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As every writer knows, conflict is at the heart of any good story. Plot depends on a character facing some challenge and the challenge somehow being resolved, or sometimes, as in film noir, not resolved. Storytelling is an art based on the audience feeling some degree of identification with character; that is, some elements of the character are universal to human experience, or archetypal. The audience lives vicariously through the character, feeling tension in the conflict, and perhaps feeling exuberance or relief at the resolution. Hollywood provides seemingly endless variations on these archetypal stories of conflict, dressing them up in different costumes and eras. “Let’s remake Romeo and Juliet in the Sixties starring John Travolta: we’ll call it, Grease.” Not to impugn Hollywood, we find these stories entertaining, and they find them very profitable. We also find in these movies ample material for a brief dissertation on theories of conflict itself. With the intent of deconstructing a film with an eye to applying my learning to conflict in general, I chose The Matrix. Actually, it was just convenient, but I hope it’ll do.





As the movie opens, we see someone who spends way too much time in front of a computer asleep on their sloppy desk. The computer suddenly shows a message that seems surprising: Wake up, Neo. How surprised are we that Neo wakes up then? We love surprise -- which means we’re waiting to see the set up, the conflict, and how that conflict transacts, how it changes along the way. Any good TV show or movie uses this device more often than not, switching from one initial challenge or goal to another. “At first I was just digging for relics but now I’m fighting for my life!” For Neo, the first challenge comes instantaneously. The computer cryptically commands, “Follow the white rabbit.” The next moment there’s a knock on the door and Neo conducts a sale of illegal software. As he’s refusing an invitation to follow his buyers to a party, he notices the inviter has a tatoo of a white rabbit. He’s on his way ‘down the rabbit hole’ and also ‘through a looking glass’. 





Although the Matrix dresses up the story of Neo in the not-too-distant future, with underlying conflict is archetypal. There are many references to the life of Christ. Neo is identified as “The One”. If he is, “The One,” he will ‘save the people of earth’


not quite the Messiah that Jesus was, but eventually dying and ‘being resurrected’. Neo will face conflict within himself, as in the first example, and with “The Matrix”. The Matrix is the computer-program that rules the human race, giving them the illusion of a reality which is really a computer simulation, and all the while breeding them as a source of energy for the machines. Subject human ‘batteries’ are derisively referred to “coppertops”. Fortunately for the human race, there is an outpost of non-comatose rebel humans who are deprogramming coppertops and looking for “The One”. Unfortunately, their prophetess eventually tells Neo that he’s not The One. Fortunately, he really is. Unfortunately, he has his Judas. There’s even a very twisted “Judas’ kiss”. Fortunately, it’s just Hollywood and in my opinion a decent role for Keanu Reeves, who will eventually prevail, heroically using his mind-power to overcome the illusion of The Matrix, hopefully saving humanity from a sequel. Sorry, I’m terrible about giving away the ending of movies. As Lewis Carroll wrote, “Let’s start at the beginning, go on till we come to the end, then stop.” Incidentally, Matrix is far from the first butchering of the Messiah story, ET for example has parallels including a ‘resurrection’.





Keanu-Neo directly meets up with a woman -- not just any woman, but one who apparently displays superpowers -- who tells him that the notorious hacker, Morpheus, will get in touch with him. The next thing we know, Neo is in his cubicle receiving a cell phone by Fed-Ex. It rings and Morpheus alerts Neo to the fact that the “police” are coming up the elevator. By some unknown method, Morpheus is able to guide Neo to an escape, but Neo’s fear of heights (self-conflict) lands him an interview with the “Agents” of the Matrix. The agent takes off his dark glasses and sends out the others to give the appearance that his conflict is not with Neo. He promises to let Neo walk if he leads them to Morpheus. Neo’s loyalty is with Morpheus, although he’s never met him. When they meet, Morpheus, caterpillar-like, offers Neo either of two pills, one which will ‘send him back’ and one from which he can ‘never go back’. Of course our little Alice does the dramatic thing, and next we’re all fighting our revulsion about his awakening from the alien’s incubator-fields.





Suffice it to say that there are many twists and turns; as Neo ferrets out who his conflict is with. He fights in virtual reality with Morpheus to learn how to use mind over Matrix. Neo conflicts with his leading lady, “I’m not the one!” “You are the One, I just know it!” Any coppertop can instantly morph into an Agent, even that bum there under the newspapers, look out Keanu!





On a venture from the “Real World” into the Matrix, Neo ‘runs for his life’ from the Agents to find a phone, which the computer jockeys back at the rebel outpost use to transfer their consciousnesses out of the Matrix back into their physical bodies. Morpheus, believing that Neo is the “One”, sacrifices his own freedom for Neo. Now Neo has a new challenge/conflict: break into the main Agent’s office and rescue Morpheus. Not yet confident of his superpowers, he says, “We’ll need lots and lots of guns,” which are computer generated, and he succeeds in that subplot. In the climactic scenes, Neo is able to See the Matrix behind the constructed illusion. He is able not only to dodge bullets, but ultimately to just wills them to a stop in mid-air. Finally, in a beautiful fin de siecle, he leaps INTO the ‘body’ of the Agent-machine-thingy, which the Agent first finds uncomfortable, and then, terminal. Mercifully having thus tersely dispensed with the movie storyline, let us advance to the analysis of the conflict in light of communication theory and see what wisdom we can derive from such fiddle-faddle.


