
September 30, 2008, accessed July 31, 2012,  
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/01/business/worldbusiness/01global.html.  
631 See “Understanding the Financial Crisis – very well explanation.” 
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However, the burden of debt, insufficient revenues, and bloated governments has perpetuated the 

entropy progression in many countries where vulnerable populations and pandering politicians 

cling to an unsustainable standard of living (e.g., PIGS: Portugal, Italy, Greece, Spain). The close 

linkages of countries in single currency unions (e.g., European Union) combined with global 

trade and markets means that even strong, stable, fiscally responsible countries (i.e., Germany) 

are being pulled under the entropy waves by those nations struggling to breathe (i.e., Greece). 

Further, cities, as centers of commerce, trade, and population, serve as barometers for entire 

countries in terms of entropy forecasting. Therefore, the upcoming developments in Berlin, 

Athens, Rome, New York, London, and Detroit632 should be closely monitored in order to 

predict the long-term forecast for all of the First-World. 

 In final conclusion, Dasgupta’s original insight and claim regarding the future Western 

city has been tested using a holistic, sociological theory. While the natural state of social entropy 

is anarchy, it is possible that future First-World cities, suffering from systemic erosion, may find 

a stable level of decay in an open social system (i.e., Hybrid City). While the future is impossible 

to prove in the present, the depictions of alternative, dystopian future cities in film serve as a 

thought-provoking means to view the projection of urban modernity. However, if and when 

science fiction turns into science fact, those who cannot remember how future cities were 

projected in the past are condemned to live them in the future. 

 

 

 

                                                
632 Ethan A. Huff, “Third-world America: Michigan city cuts power, removes street lights due to 
inability to pay electric bill,” Natural News, November 9, 2011, accessed July 31, 2012, 
http://www.naturalnews.com/034096_budget_cuts_street_lights.html.  
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