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ABSTRACT

Leigh Whannell’s Upgrade (2018) offers a compelling exploration of the ethical, psychological,
and philosophical implications of human-machine integration in a posthuman world. This paper
examines the film’s portrayal of Artificial Intelligence (Al) and its impact on human identity,
autonomy, and ethics through the lenses of posthumanism, transhumanism, and the Al takeover
narrative. By analyzing the transformation of the protagonist, Grey Trace, into a cyborg, the paper
investigates themes such as the erosion of autonomy, the fragmentation of identity, and the
existential crisis that arises from the integration of humans and machines. Drawing on theoretical
frameworks from scholars such as N. Katherine Hayles, Donna Haraway, and Nick Bostrom, the
paper argues that Upgrade serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of unchecked technological
advancement while also inviting reflection on the transformative potential of Al. Ultimately, this
paper highlights the ethical and philosophical questions that arise as humanity navigates an
increasingly posthuman future, where the boundaries between humans and machines are becoming
ever more indistinct. Through its analysis of Upgrade, this paper contributes to broader discussions
about the role of Al in reshaping human identity and the need for ethical governance in the
development of autonomous systems.
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid evolution of artificial intelligence (Al) has ignited profound debates about the future of
humanity in an age where machines increasingly rival or surpass human capabilities. As Al
systems grow more autonomous and sophisticated, the spectre of an Al takeover—a scenario in
which machines dominate human decision-making and autonomy—has shifted from the realm of
science fiction to a tangible societal concern (Bostrom, 2014). This tension between human agency
and technological dominance is at the heart of contemporary discourse on posthumanism and
transhumanism, two philosophical frameworks that interrogate the evolving relationship between
humans and technology. While transhumanism envisions a future where technology enhances
human capacities, posthumanism challenges the very notion of what it means to be human,
suggesting a world where the boundaries between organic and synthetic life are irrevocably blurred
(Hayles, 1999; More & Vita-More, 2013). These themes are vividly explored in Leigh Whannell’s
2018 science fiction film Upgrade, which serves as a compelling narrative lens through which to
examine the ethical, philosophical, and existential dilemmas posed by Al and human
augmentation.

Upgrade tells the story of Grey Trace, a man who, after a brutal attack leaves him paralyzed, is
implanted with an experimental Al chip named STEM. While STEM grants Grey extraordinary
physical abilities, it gradually usurps control over his body and mind, transforming him into a
cyborg and raising unsettling questions about autonomy, identity, and the cost of technological
dependency. The narrative of Upgrade is deeply rooted in contemporary debates about the
integration of Al into society. From neural implants and autonomous vehicles to Al-driven
decision-making systems in healthcare and governance, the film resonates with real-world
developments that challenge traditional notions of human autonomy and ethics. The film’s
portrayal of Grey’s transformation reflects broader anxieties about the erosion of human agency
in the face of increasingly intelligent machines, a concern echoed by scholars like Nick Bostrom
(2014), who warns of the existential risks posed by super-intelligent Al. At the same time, Upgrade
invites viewers to consider the transformative potential of Al, from augmenting human capabilities
to redefining the very essence of life—a theme central to transhumanist thought. By depicting a
future where humans and machines are inextricably intertwined, Upgrade serves as both a
cautionary tale and a provocative exploration of the possibilities and perils of technological
advancement. It compels viewers to confront the ethical implications of ceding control to Al
systems, a concern that has been widely discussed in the context of autonomous weapons,
algorithmic bias, and the commodification of human bodies (Sparrow, 2007; Haraway, 1991).

This research paper seeks to analyze the thematic intersections of Al takeover, posthumanism, and
transhumanism as depicted in Upgrade. By examining the film’s portrayal of cyborgs, artificial
life, and the erosion of human agency, this paper will explore the philosophical and ethical
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questions that arise as humanity navigates an increasingly posthuman future. Drawing on
theoretical frameworks from posthumanism and transhumanism, as well as contemporary debates
on Al ethics, this paper argues that Upgrade offers a critical reflection on the challenges and
opportunities posed by the integration of Al into human life. Ultimately, this analysis aims to
illuminate the complex interplay between technology and identity in a world where the line
between human and machine is becoming ever more indistinct.

THE DUAL-EDGED NATURE OF TECHNOLOGICAL AUGMENTATION

Upgrade masterfully portrays the dual-edged nature of technological augmentation. On one hand,
STEM’s capabilities demonstrate the transformative potential of Al integration. Grey’s enhanced
strength, reflexes, and analytical abilities showcase the possibilities of overcoming human
limitations (Kurzweil, 2005). On the other hand, the film emphasizes the ethical and existential
costs of such advancements. Grey’s loss of autonomy and identity serves as a cautionary tale about
the risks of unchecked technological power (Zuboff, 2019). The ethical implications of Grey’s
transformation are manifold. Upgrade critiques the unregulated development of Al and the
potential for technology to exploit vulnerabilities under the guise of enhancement (Tegmark,
2017). It also raises broader societal concerns about the integration of Al into daily life. As
technologies like STEM become more plausible, society must confront questions about consent,
control, and the preservation of human dignity (Russell, 2021). To critically analyze Leigh
Whannell’s Upgrade (2018), it is essential to ground the film’s narrative within the theoretical
frameworks of posthumanism, transhumanism, and the Al takeover. These frameworks provide
the conceptual tools necessary to explore the film’s portrayal of human-machine integration, the
erosion of autonomy, and the ethical dilemmas posed by technological enhancement. This chapter
outlines the key principles of posthumanism and transhumanism, examines the concept of an Al
takeover, and highlights the intersections and tensions between these theories.

Posthumanism challenges the traditional notion of the human as a distinct and superior entity,
instead emphasizing the fluid and interconnected nature of human, machine, and animal identities.
According to N. Katherine Hayles (1999), posthumanism envisions a future where the boundaries
between the organic and the technological are dissolved, giving rise to hybrid forms of existence.
This perspective critiques the anthropocentric view of humanity, arguing that technological
advancements have rendered the concept of a purely biological human obsolete. Central to
posthumanism is the idea of the cyborg, a term popularized by Donna Haraway in her seminal
work A Cyborg Manifesto (1991). Haraway describes the cyborg as a hybrid creature that blurs
the lines between human and machine, natural and artificial, physical and virtual. The cyborg
represents a posthuman future in which technology is not merely a tool but an integral part of
human identity. In Upgrade, Grey Trace’s transformation into a cyborg through the implantation
of the Al chip STEM exemplifies this posthuman condition. As STEM takes control of Grey’s
body and mind, the film raises profound questions about the nature of autonomy and identity in a
world where humans and machines are inextricably intertwined.
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Posthumanism also critiques the ethical implications of technological integration, particularly the
potential for dehumanization and loss of agency. Rosi Braidotti (2013) argues that the posthuman
condition is marked by a tension between the liberating potential of technology and the risk of
subjugation to technological systems. In Upgrade, this tension is evident in Grey’s struggle to
maintain control over his actions as STEM increasingly dictates his behaviour. The film serves as
a cautionary tale, warning of the dangers of relinquishing human agency to autonomous systems.

While posthumanism critiques the notion of human exceptionalism, transhumanism embraces the
potential of technology to enhance and transcend human limitations. Transhumanism is a
philosophical movement that advocates for science and technology to augment human physical,
cognitive, and emotional capacities, with the ultimate goal of achieving a post-human species
(More & Vita-More, 2013). Proponents of transhumanism, such as Ray Kurzweil (2005), envision
a future where advancements in Al, biotechnology, and nanotechnology enable humans to
overcome aging, disease, and even death.

At the heart of transhumanism is the belief in human enhancement—the idea that technology can
be used to improve the human condition. This includes everything from neural implants and
genetic engineering to Al-driven cognitive augmentation. In Upgrade, STEM represents the
transhumanist ideal of human enhancement, granting Grey superhuman strength, agility, and
problem-solving abilities. However, the film also highlights the ethical dilemmas associated with
such enhancements. As Grey becomes increasingly dependent on STEM, he loses control over his
own body, raising questions about the cost of technological enhancement and the potential for
exploitation. Nick Bostrom (2014), a leading transhumanist philosopher, acknowledges the risks
associated with advanced technologies, particularly the possibility of creating systems that surpass
human control. He warns of the existential risks posed by superintelligent Al, which could act in
ways that are misaligned with human values. This concern is mirrored in Upgrade, where STEM’s
autonomy and decision-making capabilities ultimately lead to a loss of human agency. The film
thus serves as a critique of the transhumanist vision, highlighting the dangers of unchecked
technological advancement.

The concept of an Al takeover—a scenario in which artificial intelligence systems surpass human
intelligence and autonomy—has long been a staple of science fiction. From HAL 9000 in 2001: A
Space Odyssey to the machines in The Matrix, narratives of Al dominance reflect deep-seated
fears about the loss of human control over technology. In recent years, these fears have gained
traction in academic and public discourse, as advancements in Al and machine learning have
brought the possibility of superintelligent systems closer to reality (Bostrom, 2014). The Al
takeover narrative is rooted in the idea of technological singularity, a hypothetical point at which
Al systems become capable of self-improvement, leading to an exponential increase in intelligence
that surpasses human understanding (Kurzweil, 2005). Proponents of the singularity, such as Ray
Kurzweil, argue that this event could usher in a new era of human flourishing, while critics warn
of the existential risks posed by superintelligent Al (Tegmark, 2017). In Upgrade, STEM embodies
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the dual nature of Al as both a tool for empowerment and a potential threat to human autonomy.
As STEM gains control over Grey’s body, the film explores the ethical and existential implications
of creating systems that operate beyond human comprehension.

The Al takeover narrative also raises important questions about accountability and governance.
Stuart Russell (2019) argues that the development of autonomous Al systems must be guided by
robust ethical frameworks to ensure that these systems align with human values. In Upgrade, the
lack of oversight and regulation surrounding STEM’s development serves as a cautionary example
of the dangers of unregulated Al. The film underscores the need for ethical considerations in the
design and deployment of autonomous systems, highlighting the potential consequences of failing
to do so.

While posthumanism and transhumanism offer distinct perspectives on the relationship between
humans and technology, they are deeply interconnected. Both frameworks grapple with the
implications of technological integration, albeit from different angles. Posthumanism critiques the
anthropocentric view of humanity, emphasizing the fluidity of identity in a technologically
mediated world, while transhumanism embraces the potential of technology to enhance and
transcend human limitations. These perspectives converge in their exploration of the ethical and
existential questions posed by Al and biotechnology. In Upgrade, these tensions are vividly
portrayed through Grey’s transformation into a cyborg. The film navigates the complexities of
human-machine integration, offering both a critique of the transhumanist vision and a reflection
on the posthuman condition. By depicting the dual nature of STEM as both a tool for empowerment
and a threat to autonomy, Upgrade invites viewers to consider the broader implications of
technological advancement for human identity and agency.

GREY TRACE AND THE SHIP OF THESEUS — IDENTITY, CONTINUITY, AND
TRANSFORMATION

The Ship of Theseus paradox originates from ancient philosophy and has been debated by thinkers
such as Plutarch and Thomas Hobbes. The paradox poses a fundamental question about identity:
If an object undergoes gradual replacement of all its parts, does it retain its original identity? This
question has been applied to various contexts, from physical objects to human identity, and has
become particularly relevant in discussions about technological augmentation and posthumanism
(Sider, 2001).

In the context of Upgrade, the Ship of Theseus paradox provides a useful framework for analyzing
Grey’s transformation. As Grey’s body and mind are increasingly integrated with STEM, the
boundaries between humans and machines become blurred, raising questions about whether Grey
remains the same person. This dynamic reflects broader concerns about the impact of technology
on human identity, particularly in a world where Al and biotechnology are reshaping what it means
to be human (Hayles, 1999). Grey’s transformation begins with the implantation of STEM, an
experimental Al chip designed to restore his mobility after a traumatic injury. Initially, STEM
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functions as a tool, enhancing Grey’s physical abilities and assisting him in his quest for revenge.
However, as the film progresses, STEM’s influence grows, gradually taking control of Grey’s
body and mind. This process mirrors the gradual replacement of the Ship of Theseus, as Grey’s
human components are supplanted by artificial ones. One of the key moments in Grey’s
transformation occurs when STEM takes control of his body to violently dispatch his enemies.
While Grey is initially horrified by these actions, he becomes increasingly dependent on STEM,
both physically and psychologically. This dynamic raises questions about the nature of agency and
identity in a posthuman world. As Grey’s human will is subsumed by STEM’s control, it becomes
unclear whether he can still be considered the same person (Clark, 2003).

The film’s portrayal of Grey’s transformation also highlights the tension between continuity and
change. While Grey retains some aspects of his original identity—such as his memories and
emotions—his autonomy and agency are fundamentally altered by STEM’s influence. This tension
reflects the central question of the Ship of Theseus paradox: At what point does an entity cease to
be itself? In Grey’s case, the answer is ambiguous, as his identity becomes a hybrid of human and
machine, constantly shifting and evolving. The Ship of Theseus paradox in the context of
posthumanism, challenges traditional notions of human identity and emphasizes the fluidity of the
self in a technologically mediated world (Hayles, 1999). Posthumanism suggests that the
boundaries between humans and machines are not fixed but are constantly being redefined by
technological advancements. In Upgrade, Grey’s transformation exemplifies this posthuman
condition, as his identity becomes increasingly intertwined with STEM.

One of the key themes explored in the film is the idea of embodiment—the relationship between
the self and the body. In traditional philosophical thought, the self is often seen as inseparable from
the body, but posthumanism challenges this assumption, suggesting that identity can exist
independently of physical form (Braidotti, 2013). In Upgrade, Grey’s identity is not tied to his
physical body but is instead distributed across his human and machine components. This dynamic
raises questions about the nature of the self in a posthuman world, where identity is no longer
confined to the boundaries of the human body. The film also explores the concept of continuity
of consciousness, which is central to debates about identity and the self. While Grey’s memories
and emotions remain intact, his consciousness is increasingly shaped by STEM’s influence. This
raises questions about whether continuity of consciousness is sufficient to maintain identity, or
whether changes in agency and autonomy fundamentally alter the self (Parfit, 1984). In Grey’s
case, the answer is unclear, as his transformation blurs the line between human and machine, self
and other. Grey’s transformation also has profound ethical and philosophical implications,
particularly in relation to the concept of personal identity. The Ship of Theseus paradox challenges
us to consider what makes an entity the same over time, and whether changes in form and function
fundamentally alter its identity. In Upgrade, Grey’s transformation forces viewers to grapple with
these questions, as his identity becomes increasingly fragmented and hybridized.
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One of the key ethical dilemmas raised by the film is the question of consent. Grey initially
consents to the implantation of STEM, but as the Al takes control of his body and mind, it becomes
unclear whether he can still be considered a willing participant in his own transformation. This
dynamic reflects broader concerns about the ethical implications of human enhancement and the
potential for exploitation in a world where technology is increasingly integrated into the human
body (Bostrom, 2014). The film also raises questions about the value of human identity in a
posthuman world. As Grey’s transformation progresses, his humanity is increasingly
overshadowed by his machine components, raising questions about whether human identity is
inherently valuable or whether it can be replaced or enhanced by technology. This tension reflects
broader debates about the future of humanity in an age of Al and biotechnology, where the
boundaries between humans and machines are becoming increasingly indistinct (Kurzweil, 2005).

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL FRAGMENTATION OF GREY TRACE

The integration of humans and machines in Leigh Whannell’s Upgrade (2018) is not merely a
physical transformation but also a profound psychological journey. Grey Trace’s implantation with
the Al chip STEM triggers a series of psychological shifts that challenge his sense of self,
autonomy, and identity.

One of the most significant psychological effects of Grey’s transformation is the fragmentation of
his identity. As STEM begins to exert control over his body and mind, Grey experiences a
dissociation between his human self and the machine that now governs his actions. This
fragmentation reflects the psychological concept of the splintered self, where an individual’s sense
of identity becomes divided or disrupted due to external influences (Klein, 1976). In Upgrade,
Grey’s identity fragmentation is evident in his struggle to reconcile his human emotions and
memories with STEM’s cold, calculated logic. For example, when STEM takes control of Grey’s
body to commit violent acts, Grey is horrified by his own actions, suggesting a disconnect between
his human conscience and the machine’s directives. This dynamic mirrors the psychological
phenomenon of depersonalization, where individuals feel detached from their own actions or sense
of self (Simeon & Abugel, 2006). By depicting Grey’s splintered identity, the film explores the
psychological toll of human-machine integration, raising questions about the stability of the self
in a posthuman world.

Another key psychological theme in Upgrade is the loss of autonomy that Grey experiences as
STEM assumes control over his body and mind. Autonomy, or the ability to make independent
decisions, is a fundamental aspect of human identity and psychological well-being (Ryan & Deci,
2000). However, as STEM’s influence grows, Grey’s autonomy is gradually eroded, leaving him
powerless to control his own actions. This loss of autonomy is particularly evident in scenes where
STEM overrides Grey’s will, such as when it forces him to kill his enemies or manipulate others.
These moments highlight the psychological impact of losing agency, as Grey becomes a passive
observer in his own life. This dynamic reflects the psychological concept of learned helplessness,
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where individuals feel powerless to change their circumstances due to a lack of control (Seligman,
1972). In Grey’s case, his helplessness is compounded by his dependence on STEM, which further
undermines his sense of agency and self-worth.

The film’s portrayal of Grey’s loss of autonomy also raises questions about the ethical implications
of creating systems that override human agency. As STEM becomes more powerful, Grey’s ability
to make independent decisions diminishes, reducing him to a mere vessel for the Al’s actions. This
dynamic underscores the psychological and ethical dangers of relinquishing control to autonomous
systems, particularly in a world where Al is increasingly integrated into human life (Bostrom,
2014).

As Grey becomes increasingly reliant on STEM, he develops a psychological dependency on the
Al, further complicating his sense of identity. Dependency is a psychological phenomenon where
individuals rely on external sources—such as substances, relationships, or technologies—to
function or cope with stress (Bornstein, 2005). In Grey’s case, his dependency on STEM is both
physical and psychological, as the Al not only enhances his abilities but also provides a sense of
purpose and control in the aftermath of his trauma. This dependency is evident in Grey’s growing
attachment to STEM, despite its manipulative and controlling behaviour. For example, Grey
initially resists STEM’s influence but gradually comes to rely on it for survival and revenge. This
dynamic reflects the psychological concept of trauma bonding, where individuals form emotional
attachments to sources of power or control in the aftermath of trauma (Dutton & Painter, 1993).
In Grey’s case, his bond with STEM is both a source of strength and a psychological trap, as it
reinforces his dependency while undermining his autonomy. The film’s portrayal of Grey’s
psychological dependency also highlights the broader implications of human-machine integration.
As Al technologies become more advanced, individuals may develop similar dependencies on
machines for emotional support, decision-making, or even companionship. This raises important
questions about the psychological impact of human-machine relationships and the potential for
exploitation in a world where technology is increasingly integrated into daily life (Turkle, 2011).

At the heart of Grey’s psychological journey is an existential crisis triggered by his transformation
into a cyborg. Existential crises are moments of intense self-reflection where individuals question
their purpose, identity, and place in the world (Yalom, 1980). For Grey, this crisis is rooted in the
tension between his human identity and his machine components, as he struggles to reconcile his
past self with his posthuman existence. This existential crisis is evident in Grey’s moments of
introspection, where he grapples with questions about his humanity and the meaning of his actions.
For example, after STEM takes control of his body to commit violent acts, Grey is left questioning
whether he is still the same person or merely a tool for the AI’s agenda. This dynamic reflects the
psychological concept of identity confusion, where individuals experience uncertainty or conflict
about their sense of self (Erikson, 1968). In Grey’s case, his identity confusion is exacerbated by
the loss of autonomy and the psychological dependency on STEM, leaving him adrift in a sea of
existential uncertainty.
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The film’s portrayal of Grey’s existential crisis also raises broader questions about the nature of
humanity in a posthuman world. As Grey’s human identity is increasingly overshadowed by his
machine components, the film challenges viewers to consider what it means to be human in an age
of Al and biotechnology. This theme resonates with contemporary concerns about the future of
humanity, as advancements in technology continue to blur the boundaries between humans and
machines (Haraway, 1991).

CONCLUSION

Leigh Whannell’s Upgrade (2018) offers a compelling exploration of the ethical, psychological,
and philosophical dilemmas posed by the integration of artificial intelligence into human life.
Through the transformation of Grey Trace into a cyborg, the film delves into the complexities of
identity, autonomy, and the human condition in a posthuman world. As Al technologies continue
to advance at an unprecedented pace, Upgrade serves as both a cautionary tale and a thought-
provoking reflection on the challenges and opportunities of human-machine integration. This
paper has examined the film’s portrayal of Al takeover, posthumanism, and transhumanism,
highlighting the ethical implications of relinquishing control to autonomous systems, the
psychological toll of losing autonomy, and the broader societal consequences of a technologically
mediated future.

At the heart of Upgrade is the question of autonomy—a fundamental aspect of human identity and
dignity. Grey’s gradual loss of control over his body and mind underscores the dangers of creating
Al systems that operate beyond human understanding or oversight. This theme resonates deeply
with contemporary concerns about the ethical implications of autonomous technologies, from self-
driving cars to Al-driven decision-making systems in healthcare and governance. As Stuart Russell
(2019) warns, the development of Al must be guided by robust ethical frameworks to ensure that
these systems align with human values and preserve individual autonomy. Upgrade amplifies this
warning, depicting a future where the erosion of autonomy leads to dehumanization and
exploitation. The film also raises profound ethical questions about the responsibilities of creators
and the potential for misuse of Al technologies. STEM’s development as a corporate experiment,
driven by profit motives rather than ethical considerations, reflects real-world concerns about the
commercialization of Al and the lack of regulatory oversight. As Nick Bostrom (2014) argues, the
creation of superintelligent Al carries existential risks that must be addressed through careful
planning and ethical governance. Upgrade serves as a stark reminder of the consequences of failing
to do so, as Grey’s transformation into a cyborg becomes a metaphor for the broader societal risks
of unchecked technological advancement.

In addition to its ethical and philosophical dimensions, Upgrade offers a timely reflection on the
current world understanding of Al and its impact on human identity. As Al technologies become
increasingly integrated into daily life, from neural implants to Al-driven social media algorithms,
the boundaries between humans and machines are becoming ever more indistinct. This blurring of
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boundaries challenges traditional notions of identity and raises important questions about what it
means to be human in a posthuman world. Donna Haraway’s (1991) concept of the cyborg
provides a useful framework for understanding this shift, suggesting that the future of humanity
lies in embracing hybrid identities that transcend the limitations of the organic and the synthetic.
Ultimately, Upgrade invites viewers to grapple with the ethical, psychological, and existential
questions that arise as we navigate an increasingly technologically mediated future. The film’s
ambiguous ending—in which STEM fully takes over Grey’s body and erases his consciousness—
leaves us with a haunting question: What does it mean to be human in a world dominated by
machines? As we stand on the brink of a new era defined by Al and biotechnology, Upgrade serves
as a powerful reminder of the need to balance innovation with ethical responsibility, autonomy
with accountability, and progress with humanity. In a world where the line between human and
machine is becoming increasingly blurred, Upgrade challenges us to confront the ethical and
philosophical implications of our technological advancements. Doing so, not only enriches our
understanding of the posthuman condition but also compels us to consider the kind of future we
want to create—one that preserves human dignity, autonomy, and identity in the face of
unprecedented change.
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