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Introduction: A Word
of Warning...

Ironically, the first people scared by the Xenomorphs in Alien were the
cast of the 1979 film themselves. All they knew of the infamous
Chestburster scene in advance was that there would be an alien head,
and it would have teeth. John Hurt (Kane) was lying underneath the
table and “his” chest in the scene was artificial. Prosthetics weren’t
great in those days, so they filled the artificial chest cavity with animal
organs from a butcher’s shop. The studio started to stink of flesh. Of
course, in some ways the cast should’ve known what would happen,
since the crew were all wearing raincoats and the set was draped in
plastic. Four cameras were rolling, and the cast could see the alien head
pulsing under Kane’s t-shirt. The cast leans in, curious about what’s
going to happen. Suddenly, the head rips out of the chest and twists
around. Everyone panics. A stream of blood three feet long catches
Veronica Cartwright (Lambert) straight in the mouth, and she passes
out. Yaphet Kotto (Parker) went to his room after the scene and refused
to talk to anyone. The whole cast were shocked and scared, the first
casualties of the Xenomorph species. The next time you find yourself
scared or shocked while watching Alien, one of the greatest sci-fi/hor-
ror/monster films of all time, remember you’re in excellent company.
Beyond its effective fear-inducing potential, a lovely side-effect of
watching a film as thought-provoking as those in the Alien saga is
that it involves our relationship to radically disparate Others—the
Xenomorphs, androids, the Engineers. The Alien series gives us
grounds to wonder what makes us unique as a species. While we’re

Alien and Philosophy: I Infest, Therefore I Am, First Edition.
Edited by Jeffrey Ewing and Kevin S. Decker.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



2 INTRODUCTION

very much animals (and share much in common with them), as far as
we know we do many things that no other earthly animal does—we
file legal briefs, pay our Netflix bills, and pilot craft into space.

There are two features unique to being human, though, that are
particularly relevant to the book you’re about to dig into. First, no
animal has devoted so much time towards voluntarily feeling and
promoting the experience of fear as humans. We sky-dive, bungee
jump, and take risks to feel a rush of adrenaline. We stay up late to
read H.P. Lovecraft, Stephen King, Thomas Ligotti, and Richard
Matheson. We pack into theaters to see Alien, The Thing, Cloverfield,
It Follows, and hide behind the couch cushions for Netflix’s brilliant
Stranger Things. Second, no other species spends their time philoso-
phizing in the ways humans have—what is the meaning of life? What
is beauty? How do you define “art”? How should we treat one
another? How do we know any of these things? We philosophize, and
many of us love a good scare. The Alien series perfectly combines
these two unique traits, inspiring deeper thoughts as much as it scares.

At a technical level, few horror films are as iconic as the entries in
the Alien series. We owe the sleek menace of the elongated Xenomorph
head (and its mouth-within-a-mouth) to the Swiss surrealist H.R.
Giger’s genius, the surprise of the first Chestburster scene to Ridley
Scott’s experimental direction. Then there’s Ripley “negotiating” with
the Xenomorph Queen using a flamethrower as leverage in Aliens,
Ripley’s dramatic sacrifice in Alien?, and her discovery of the horrific
cloning program in Alien: Resurrection. The world of Alien is simul-
taneously horrifying and thought-provoking; as a science fiction/hor-
ror masterpiece, it can ask questions that other genres can’t easily ask
or fully answer.

This book features nineteen chapters that engage both the deeper
layers of the Alien universe and what those layers mean on topics as
diverse as identity and personhood, morality and the political and
economic forces of the Alien universe, just war theory in going into
battle against the Xenomorphs, the philosophy of horror, and feminist
insights into Ripley’s leadership style.

Questions about what is or is not a person are suggested by Alien’s
diverse array of entities. Though androids like Ash and Bishop are not
human, do they meet the criteria to be seen as persons? And if they
are, what is their moral status? Do we have any duties to treat them
well, or are they merely things? These questions have deep implica-
tions for the human future—how will we treat artificially intelligent
Al or androids, and perhaps even extraterrestrial life?
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These questions dovetail into major issues in ethics. Does the moral
status of human persons imply that the way corporations like
Weyland-Yutani treat their employees is inherently wrong?
Philosopher, economist, and revolutionary Karl Marx attracts the
attention of several of our authors to explore why Weyland-Yutani
make harmful choices in favor of profit. We also highlight the politi-
cal failings evident throughout the Alien series that free the corporate
hand to grip its human employees more and more tightly.

These chapters also open discussion on a number of problems in
the ethics of warfare. In a related vein, the orphan Newt’s situation is
used to highlight an often forgotten element of Plato’s Republic—the
argument that involving children in warfare may be, with the right
guide, a positive part in their human development.

The Alien series allows us to examine the roots of many of our
fears about the unknown, the corrupting, the predatory, and the
unstoppable—we love a good scare, but why, and what does that
mean? What does it show about what makes us afraid? The philosophy
of cosmic horror perfected in the works of H.P. Lovecraft (a key
inspiration for the series), the value of horror films as art, and themes
of contagion and impurity are explored in a number of chapters.

The Alien series boasts Ellen Ripley, one of the bravest and most
badass protagonists in film history, and Ripley makes a number of
choices in the films that allow us to examine femininity and mother-
hood in depth. What principles animate Ripley’s decisions, and what
do they mean? Is she representative of a feminist ethics of care, or is
there something else going on in her head? Beyond Ripley, Alien
allows us to examine other concerns of feminist philosophy, such as
interpreting Xenomorph violations of human bodies as a lens to
examine the nature and effects of rape.

The saga is also illuminated through application of the insights of
continental philosophy. Are Xenomorphs exemplars of Nietzsche’s
ideal of the Ubermensch? What does the existentialism of Camus say
about Ripley-8’s decisions #ot to commit suicide despite the discovery
of her cloned nature? And how does Jean-Paul Sartre’s defense of
revolutionary violence highlight our human-centered interpretation
of the Alien series; do Xenomorphs have a right to resist us? Perhaps
Xenomorphs would watch the Alien film as a horror movie about
being one of their own born on a hostile spaceship, full of extrater-
restrials trying to kill it!

The Xenomorphs are memorable for a number of their traits—their
raw power, adaptability, their quick development, their hive mind.
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As Ash put it, they are the “perfect organism,” whose “structural
perfection is only matched by its hostility.” Likewise, we think
that the Alien films are the “perfect” science fiction/horror series.
Establishing a world equally filled with terror and depth, they are
the ideal meeting of the two unique human traits we focused on in
the beginning of this introduction—our love of a good scare, and of
philosophical exploration.

We’re proud to penetrate these questions with you, and hope that
you feel the warm glow of philosophical insight hug your face, grow
large in your chest, and take on a life of its own.
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IDENTITY AND MORAL
CONSIDERABILITY: “WE
MADE YOU BECAUSE
WE COULD”






“No Man Needs Nothing”:
The Possibility of Androids
as Lockean Persons in Alien
and Prometheus

Chris Lay

Most of us probably take it for granted that “human beings” and
what philosophers and lawyers call “persons” are one and the
same thing. The Alien franchise often challenges this idea, though.
To first-time viewers of Alien, seeing Parker knock Ash’s head
clean off his shoulders while the android’s body continues to fight
back is just about as jarring as the Xenomorph Chestburster
exploding out of Kane in the middle of the Nostromo mess hall.
Why? Because, up until that point, Ash looked and acted like a
perfectly normal human person (albeit an emotionally detached
one). In Aliens, the synthetic Bishop balks at being called an
android, demurring, “I prefer the term ‘artificial person” myself.”
When someone else calling himself Bishop shows up on Fiorina
161 at the end of Alien’, Ripley elects to throw herself into the
active smelter because she cannot be sure that this “Bishop” isn’t
an android sent by Weyland-Yutani to harvest the Xenomorph
queen gestating inside her. Another android, Call, from Alien:
Resurrection, both rejects and is disgusted by the fact that she is
something that is less than human. However, the Ripley clone
Ripley-8 seems to imply that Call’s compassion for others super-
sedes her synthetic programming and allows her to transcend being
a mere “auton.”

Alien and Philosophy: I Infest, Therefore I Am, First Edition.
Edited by Jeffrey Ewing and Kevin S. Decker.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



8 CHRIS LAY

In each of these cases from the Alien films, the franchise asks us
to question both what it is to be human and whether or not beings
are possible that are like humans, even if they are not biologically
human. This is where a distinction between “human” and “person”
comes in. Bishop wants to be treated like a human (despite the fact
that he’s not, biologically speaking, a human being). Call is ashamed
of and appalled by her synthetic nature, but might Ripley-8 be right
in thinking that certain features—such as her capacity to self-
reflect—make Call more “human” than she realizes? If something
shares certain relevant traits with humans (without being biologi-
cally human), we may be able to group that something and humans
into a common category. Let’s call this the category of “persons.”
For philosophers, deciding what belongs in this category and what
doesn’t is the question of personhood—that is, what makes some-
thing count as a person, and can there be persons who are not
human?

Perhaps more than any other film in the franchise, the Alien quasi-
prequel Prometheus directly engages this question of personhood. To
the viewers, the android David at least appears to be a person: we see
David play basketball, worry about his looks as he grooms himself in a
mirror, and express his love of Lawrence of Arabia. These certainly
seem to be things that bona fide persons would do. Yet, many of the
characters in the film treat David as if he could not possibly be a per-
son. In a hologram played to the crew of the Prometheus after they
wake up from hypersleep, Peter Weyland, David’s creator, says of his
creation:

There’s a man sitting with you today. His name is David. And he is the
closest thing to a son I will ever have. Unfortunately, he is not human.
He will never grow old and he will never die. And yet he is unable to
appreciate these remarkable gifts, for that would require the one thing
that David will never have: a soul.

If we assume that Weyland is right and that David does not have a
soul, why should that matter to whether or not David counts as a
person? If “having a soul” is essential to being a person, and if devices,
no matter how complex, don’t have souls, then David definitely
cannot be a person. On the other hand, the relevant features of David
that make us think he seems like a person might not necessarily be
attached to the idea of a soul. In that case, we might have good reason
to say that David is a person after all.
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“Well, I guess that’s because I’m a human being,
and you’re a robot”

René Descartes (1596-1650) would have agreed with Weyland’s
take on David. Descartes thought that humans were made of two
distinct substances: a body (made of physical stuff), and a soul (made
of nonphysical stuff). It is the soul that gives us the features that
make us persons, though. In his Meditations on First Philosophy,
Descartes says:

I know certainly that I exist, and that meanwhile I do not remark that
any other thing necessarily pertains to my nature or essence, excepting
that I am a thinking thing, I rightly conclude that my essence consists
solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing [or a substance whose
whole essence or nature is to think].!

Here, Descartes means that thinking is the one feature of himself that
he can be absolutely sure of. So, for example, Ripley could hypotheti-
cally doubt that she has a body or that she has been safely rescued
from the Narcissus (the Nostromo’s shuttle). In these cases she might
just be dreaming, or, in the case of Ripley’s dream of a Chestburster in
Aliens, having a nightmare. However, she cannot doubt that she exists
and that she thinks. Indeed, she would have to both exist and think in
order to conjure up the dream! For Descartes, the upshot is that our
mental features are part and parcel with the soul, or a “substance
whose whole essence or nature is to think.”

Of course, human beings also have bodies, but these account only
for the biological features of humans. To Descartes, our physical
features have nothing to do with our essential nature—as things that
think—Dbecause the body is completely separable from the idea of
thinking. Thoughts are not physical things and bodies are. The two
are thus wholly different in kind. Since for Descartes the essential fea-
tures of humans are mental features, and mental features are features
exclusively of souls, this means that the criteria for personhood—
those essential features that other things might be able to share with
humans—are only features of souls. Lots of things have bodies, but
only souls (and, by extension, things that have souls) can think. So, for
example, Descartes claims that animals are “automata” whose behav-
ior, though similar to that of humans, can be explained entirely “as
originating from the structure of the animals’ body parts.”? Animals
don’t have the ability to think because they don’t have souls.



