
Coin-Operated Americans
Carly A. Kocurek

Published by University of Minnesota Press

Kocurek, C. A..
Coin-Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood at the Video Game Arcade.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015. 
Project MUSE., https://muse.jhu.edu/.

For additional information about this book

Access provided by University of Washington @ Seattle (8 Jan 2017 01:52 GMT)

https://muse.jhu.edu/book/44151

https://muse.jhu.edu
https://muse.jhu.edu/book/44151


115

t R O N ,  W a R G a m e s , 

a n d  t h e  g a m e r  

a s  P r o t a g o n i s t

the early dePiction of gaMers as unlikely heroes in Hollywood 
narrative cinema drew heavily on tropes already deployed in popu-
lar media coverage as well as on the existing cinematic codes of the 
action and science fiction genres. The long tradition of movies ad-
dressing cultural uneasiness with emerging “smart” machines readily 
incorporated the emergent culture of video gaming and hacking; in 
the case of TRON and WarGames, the two films discussed at length 
here, that culture is targeted as the province of boys, insinuating that 
the boy technologist/gamer (see Figure 23) is the solution to the 
problem of smart machines, an essential line of defense against the 
dangers of computer technologies run amuck.

By the 1960s the potential of emerging computer technologies 
proved to be a ripe topic for filmmakers, especially those working 
in the action and science fiction genres. As in their literary dysto-
pian predecessors, cinematic considerations of the new machines 
often revealed significant uneasiness with the machines’ potential 
power. Stanley Kubrick found computerization a particularly trou-
bling topic, exploring it through the computer network–operated  
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Figure 23. the first time that viewers see david in WarGames	(1983) 
he is in the middle of a high-scoring game of Galaga.

 Doomsday Device in Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Wor-
rying and Love the Bomb (1964) and in his landmark science fiction 
work 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), in which the HAL 9000 com-
puter malfunctions and terminates much of the Discovery One crew. 
As computers entered consumer markets in the 1970s and 1980s, 
both through personal computing and the proliferation of computer 
technologies in products ranging from sophisticated calculators to 
 coin-op games, anxiety over computerization increased.

Video games proved to be a uniquely vexing form of comput-
erization, alarming moral guardians who worried in particular about 
the games’ impact on youths. However, troubling or not, these 
games also provided one of the most widely accessible and approach-
able computer technologies.1 The games gained in popularity be-
cause they provided this access to emergent computer technologies. 
Life magazine’s feature of video games in the 1982 “Year in Pictures” 
issue encapsulates the arcade as an established cultural craze; films 
about video gaming from that time manifest the degree to which 
the arcade had captured the popular imagination, not only building 
fictional narratives around gaming but also exploring the possibilities 
and risks of gaming culture.
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The popularity and financial success of video games in the United 
States made them an appealing topic for commercial filmmakers 
looking to cash in on the games’ existing visibility. The best known 
of these early video game films, TRON (dir. Steven Lisberger; 1982) 
and WarGames (dir. John Badham; 1983), were released shortly be-
fore the 1983 U.S. video game industry crash. In both films, a boyish 
protagonist is pitted against a dangerous computerized entity fostered 
by reckless adult use of computer technologies. While both films end 
happily ever after, with humans prevailing over the digital risks fac-
ing them, the films’ major narrative tension lies in presumed public 
uneasiness with these rapidly proliferating technologies, their social 
role, and their potential power. Drawing from a cinematic tradi-
tion set by films like the two Kubrick films mentioned, TRON and 
WarGames are benchmarks in the consolidation of perceived ties be-
tween masculinity, violence, and youth in the new digital landscape.

While the films work with divergent visual aesthetics, both rely 
heavily on the generic conventions of action movies and target a 
young, presumably male audience. Each follows the exploits of male 
leads and highlights engagement with both video gaming and hack-
ing as practices that these films often conflate. Significantly, comput-
ers have the sheen of novelty in both films; given the obsession with 
emergence that drives the market for computer technologies, this 
sense of novelty reconfigured a trope readily deployed now in media 
addressing crime, espionage, and even medicine.2

In TRON and WarGames specifically, and in other films addressing 
computerization more generally, mastery of computer technologies 
is the domain of the technocultural young male elite. Older charac-
ters often fail to fully understand the machines or the machines’ na-
ture, demonstrating the unwarranted trepidation or blind allegiance 
that can result from an unplastic mind. In this vein, the two films ex-
amined here flirt with the implications of virtuality, engaging more 
open-minded characters in situations that teeter at the edge of “the 
real” and, in the case of TRON, pulling the characters into a disem-
bodied “virtual” world. But to confront computer technologies is to 
enter into direct confrontation with significant real-world implica-
tions; the “virtual” world as presented in these films is no safe haven 
for play but instead a foreign landscape that routinely threatens the 
safety of the “real” world outside the machines. Throughout, young 
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men—a group popularly, if erroneously, considered the most adapt-
able members of society—are depicted as the most capable explorers 
of this unfamiliar and hostile landscape.

These digital landscapes, rife with violence, are the domain of 
highly sophisticated programs—programs so advanced, in fact, that 
their artificial intelligence threatens to outpace the organic/natural 
intelligence of the humans who have designed them. This threat 
of human obsolescence is coupled with fear of human eradication 
or enslavement, the possibility of an inversion where the human 
masters are reduced to serving the machines they manufactured. 
As Tom Engelhardt notes in The End of Victory Culture, filmmakers 
in the early 1980s began to dwell on the extent to which war had 
become mechanized and computerized. These changes in warfare 
also meant that war films and conflict narratives could be targeted 
directly to youth. As Engelhardt puts it, “Future war would be a 
machine-versus- machine affair, a bloodless matter of special effects, 
in the revamped war story designed for childhood consumption.”3 
The reliance on technology to estrange society from the physical 
violence of war drove several Reagan-era research efforts, including 
the Strategic Defense Initiative, intended to provide an antimissile 
shield to protect Americans from attack.4 The virtuality of modern 
warfare likewise manifested in the use of video games as military re-
cruiting tools, most notably with America’s Army (2002), an ongoing 
video game series released as a public relations and recruiting tool for 
the U.S. military.5

The computer–human conflict narratives of TRON and WarGames 
are part of this cinematic interest in technologized warfare. Engel-
hardt notes that WarGames is also part of a culture of growing anti-
nuclear sentiment of the early 1980s.6 While other action films from 
the period such as First Blood (1982) or Red Dawn (1984) present 
their conflict as between human actors who live and die to defend 
their nationalist beliefs, in TRON, WarGames, and later similar films 
like The Terminator and The Matrix franchises, the conflict is between 
computers/machines and humans.7 The lengthy run of The Matrix 
and The Terminator franchises and their success as transmedia narra-
tives stretching across media forms underscore the wide appeal of 
human–computer conflict narratives.8

The most desirable quality for the protagonists in these films, then, 
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is not the brute strength of First Blood’s John Rambo but the intel-
lectual acumen to take on a hyperintelligent machine. Indeed, when 
comparing WarGames with “hero revival films” like Rocky IV, the ac-
tion films of Chuck Norris, and the Rambo franchise, Michael Ryan 
and Douglas Kellner note that the movie is relatively liberal, carrying 
a criticism of militarism—and perhaps, therefore, of brute and bloody 
conceptions of masculinity.9 Centered as the films are on the conflict 
between man (women in the two films play auxiliary, quasi- romantic 
roles exclusively) and machine, both films suggest intimate ties be-
tween masculinity and computerization. They reflect the growing 
association of middle-class masculinity and present an appealing de-
fense of geek masculinity; the films’ protagonists are not less than their 
more hegemonically masculine peers but simply different from them.10

The anxiety over machines’ competition with human laborers and 
thinkers is a topic that long predates cinema. Concern over machines 
replacing men rushed in at the very earliest signs of modernity. The 
folk hero John Henry, who famously battled a steam-powered ham-
mer to save his job and the jobs of his crew members, is likely based 
on a real nineteenth-century railroad worker; the myth of the larger-
than-life character who supposedly died of exhaustion after winning 
the contest has long outlasted the era of railroads.11 That early Holly-
wood films—themselves a product of modernity— address these kinds 
of anxieties is unsurprising. In Modern Times (1936), Charlie Chaplin 
is terrorized by a hyperefficient assembly line that attempts to mold 
him into an ideal worker; while the situation is played to come-
dic effect, the film speaks to real anxieties over efforts to rationalize 
and mechanize the motions of human workers in modern factories. 
In “Job Switching,” a 1952 episode of I Love Lucy, Lucy and her 
friend Ethel confront a situation similar to that faced by the Tramp; 
they take jobs at a candy factory only to find themselves struggling 
to handle the pace set by the conveyer belt and ultimately stuffing 
the excess chocolates into their mouths (as shown in Figure 24).

Computerization added a new dimension to these anxieties, lac-
ing them with the threat not just of mechanical competition with 
human laborers for jobs but of competition for decision-making 
powers and authority. Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey presents this 
usurping of human agency as the ship’s intelligent computer turns 
from a benevolent assistant/caretaker into a goal-obsessed egomaniac 
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Figure 24. lucy and ethel stuff their faces with 
chocolates in a desperate attempt to keep up with  

the relentless speed of the conveyor belt in the  
1952 episode of I	Love	Lucy titled “Job switching.”

unconcerned with the safety of the ship’s human crew. But some-
times computerized or robotic intelligence is portrayed as friendly, 
even nurturing. In a 1962 episode of The Twilight Zone written by 
Ray Bradbury and based on his short story “I Sing the Body Elec-
tric,” a family adapts to life with an electric grandmother; she cares 
for the family with the same love as a traditional grandmother but 
comes free of the impending threat of mortality and will likely out-
last her young charges. In the Star Wars franchise begun in 1977, 
the droid character C-3PO is a quirky cultural expert intended to 
help humans with language, etiquette, and customs; his counterpart, 
 R2-D2, communicates in musical tones and seems sympathetic to 
the humans he serves. While used for comedic effect throughout the  
Star Wars franchise, C-3PO and R2-D2’s characterizations blur 
the line between the human and the computerized or robotic; this 
fuzzy demarcation is explored much more deeply in the science- 
fiction neo-noir Blade Runner (dir. Ridley Scott; 1982), which follows 
the hunting and destroying of renegade androids called replicants.
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TRON and WarGames occupy an important place in the cinema 
of human–machine conflict; uniquely among related science fiction 
and action films, the conflict is experienced through computerized 
gaming. This focus on human–machine conflict also distances the 
two movies from other teen films of the same period, including those 
that include more superficial aspects of gaming culture. In particular, 
the arcade-focused Joysticks (dir. Greydon Clark; 1983) takes its cues 
not from TRON but instead from Porky’s (dir. Bob Clark; 1982), as 
evidenced by the poster shown in Figure 25. The arcade in Joysticks 
serves primarily as a conveniently teencentric setting for generational 
conflict, invoking the discomfort of moral guardians with arcade-
focused youth culture but ignoring the games and process of gaming. 
While the conflict between young and old plays a part in WarGames 
and TRON, implying that youthfulness is a characteristic necessary 
for the respective protagonists’ successes, the motivating conflict re-
mains that between humans and computers.

Other films of the period used and addressed video gaming. The 
Last Starfighter (dir. Nick Castle; 1984) follows the template of a 
young gamer being drawn into conflicts larger than himself, but sets 
it within the context of a coming-of-age film. The film’s protagonist, 
Alex Rogen (shown on the poster in Figure 26), is not presented as a 
technologist or even as unusually bright; he is instead a talented gamer 
with ambitions driven by his desire to leave his isolated hometown 
and see the world. Although unable to get a student loan to move 
away for college, Alex is recruited as a gunner (or starfighter) by an 
intergalactic defense force after defeating The Last Starfighter game. 
His recruitment as a starfighter is based on his gaming ability, and by 
the end of the film Alex finds his way out of his hometown by com-
mitting to long-term intergalactic military service. Working-class 
Alex, skilled but not brilliant, can be trained and recruited through 
computer technologies, but he is not portrayed as a master of them.

Alex’s experience, while touching on the ties between masculin-
ity, video gaming, and the military, plays out as fantastical, paralleling 
in meaningful ways the experience of many Americans who join the 
military in order to fund higher education or find work opportunities 
that will take them away from their home communities. This context, 
Alex’s position as a working-class youth, puts him at a considerable 
remove from the lead characters of TRON and WarGames, as does his 



Figure 25. on the Joysticks (1983) poster, a man 
leers at two women from inside an arcade cabinet.
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lack of specific technical ability. Likewise, his presentation as part of 
a social group of peers suggests a character far removed from the so-
cially awkward David of WarGames and TRON ’s romantically aloof 
Flynn. So, while The Last Starfighter is certainly worthy of lengthy 
consideration—particularly in light of the U.S. military’s long inter-
est in and recruitment through video games—the overlap 0f Alex 
with Flynn and David is limited to age and gaming ability.

Given the Cold War rhetoric of technological achievement and 
knowledge as arenas for international competition, the consolidation 
of masculinity, youth, and violence is a point of continuation and 
not departure; what makes the moment noteworthy is the explicit 
attachment of youthful masculinity to a nascent entertainment me-
dium and the configuration of that medium to address and simulate 
violence. Over time, the ties among masculinity, violence, techno-
logical literacy, and gaming have become so tight and so persistent as 
to be naturalized. Abstract ideas of what manhood might mean in the 
era of computerization have been reified through popular depictions 
of gamers that have helped entrench these ties and limit the possi-
bilities of video gaming as a medium. This process has significantly 
shaped the development of the video game industry, as it has influ-
enced notions about both what kinds of people play games and what 
kinds of games should be made. The establishment of gaming as a 
specifically male pursuit has doubtless contributed to the obscurity of 
women gamers, as they are believed to be atypical and therefore less 
interesting to those intent on making money in a commercial mar-
ketplace where the customers are assumed to be male. This process is 
one that occurs across media. Whether gaming is framed as beneficial 
and admirable, as in the world record coverage, or as detrimental and 
dangerous, as in the coverage of Death Race, that gaming is primar-
ily the domain of young men and boys is taken as a given. While 
the print and television coverage discussed earlier certainly intersects 
with the kind of gamer identity presented in TRON and WarGames, 
the two Hollywood films represent a unique moment. In the films, 
video gaming and video gamers are characterized and narrativized, 
then presented to national audiences. Released from the boundaries 
imposed on documentary and journalistic coverage of gaming, these 
fictional gamers demonstrate what video gaming looks like through 
the lens of popular imagination.



Figure 26. the poster for the	Last	starfighter (1984) features young 
alex rogen on the verge of intergalactic adventure and heroism.
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In narrating 1980s computerization, TRON and WarGames not 
only anchor these technologies to masculinity but also articulate 
emergent forms of manhood and stress a strong bond among com-
puter technologies, militarization, and real-world violence. This 
bond emerges from the historical origins of computers, video games, 
the Internet, and related technologies as military technologies in-
tended to aid in war and defense efforts. But the understanding of the 
risks, values, and capabilities of the digital landscape demonstrated 
in TRON and WarGames is not simply military in nature. It persists, 
its key tenets affixed not only to the now long-established character 
type of the gamer but also to contemporary ideas of entrepreneur-
ship, technological development, and success. By consolidating the 
ties among masculinity, technology, and violence as they pertain to 
gaming, these films have served as establishing texts in constructing a 
distinctive, late twentieth-century form of masculine identity that has 
had profound implications for the development of video gaming and 
of the tech industry more broadly. To further explore these themes, 
the connections between the two films, and their historical implica-
tions, a summary of the two films is necessary.

tRON	synoPsis
TRON follows Flynn ( Jeff Bridges), a brilliant programmer and ad-
ept gamer (Figure 27). While working at a tech firm, ENCOM, 
Flynn designed five games, including the smash hit Space Paranoids. 
His colleague Ed Dillinger (David Warner) took credit for these 
games, leveraging their success into corporate ascent before firing 
Flynn. Flynn goes on to open a successful arcade named Flynn’s, but 
he continues to obsess over taking down Dillinger by proving the 
authorship of Space Paranoids and the other games. The fired pro-
grammer has received no financial benefit from his games’ success, 
aside from the quarters taken in by the machines in Flynn’s—an in-
sufficient reward for his brilliance.

At night, Flynn accesses ENCOM’s computer system, looking for 
evidence to use against Dillinger. Flynn’s hacking triggers Dillinger 
to temporarily limit access to the ENCOM system, which closes out 
Alan Bradley (Bruce Boxleitner), an ENCOM programmer who has 
been developing TRON, a program that will detect and prevent 
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 unauthorized actions in ENCOM’s system. Alan and his girlfriend, 
Lora (Cindy Morgan), who is Flynn’s ex-girlfriend, seek out Flynn, as 
they believe he is the hacker whose actions triggered the shutdown.

Flynn, Lora, and Alan return to ENCOM after-hours, and Lora 
logs Flynn into her workstation. As Flynn confronts the Master Con-
trol Program and the MCP’s minion Sark (both played by David 
Warner), Alan and Lora log in to terminals elsewhere in the building. 
The MCP recognizes Flynn and uses a laser to suck the intruder into 
the game (see Figure 28). Inside the game, Flynn, a “user,” interacts 
with programs piloted by users outside the network before the MCP 
seized them and forced them to participate in gladiator-style games. 
With Alan’s TRON program and a second program called Ram, 
Flynn escapes the game field. Tron/Alan meets Yori/Lora, and they 
sneak to the input/output communication tower where TRON 
communicates with Alan the user, receiving data with which the trio 
of Flynn, TRON, and Yori defeat the MCP. The MCP vanquished, 
Flynn returns to the “real” world outside the computer with the files 
necessary to prove that he authored Space Paranoids. The film con-
cludes with Flynn, now an ENCOM executive, arriving at work via 
helicopter (see Figure 29).

Throughout the film, TRON lingers over displays of technology, 
from the lab space Lora works in to Dillinger’s futuristic desk inter-

Figure 27. flynn (Jeff Bridges) is shown in screen’s-eye view 
as a crowd, consisting primarily of young women, watches  

his feats of gaming prowess in tRON (1982).
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Figure 28. flynn is pulled into the digital world 
by the Master control Program in tRON.

Figure 29. near the end of tRON, flynn is 
greeted on the roof of encoM by his friends as 

he arrives at work by company helicopter.

face to the crowded interior of Flynn’s arcade. While the computer 
animation in TRON is used sparingly (see Figure 30 for an example), 
the film works to remind viewers of the presence and importance of 
computer technologies to the narrative. The effects-drenched, live-
action footage that makes up the bulk of Flynn’s adventure inside the 
ENCOM computer system and the lighted suits worn (see Figure 31) 
both by Flynn in these scenes and by the programs he encounters  imply 
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computer technology even when they do not rely on it. TRON is, 
ultimately, a fantasy of computer technology, more frequently show-
ing spectacular landscapes of what coming computer advances might 
look like rather than lingering over current technological realities.

While computer animation inspired TRON and the possibilities 
presented by the medium drive the film, the minimal use of com-
puter animation is part of TRON ’s distinctive aesthetic—an aesthetic 

Figure 30. the “light cycle” race in tRON is one of 
only a few computer-animated scenes in the film.

Figure 31. the light suits worn by programs in 
tRON	are part of the film’s distinctive aesthetic.
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associated most strongly with the nondigital special effects that make 
up the imagined computerized world. These aesthetic choices also 
mean that while the physical space covered by the film’s action is rel-
atively small, the narrative is able to operate in a much larger imag-
ined landscape inside the machines. The possibilities are tantalizing 
and present viewers with an imagined, alien environment marked in 
equal parts by technological beauty and danger.

WARGAmes	synoPsis
While the action of TRON occurs within the relatively small world 
of the ENCOM mainframe, WarGames is a caper on a much grander 
scale, taking characters to locations across the West Coast. WarGames 
opens on a missile command exercise where a missile commander 
refuses to turn his key to enable an attack, worrying that the attack 
is a false alarm and that he will be facilitating the deaths of thousands 
of innocent people. At headquarters, military officers and govern-
ment agents assess how to improve the missile command response 
rate, noting that 22 percent of the missile commanders had failed 
to launch. McKittrick (Dabney Coleman) proposes taking the men 
out of the loop and relying on the judgment of the War Operation 
Plan Response (WOPR) computer. After a dispute in which General 
Berringer (Barry Corbin) is figured as a good ol’ boy with a mis-
placed faith in his human missile commanders, a decision is made to 
turn control over the missile system to WOPR.

Meanwhile, in Seattle, David (Matthew Broderick) is playing Ga-
laga at an arcade before rushing out to arrive late at his biology class, 
where he is sent to the principal’s office for cracking a joke. High 
school heartthrob Jennifer (Ally Sheedy; Figure 32) offers David a 
ride home on her scooter, where he invites her upstairs to show her 
why he will not have to make up biology in summer school. He 
enters the school’s network and changes his and Jennifer’s grades us-
ing a password he saw while in the office. Jennifer demands that he 
change her grade back, which he does, only to raise the grade again 
after she leaves. The next day, Jennifer interrupts David while he is 
playing Galaga, asking him to change her grade again. At his house, 
he tells her that he had already reraised the grade, and she sees him 
making illegal long-distance calls (phreaking) to California using his 



Figure 32. ally sheedy (right) at a WarGames -inspired 
promotional event at video invasion arcade in toronto in 
1983 with the arcade owners wayne fromm and genia 

fromm. reprinted with permission of Play	meter magazine.

computer system. He explains that he is trying to obtain information 
on a game he read about in a magazine. He finds an unidentified 
computer and, believing it to be related to the game, attempts to log 
in. When his log-in fails, he asks the system for help. The system says 
help is not available, but responds to “help games” with the message 
“Games refers to models, simulations, and games that have tactical 
and strategic applications” and a list of games running from Falken’s 
Maze to Global Thermonuclear War. David visits some hacker friends 
(see Figure 33), who advise him to look for the system’s backdoor, 
which they suspect is related to the Falken’s Maze game.
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To locate the game’s backdoor, David begins researching Falken. 
At the library, David discovers Stephen W. Falken, a game and com-
puter expert who died in 1973 after the deaths of his wife and son, 
Joshua, whose name turns out to be the log-in for the system. David 
logs in and launches a game of Global Thermonuclear War. The “game” 
David is playing triggers a flurry of activity back at the military con-
trol center, where officials believe the Russians are attacking. The 
next day, David is arrested by FBI agents outside a 7-11. He surrep-
titiously logs into the system while in custody and realizes that the 
system Falken named Joshua does not know the difference between 
reality and a game. David escapes and goes to Oregon with Jenny to 
find Falken, who he has learned is living under an assumed name. 
Falken initially refuses to help but eventually acquiesces, and the 
three return to headquarters to attempt to prevent World War III. 
David logs in and sets Joshua to tic-tac-toe. The game ends in a tie. 
He then sets Joshua to play himself, and Joshua plays again and again, 
ending in a draw each time and sucking power from the rest of the 
system. Joshua, realizing that there are no possible winning versions 
of the game, then runs iterations of global thermonuclear war and 
decides that the only winning move is not to play. The movie ends 
with the crisis averted and the drawling general’s judgment revealed 
as superior to McKittrick’s.

Figure 33. david (right) visits two hacker 
friends who advise him on how to access the 

secured computer system in WarGames.



Figure 34. in the lower half of the poster for WarGames, david and 
Jenny launch a game of Global	thermonuclear	War, unaware of its 

connection to the war-room show in the top half of the poster.
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Compared with the fantastical special effects and groundbreaking  
computer animation that mark TRON visually, WarGames is cin-
ematically straightforward. While David is shown using his com-
puter (as on the poster in Figure 34) and accessing networks, we 
see little of the technology’s working other than what is obvious 
from a few feet away. The military facility that houses WOPR is 
visually overwhelming, marked by enormous screens and seemingly 
endless control panels, and WOPR itself is a massive presence. But 
the physical evidence of technology is rarely the primary focus, as 
the camera trains instead on the human characters and their struggle 
to contain the actions of the computer system. Even in scenes where 
David is actively communicating with Joshua, the camera reveals 
Joshua’s screen output only briefly, choosing to focus instead on the 
way that David, Jennifer, Falken, and other characters are responding 
to Joshua. These choices, combined with the film’s familiar use of 
establishing shots and text overlays to communicate location, and a 
score that would easily fit in a host of military or action films, locate 
WarGames in a cinematic tradition removed from science fiction de-
spite the film’s story line.

recePtion
Both TRON and WarGames faced significant problems during pro-
duction and initial release. Disney had not ventured into computer 
animation prior to TRON, and although the movie remains a land-
mark of technological innovation in filmmaking, its initial reception 
was lukewarm. The release triggered a significant drop in the price 
of Disney’s stock;12 this response may have been unavoidable, as the 
film’s flop came amid significant changes to the company, including 
the opening of the grossly overbudget EPCOT Center, the launch 
of the Disney Channel and Touchstone Pictures, and the ousting of 
CEO Ron W. Miller.13

Although Miller’s projects ultimately proved lucrative, stock-
holders were still skittish about the changes, and, additionally, Dis-
ney’s live-action studio had long been floundering; at the time of 
TRON ’s release, the studio’s most recent hit was in 1968, with The 
Love Bug. Underwhelming publicity efforts did the film no favors; 
while other studios spent up to $10 million per picture in publicity 
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and  advertising, E. Cardon Walker, Disney’s advertising and public 
relations manager, refused to raise even minuscule budgets for pro-
motional efforts, citing Disney’s conviction “that the only publicity 
worth the money was free.”14 Eventually, TRON attained moder-
ate success, grossing $33 million for a production cost of roughly 
$17 million.15 WarGames likewise faced problems before its release, 
with the director John Badham replacing Martin Brest over differ-
ences between Brest and the producers.16 However, WarGames was 
a blockbuster success for MGM, grossing over $79 million in the 
United States alone on a budget of just $12 million, making it the 
fifth-highest-grossing film in the United States for 1983.17

Both films gained some critical approval. TRON received Oscar 
nominations for costume design and sound,18 and WarGames garnered 
nominations for cinematography, sound, and writing. Reviewing 
TRON in 1982, Roger Ebert awarded four stars to the “technologi-
cal sound-and-light show that is sensational and brainy, stylish, and 
fun.”19 He had similarly high praise for WarGames in 1983, calling 
the movie “a scary and intelligent new thriller that is one of the best 
films so far this year,” and awarding it the same star rating.20 Ebert’s 
positive reaction to TRON was not widely shared, however. Vari-
ety found the plot underwhelming: “Screenwriter-director Steven 
Lisberger has adequately marshalled a huge force of technicians to 
deliver the dazzle, but even kids (and specifically computer game 
freaks) will have a difficult time getting hooked on the situations.”21 
The New York Times perhaps best summarized the negative critical 
responses to the film, saying simply, “It is beautiful—spectacularly 
so, at times—but dumb.”22 The plot of TRON manages to be both 
convoluted and facile, resulting in reviews that offered conflicting 
accounts of what exactly had happened but agreed that what had 
happened was not particularly interesting.

WarGames fared better with critics and made a strong showing 
at the Cannes Film Festival.23 Solid reviews extended to outlets in-
cluding Variety, which credited the film’s director with much of its 
success: “Although the script has more than its share of short circuits, 
director John Badham solders the pieces into a terrifically exciting 
story charged by an irresistible idea.”24 Some critics were less enam-
ored; the New York Times reviewer Vincent Canby dismissed the film 
as “an entertaining movie that, like a video game once played, tends 
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to disappear from one’s memory bank as soon as it’s finished.”25 The 
film’s continuing popularity, however, contradicts this assessment.

Both films have fared well in the long run because of substantial 
cult followings and retain a high level of cultural visibility decades 
later. This persistent attention has carried through multiple VHS and 
DVD releases and contributed to the push to produce sequels of both, 
including WarGames 2: The Dead Code (2008) and TRON 2.0 (2011).26 
Less-sanctioned celebrations of the films, particularly TRON, persist 
as well: TRON fan and computer consultant Jay Maynard made a 
name for himself as “The Tron guy,” appearing at public events in 
a true-to-film TRON suit that he designed and constructed.27 The 
afterlife of these films speaks to their continuing salience; whether or 
not they are “good” in the sense of attaining critical or financial suc-
cess, they have retained significance for audience members, includ-
ing those who first viewed the films as children and have now grown 
up to become part of the technological and cultural elite.

long-terM recePtion
The ongoing popularity of TRON and WarGames owes not only to 
the nostalgia of computer aficionados such as Maynard but also to the 
persistent cultural relevance of the narrative elements and character 
types set out in the films. The protagonists of both films draw on 
character types emergent in the late 1970s and 1980s and have been 
subsequently enshrined as part of the stock narratives of the computer 
age. This narrative is one in which computer technologies are closely 
associated with violence and masculinity. David and Flynn, operat-
ing under a similar moral code and sharing intellectual and cultural 
habits, are among the earliest examples of a character type further 
developed and entrenched in films such as Sneakers (1992), Hackers 
(1995), and Takedown (2000). The narratives around these fictional 
characters are also echoed in popular discourse surrounding both 
computer industry superstars such as Bill Gates28 and Steve Jobs,29 and 
high-profile hackers including Kevin Mitnick (a speaker and security 
consultant formerly considered the most-wanted computer criminal 
in the United States), Jonathan Joseph James (a.k.a. c0mrade, the first 
juvenile convicted and incarcerated for cybercrimes in the United 
States), and Robert Tappan Morris (who created the Morris Worm 
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and became the first person prosecuted under the 1986 Computer 
Fraud and Abuse Act).30

Although Flynn and David were written into existence during 
the lifetimes of several of the people mentioned here, their national 
notoriety came near the beginning of the rise of the computer cul-
ture that made celebrities of Gates, Jobs, and others. Many viewers of 
WarGames and TRON would have been peering into computer cul-
ture as outsiders who lacked not only immediate familiarity with but 
even second-degree knowledge of the culture depicted on-screen. 
The films circulated nationally in areas far removed from the indus-
try’s hubs, reaching relatively rural areas where the computerization 
of work and education was usually proceeding slowly. These films 
thus served in some ways as introductory cultural texts, particularly 
for young viewers.

The Flynn and David characters earned their iconic status partly 
because of the work done by the screenwriters. By talking with com-
puter enthusiasts, the screenwriters for WarGames developed their 
plot and characters, enabling them to create a film with great appeal 
for technologists despite a lack of technological know-how and the 
minimal tech savvy evidenced in the film. WarGames evolved from a 
1979 script titled The Genius, in which a dying scientist must pass his 
knowledge on to a smart-alecky teenager.

The script’s writers, Walter F. Parkes and Lawrence Lasker, met 
Stanford Research Institute–associated futurist Peter Schwartz, who 
told them about the developing youth hacker culture. The teenage 
smart aleck with a solid head for technology, that unlikely heir to 
the throne of scientific achievement in the original script, was in 
fact a rough summarization of the young men finding their way into 
the computer industry by hook or by crook. The connections that 
Schwartz saw between “youth, computers, gaming, and the mili-
tary” sparked the changes to the script of The Genius that resulted in 
WarGames. According to Schwartz:

There was a new subculture of extremely bright kids developing 
into what would become known as hackers. SRI was in Palo Alto, 
and all the computer nerds were around: Xerox PARC, Apple just 
starting—it was all happening right there. SRI was node number 
two of the Internet. We talked about the fact that the kinds of 
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computer games that were being played were blow-up-the-world 
games. Space war games. Military simulations. Things like Global 
Thermonuclear War. SRI was one of the main players in this.31

The writers also interviewed real-life hacker David Scott Lewis, the 
basis for the David Lightman character.32

The success of WarGames reflects the careful negotiations made 
between technological knowledge and mass appeal. The writers 
represent hacking and phreaking in a way that actual hackers and 
phreaks found accurate at a cultural level without burdening the film 
with details that would have overwhelmed less technologically savvy 
viewers. They also retain the connection among youth, computers, 
gaming, and the military that caught Schwartz’s attention. This distil-
lation of identifying characteristics frames a distinct type of masculin-
ity. The film’s roots in the experience of real hackers contribute to 
the film’s resonance and imbue the film’s hero with characteristics 
valued in this emergent subculture. The movie, in turn, helped ab-
stract and solidify those valued characteristics.

Using a different set of tactics, the developers of TRON aspired 
to make a computer-focused narrative that would be accessible to 
a wide audience. Steve Lisberger and his business partner Donald 
Kushner had a previous success with Animalympics (1980), an ani-
mated television special spoofing the Olympics. Lisberger saw a sam-
ple reel of computer-generated imagery from MAGI (Mathematical 
Applications Group, Inc.) in 1976, shortly before encountering Pong. 
Lisberger and Kushner initially conceived of an entirely animated 
film set in a computer world and took the idea to several studios, but 
none expressed interest.

The pair found an unlikely home for their project at Disney, a 
company with little history of accepting projects from outside pro-
ducers. The animators reconceived the film as a mix of animation 
and live action, which likely disappointed Lisberger, who was an 
early convert to computerized effects, claiming in 1982 that com-
puter graphics would eventually replace all visual effects.33 As a film, 
TRON serves as a vehicle for the then cutting-edge visual effects. 
Although only a few minutes of the film were completed as com-
puter animation, the distinctive style still proved eye-catching. The 
film’s visual aesthetic (showcased on the film’s poster; Figure 35)  
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is the work of a trio of influential artists including the French comic 
book artist Moebius; Syd Mead, an industrial designer who had 
worked on Blade Runner (1982) and would later work on Aliens 
(1986); and the commercial artist Peter Lloyd.

While WarGames seduced audiences through its depiction of an 
emergent youth subculture, TRON relied instead on the novelty of 
its visual content. Critics who found fault in TRON often focused on 
the seeming vapidity of the film’s aesthetic obsessions. Although the 
plot and characters of TRON are largely subsidiary to the film’s im-
agery, they carry a set of implications about computer technologies, 
masculinity, violence, and intellectual prowess echoed in WarGames. 
Both films hinge on a slippage between reality and virtuality, and 
address anxieties about the risks of computerization; their creation 
near the pinnacle of the arcade craze and release just months before 
the U.S. video game industry crashed is hardly coincidental. Yet the 
most compelling reason for reading these films in tandem emanates 
from connections made explicit in WarGames—that among youths, 
computers, gaming, masculinity, and the military.

The domination of humans by machines has proved to be one of 
the most persistent plots in narratives addressing human uneasiness 
with smart machines. Although TRON is less explicitly militarized 
than WarGames, the MCP’s stated goal is domination of the human 
world, an imagined global takeover not too far removed from the 
enslavement or eradication of humanity conceived in The Termina-
tor and The Matrix. In both TRON and WarGames the computer 
is figured as sentient: the personified computer system Joshua in 
WarGames demonstrates a capacity not only to experience ludologi-
cal pleasure but also to learn; TRON ’s MCP has a maniacal desire 
to control the human world, believing itself a more capable manager 
than the flawed users who currently boss around most programs.

These monster computers or computer programs tend to fall into 
two general categories: machines similar to Joshua, which make poor 
judgment calls based on a fundamental inability to understand com-
plex situations, or machines like the MCP, which desire to control 
or harm humans for their own gain. In certain related narratives, the 
 focus is on what makes characters human in the first place, asking 
viewers to consider whether the story’s artificially intelligent  character 
deserves some of the same empathy afforded human characters.   



Figure 35. the tRON	(1982) poster 
showcases the film’s futuristic aesthetic.
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Famously, in Blade Runner, different edits of the film provide differ-
ent answers to the question of whether the film’s titular character, the 
blade runner Rick Deckard (Harrison Ford), is himself a replicant; 
furthermore, the last of the two replicants Deckard is tasked with 
retiring are, themselves, unnervingly human, carrying out a romance 
and trying to escape the forced menial labor and artificially finite life 
span that is the lot of all replicants. Neither TRON nor WarGames 
ventures into this murky territory. Joshua may be rather personable 
in its presentation through voice, but exists only as a computer pro-
gram, not as an embodied humanoid character; the MCP is sentient, 
but so power hungry and malicious as to seem completely unhuman. 
While Joshua and the MCP differ in the reasoning for their actions, 
both constitute a significant threat to humans, and both have to be 
stopped by the protagonists.

TRON and WarGames both bear the fingerprints of late Cold 
War politics. The officials at Missile Command in WarGames mis-
takenly believe that the Russians are attacking, in what is perhaps a 
not-too-subtle reference to Dr. Strangelove. The FBI agents handling 
David treat him as a communist agent, with one character noting, 
“He fits the profile perfectly. He’s intelligent but an underachiever, 
alienated from his parents, has few friends, a classic case for recruit-
ment by the Soviets.” This description of David, of course, parallels 
the negative traits associated with video gamers both during the time 
of the film’s production and release and in the present.

TRON ’s corporate setting less directly addresses global politics, 
but the MCP’s treatment of the lesser programs he lords over echoes 
the actions of a tyrannical dictator. The MCP and his agent Sark 
demand that the programs sent to the game grid renounce the be-
lief in “users,” and they threaten those who refuse to make such a 
renouncement with lesser training for the gladiatorial games they 
will be forced to play. In this context, Flynn as a user from outside 
the system fulfills the role of a wisecracking digital Christ, not only 
validating the beliefs of the faithful, but also enabling them to over-
throw their tormentor and restore freedom. In this way, the plot 
incorporates themes from anticommunist propaganda distributed in 
the United States during the decades-long Cold War, which repre-
sented communists as “godless” and warned that communist take-
over would result in the suppression of Christian faith.
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TRON and WarGames are not the only popular films to engage 
with these kinds of issues. The early 1980s saw a spate of Hollywood 
films that more than flirted with anticommunism as a key plot point. 
In Red Dawn (dir. John Milius; 1984) a band of teenagers defend 
themselves against the invading forces, using guerrilla tactics and call-
ing themselves “Wolverines” after their high school mascot; in Inva-
sion U.S.A. (dir. Joseph Zito; 1985), Matt Hunter (Chuck Norris) 
forms a one-man defense against Latin American communist guerril-
las led by a Soviet operative; and in Rocky IV (dir. Sylvester Stallone; 
1985), Rocky Balboa (Stallone) challenges the Soviet boxer Ivan 
Drago (Dolph Lundgren) after the brutish Drago pummels Apollo 
Creed (Carl Weathers) to death in the ring. The engagement with 
Cold War policies may now serve to date these films but would 
have, at the point of their release, anchored them to contemporary 
concerns that were common film fare in the mid-1980s.

Flynn and David both embody a set of cultural and political val-
ues that emerged with video gaming and computerization in the 
1970s and 1980s. Characterized by youthfulness, a high level of tech-
nological knowledge and intelligence, fierce competitiveness and 
independence, and a willingness to disregard rules and standards, 
these boyish early adopters survive and excel by showing themselves 
particularly adept at playing by the emergent standards of a soci-
ety in flux. They distinguish themselves as exceptional embodiments 
of the technomasculine. This form of masculinity, first evolving in 
the 1970s and 1980s, has proved particularly salient in both fictional 
and documentary narratives about the development and diffusion of 
computer technologies, in which the accomplishments of individual 
entrepreneurs are fetishized and the names of successful individuals 
are often as well known as the products of the corporations they 
found or helm. Technomasculinity is not simply geek masculinity by 
another name, although it certainly draws on it, nor is it a masculin-
ity aligned with or regimented by sports, even if it will occasionally 
appropriate sports rhetoric. It is a masculinity marked by technic-
ity, by consumption of computer technologies and particular cul-
tural products, by youthfulness, and a willingness to bend or break 
rules where convenient or efficient. It is a masculinity that rests not 
too uneasily with hegemony; its adherents can easily be imagined as 
inhabitants of Michael Kimmel’s “guyland” or of the increasingly 
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lengthy and  powerful boyhood available to gamers as identified by 
Derek  Burrill.34

Flynn is markedly older than David, but Flynn is figured as ju-
venile, a gamer king in jeans and sneakers who holds court over 
the arcade he owns and draws significant audiences to his record-
breaking bouts of play; at one point, Lora reacts to one of Flynn’s 
wisecracks by saying, “Now you can see why all his friends are four-
teen years old.” This comment, intended as a dig, may actually flatter 
Flynn, who seems to see his own boyishness as a particularly valuable 
personality trait. Alan serves as a sober, bespectacled foil to Flynn, 
which further underscores the latter’s boyishness. Even while Lora 
may have chosen Alan over Flynn, there is a clear implication that 
Flynn is cooler and smarter than either. David’s young age is high-
lighted throughout WarGames, and his youth alarms the military and 
governmental experts who try to handle him; notably, Falken, him-
self a gifted computer scientist and researcher, seems less shocked.

In Die Tryin’: Video Games, Masculinity, and Culture, Derrick Burrill 
argues that the proliferation of gaming has facilitated the expansion 
of boyhood, which now exists not only as a premature form of man-
hood but also as a gendered identity accessible to adult men at any 
point.35 While Burrill suggests that this use of boyhood may enable 
regressive, immature behavior, the narratives of gamer identity in 
both TRON and WarGames suggest boyhood is essential to success 
in the digital landscape. These boyish technoheroes in some ways 
complicate modernist ideals of hegemonic masculinity and in fact 
offer their geek credentials not as a social or professional limitation 
but as their most valuable asset. They are neither organization men 
nor men in gray flannel suits; age-wise, or at least interest-wise, they 
are barely men at all, and they are detached from many institutional 
sources of male power even as their gender is presented as integral to 
their achievements.36

The type of boyishness embodied by the teenage David and the 
adult Flynn allows both to exercise their intelligence in unorthodox 
ways, enabling them to take risks with little concern for potential 
pitfalls. They are reckless in a youthful way, but that very recklessness 
is what makes them so brilliant. Neither shows much concern for the 
consequences of their actions, assuming that they will be protected 
by their own abilities and privilege or—as suggested explicitly by 
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David when he tells Jennifer that he cannot go to jail for making 
illegal long-distance phone calls because he is not yet eighteen—by 
their youth.

The films articulate widely circulated assumptions about the iden-
tity, values, and cultural practices of gamers—who are, in these films, 
synonymous with hackers. These assumptions had taken shape over 
the previous decade in coverage of the coin-operated video game 
craze and the young players, figured simultaneously both as brilliant 
techno-wizards and as potential social deviants in need of careful at-
tention from moral guardians. TRON and WarGames thus reclaim the 
boy genius gamer/hacker as desirable, a potentially powerful fighter 
in the Cold War race of arms and ideas. As the films lead viewers 
to conclude, the boyishness of the two protagonists is an asset that 
does not necessarily separate them from adulthood but instead allows 
them to enact adulthood differently. When, for example, David saves 
the day, McKittrick ruffles David’s hair—an infantilizing gesture that 
David responds to in kind, ruffling the middle-aged bureaucrat’s hair 
(Figure 36).

Although their youthful behavior may alienate them from more 
conventional concepts of manhood, boyishness allows them to solve 

Figure 36. in WarGames, david responds in kind when 
Mckittrick ruffles his hair in an infantilizing congratulatory gesture.
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problems and confront potential enemies in innovative ways. The 
same tendencies that enable both protagonists to break rules and laws 
with bravado also enable them to take novel approaches to resolv-
ing broader conflicts. They are positioned as potentially powerful, if 
unconventional, assets both in military and in governmental defense 
strategies, and in capitalist corporate endeavors.

The skills that Flynn and David apply to the conflicts in the films 
are related to a deep understanding of games and gameplay and, by 
extension, of computerized systems and computer security. The 
games that both David and Flynn excel at are violent, and the situa-
tions that the two encounter because of their interest in these games 
are even more violent; there is in this a subtle suggestion that the 
violence of the games may prepare them to address violent situa-
tions outside the games—a potential that the military has long been 
interested in, funding the development of games for both training 
and recruiting purposes, a fact that doubtless helped inspire The Last 
Starfighter.37 Both Flynn and David are competitive gamers, Flynn at 
Space Paranoids and David at the intergalactic shoot ’em up Galaga, 
and both are hackers of some kind.

David manipulates the grades that he and Jennifer have received 
in their biology class; he makes illegal phone calls via his terminal; and 
he first encounters Joshua via an unidentified computer in California, 
which he accesses in an attempt to uncover information about an 
unreleased game. Although Flynn’s objective ostensibly stems from a 
more adult concern over having his intellectual property claimed by 
Dillinger, his strategies are removed only by degrees from David’s. 
The two characters’ hacking activities display a similar disregard for 
rules and regulations and an easy willingness to transgress established 
boundaries—legal and social—to locate information, demonstrate 
technological skill, or correct some perceived wrong. While much 
of what Flynn and David do is purposeful, the two gamer/hackers 
also work from an innate and seemingly insatiable curiosity.

Youthfulness in TRON and WarGames is posited as a form of 
masculinity unique to the computer age. The bright, capable, mis-
chievous tech-savvy boy has a long history in U.S. popular culture 
that traces at least to coverage of early modern technologies like the 
light bulb and radio. But earlier boy geniuses were to grow up to 
be good organization men who contributed to American corpora-
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tions and institutions, while the gamer/hacker is presented as a rogue 
operator. Even at the end of TRON, when Flynn has ascended to 
take Dillinger’s place, the character flies solo, arriving at work via 
helicopter where he is met by his ex-girlfriend/employee Lora and 
Alan. Alan is not only Lora’s current boyfriend but, like Lora, Flynn’s 
underling. Whether Lora’s and Alan’s roles in the destruction of the 
MCP and the uncovering of Dillinger’s treachery has been rewarded 
is unclear, but it is obvious that Flynn has received the greatest ben-
efit for his role in their shared exploits.

David is exonerated at the end of WarGames through the “ex-
pert” McKittrick’s loss of status. Teenage, mischievous David—not 
the overly confident technological evangelist McKittrick or the 
disenchanted AI expert Falken—best understands how to outthink 
Joshua and save the day. David, in saving the world from nuclear 
war, effectively erases his earlier misdeeds, removing himself from 
suspicion and proving himself not a communist agent but, in fact, a 
good all-American boy.

Similarly, Flynn, by working with Alan and Lora to expose Dill-
inger, proves himself not to be a security threat or substandard em-
ployee but the best software engineer that ENCOM has ever seen—a 
title he had apparently held prior to his dismissal by the corrupt Dill-
inger. Both Flynn and David are revealed as the rightful heroes of 
their stories—not to the viewers, who have been led to identify with 
the characters throughout their respective films, but to the other 
characters in their narrative. In both films, audience members are 
privy to information, such as David’s relatively benign intentions or 
Flynn’s unfair firing, which is either misunderstood or suppressed in 
the world of the film. In this way, the films put audience members 
in the position of participating vicariously in the exoneration and 
celebration of Flynn and David, as they, like the heroes, knew better 
all along than the institutionalized experts.

conclUsion
TRON and WarGames are key texts of computer culture, emerging as 
computers were first becoming prevalent in day-to-day U.S. life and 
contributing to what has become a dominant cultural narrative of the 
uses and abuses of computers in the digital age. The  characterization 
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of the gamer/hacker computer whiz presented in these films has re-
tained its significance and continues to evolve in films like Sneakers 
(dir. Phil Alden Robinson; 1992), Hackers (dir. Iain Softely; 1995), 
Office Space (dir. Mike Judge; 1999), and The Social Network (dir. Da-
vid Fincher; 2011).38 In disseminating a cohesive, broadly accessible 
narrative of computer technology tied to violence, youth, and mas-
culinity, TRON and WarGames established a blueprint for meaning 
making in the emerging realm of the digital. Drawing heavily from 
observations of emerging hacker culture and engaging, intentionally 
or otherwise, with popular press coverage of the video gaming phe-
nomenon, these films helped reify gamer identity.

Based on the exploits of some of the earliest computer-literate 
youth, David and Flynn brought narratives of hacking, gaming, 
and technological wizardry to millions of viewers across the United 
States and beyond, expanding and reinforcing the masculine identity 
already emerging with the new computer technologies. They are 
prototypes not only for fictional characters in more recent texts but 
also for real-life tech entrepreneurs who present themselves and are 
presented through mediated narratives as embodiments of a simi-
lar values system. Although the protagonists reclaim good guy status 
by the films’ ends, similar narratives of tech-savvy whiz kids with a 
willingness to bend the rules cropped up in less celebratory coverage 
of hacking and phreaking; ultimately, however, even these activi-
ties gained a certain veneer of righteousness based on their heroic 
predecessors. TRON and WarGames did much to establish the arche-
type of the gamer boy genius and effectively broadcast this identity 
nationally and internationally to an audience largely composed of 
children; they thus molded and guided the early participants of the 
era of computerization.

By consolidating ties among computer technologies, youths, vio-
lence, and the military, TRON and WarGames helped establish the 
emerging digital landscape in the popular imagination as a dangerous 
proving ground for young men coming of age in the era of comput-
erization. As R. W. Connell, Kimmel, and Michael Messner have 
all argued, American masculinity has long depended on these kinds 
of trials and tests.39 Not only did the films valorize their characters’ 
exploits, they helped reinforce the presumed maleness of computer 
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technologies including video games and echoed moral guardians’ 
worries about the social effects of computerization and video game 
violence. In depicting the emergent computer society, Hollywood 
narratives conceived of a culture in which the virtual and the real 
converged at messy borders, with potentially catastrophic effects for 
inhabitants on both sides of the divide—a threat barely contained by 
the efforts of young men willing to play against previously established 
rules. As computer technologies have neared ubiquity, narratives like 
those presented in TRON and WarGames remain salient, influencing 
public perception not only of computer technologies but more im-
portantly of technologists, from teenage gamers to middle-aged tech 
industry entrepreneurs to potentially threatening hackers.

Despite normalization, computer technologies retain a powerful 
mystique, as demonstrated in the recent film The Social Network, a 
dramatic retelling—and fictionalization—of how Mark Zuckerberg 
( Jesse Eisenberg) founded Facebook. The cinematic Zuckerberg dis-
plays a willingness to break rules; he hacks into school systems, insults 
his ex-girlfriend on the Internet, and maintains a wardrobe of jeans 
and hooded sweatshirts. But this boy genius narrative borders on 
condemnation, unfolding through legal proceedings about allegations 
that Zuckerberg ripped off the idea for Facebook from other students 
at Harvard and deliberately bilked his friend and cofounder out of 
his share of the company’s earnings. The Zuckerberg revealed in the 
narrative is joyless, bitter, and lonely. He has a chip on his shoulder 
about the privileges enjoyed by wealthier and better-connected stu-
dents, enduring the legal proceedings that provide the film’s narrative 
structure with slumped shoulders and snide commentary. His social 
ostracization is presented as both the cause and the effect of his suc-
cess; when his girlfriend breaks up with him, she assures him that

you are probably going to be a very successful computer person. But 
you’re going to go through life thinking that girls don’t like you 
because you’re a nerd. And I want you to know, from the bottom of 
my heart, that that won’t be true. It’ll be because you’re an asshole.

His willingness to break rules has so poisoned his own social life that 
he is shown as incapable of connecting with other people in mean-
ingful ways.
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The film ends with the statement that Zuckerberg is the world’s 
youngest billionaire, an achievement undercut by the final scene 
showing him obsessing over whether to send a Facebook “friend re-
quest” to the ex-girlfriend who dumped him; even his pining seems 
too self-serving to be pitiable. The Zuckerberg of the film is por-
trayed throughout as emotionally stunted and jealous—a far cry from 
the charming and brilliant characters at the center of TRON and 
WarGames.

If David and Flynn embody the most socially and culturally desir-
able gamer/hackers, the fictionalized Zuckerberg falls on the other 
end of the spectrum. His boyishness and willingness to break the 
rules may bring him financial success, but they also make him so-
cially unpalatable to the point that his Citizen Kane–style loneliness 
seems well deserved. The Social Network gained wide critical acclaim 
and numerous Academy Award nominations, including the coveted 
Best Picture and Best Director nods, and won Best Film Editing, 
Best Screenplay Adaptation, and Best Original Score. The popularity 
of the quasi-biography may point to significant shifts in how young 
male technologists are viewed in the popular imagination. While 
David and Flynn save the world, Zuckerberg’s development of a 
highly successful social networking site alienates everyone in his real-
life social network. Enhanced by the presumed “real”-ness of the 
character, the brilliant boy gamer complete with the proverbial heart 
of gold seems to have been displaced by the blindly ambitious and 
socially stunted young entrepreneur.

To understand the rise, diffusion, and cultural effects of comput-
ing requires a critical understanding of early mass narratives of these 
technologies and the culture surrounding them. The vision of com-
puterization in TRON and WarGames is one that has, in many ways, 
both come to pass and persisted, finding real-world expression in 
attempts to characterize successful entrepreneurs and technologists. 
In contemporary cinema, the character types imagined in TRON 
and WarGames have diverged into the more harshly depicted figures 
in The Social Network, who explore the world of boyish tech experts 
while eschewing the fantasy of happy-ever-after, and the characters 
in films such as Death Race (dir. Paul W. S. Anderson; 2008, a re-
make of the 1975 Death Race 2000) and Gamer (dir. Mark Neveldine; 
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2009), who take the consolidation of gaming, masculinity, violence, 
and youth to horrifying and bloody extremes. Although computer 
and video gaming technologies have become everyday reality, they 
retain an air of novelty and a tinge of potential terror, a terror often 
countered with idealized visions of what masculinity might mean in 
an era of computerization.
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