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Adoping a media studies perspective and drawing on Baudrillard's theory of
simulacra, this paper argues that The Matrix functions mainly as a media-critical text that
examines "how media constructs, replaces, and even eradicates reality." It first explains key
concepts such as "simulation," "hyperreality," and "implosion," then analyzes how the
Matrix operates as a "meta-medium" and shows how it carries out sensory-level agenda-
setting through the production of simulacra. From there, the paper compares the film with
contemporary media phenomena, such as algorithmic recommendations, Al-generated
content, and the "simulacrum-first" logic of social media, to show the structural similarity
between the Matrix and algorithmic platforms. The paper also takes up Baudrillard's own
critical view of The Matrix's "real/virtual" binary opposition so that the use of theory
remains dialectical rather than fixed.On this basis, the paper goes on to examine the
practical limits of media criticism in the age of simulacra and possible directions for
changing it. More specifically, it suggests that media practice should move away from
simply "distinguishing truth from falsehood" and toward questioning how simulacra are
produced in the first place. This is central to the argument. Rather than presenting fear of a
virtual world, The Matrix is read here as an extreme warning about media's ability to replace
reality itself. In this sense, the contemporary meaning of the red pill lies in critically
intervening in both the production and circulation of simulacra while fully recognizing their
ubiquity.

*The Matrix*, Baudrillard, simulacra, hyperreality, media criticism

When Neo is faced with the choice between the red pill and the blue pill, Morpheus tells him that
the blue pill means continuing to live in the comfort of the Matrix, whilst the red pill means asking
'how deep the rabbit hole goes'. This is not only the central plot of the film, but also a metaphorical
choice facing everyone in the modern world. *The Matrix* offers a highly insightful premise:
humanity does not live in the 'real' world, but is instead enveloped by a simulated system known as
'the Matrix'. From a communication studies perspective, the Matrix is essentially a 'medium': it does
not convey information about the external world, but rather directly produces the world itself. This
logic resonates deeply with the concepts of 'simulacra’ and 'hyperreality’ proposed by the French
philosopher Jean Baudrillard in *Simulacra and Simulation*® [1]. Baudrillard himself was critical
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of The Matrix, arguing that it fell into the binary opposition of 'real and virtual' [2]. However, this
does not negate the film's theoretical value—on the contrary, his criticism demands that this study
maintain a dialectical awareness in its application of his theory. Building on this premise, this paper
employs simulacrum theory to interpret the film's media-critical implications and, through reflecting
on phenomena such as algorithmic recommendations and Al-generated content, explore the
pathways through which 'post-truth' is realized once the medium shifts from reflecting reality to
replacing it.

2. Baudrillard's theory of simulacra and the hyperreal society
2.1. The three stages of simulacra

In *Symbolic Exchange and Death*, Baudrillard proposed three orders of simulacra [3]. The first
tier, "Imitation," corresponds to the period from the Renaissance to the Industrial Revolution, during
which images faithfully imitated reality. The second level, "production," corresponds to the
industrial era, in which images can be infinitely replicated while still referring to a physical
prototype. The third level, "simulacrum," is the focus of this paper: images no longer imitate reality
but rather "generate existence through models"—the model precedes and determines reality [1, 3].
In his later work, Baudrillard added a fourth stage, "virus": digital symbols detach from their
anchors of meaning and, like viruses, infinitely replicate and propagate themselves [4].

2.2. Hyperreality and implosion

When the simulacrum becomes the dominant paradigm, society enters a state of "hyperreality."
Hyperreality is not falsehood, but rather "more real than reality"—the simulacrum system bypasses
physical referents and directly generates sensory experiences based on codified rules [1, 4].
Hyperreality is accompanied by "implosion": the boundaries between reality and fiction, subject and
object, and media and reality dissolve, with the media directly constituting the infrastructure of
social reality [4, 5].

2.3. Baudrillard's critical stance on the media

Baudrillard argues that the fundamental problem with the media is not distortion, but rather the
"production of reality"—the media are not mirrors reflecting the world, but machines that
manufacture it [1, 6]. He takes a critical stance toward *The Matrix*, arguing that the film is trapped
in a binary opposition between "reality and virtuality," implying the existence of an "external world"
from which one can escape [2].

3. Analysis of the media attributes of the Matrix in *The Matrix*
3.1. The Matrix as a medium

From a communication studies perspective, the "Matrix" is essentially a media system—it transmits
complete sensory data directly to the human brain, generating raw sensory experiences from
symbols [7, 8]. In the Matrix, the walls one touch have a rough texture, and juices flow from a sliced
steak. These are not "reproductions" of physical events but raw sensory experiences generated
directly from code. Baudrillard's theory of simulacra precisely describes this logic: every object in
the Matrix exists at the stage of "simulation"; it is not encoded by referencing a physical prototype
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but is generated directly from mathematical models [1, 7]. The film uses "code glitches" to expose
this—the recurring black cat instantly reveals the essence of the simulacrum: it is merely a running
program.

3.2. Mechanisms of media control in the Matrix

Coercion is not the only way to control in the Matrix. The majority of characters in the movie do not
want to abandon the Matrix; an excellent example is the choice made by Cypher who betrays his
friends and goes back to the Matrix to forget about the pains of the real world [8]. Cypher remarks,
"Blessed ignorance. This statement explains the logic behind media control: users understand
perfectly well that the media space is manipulative, but they do not want to quit because of comfort
and habit. This is also applicable to modern social media- users are aware that online world is full of
lies and data mining. However, they cannot easily abandon the platforms since the media has turned
out to be a crucial source of their daily feelings, socialization, and identity [6].

3.3. Smith agents and systemic power

The Smith Agent is the carrier of power in the media system; he is everywhere in the Matrix and has
the roles of surveillance, tracking and discipline [8]. He is feared not only because of his powerful
military capabilities, but also because he can own anyone in the Matrix. This ubiquitous type of
power is quite reminiscent of the data surveillance of real-world platforms that track and analyze the
browsing and consumption patterns of users, and even anticipate and influence their future behavior.
The line of the Smith Agent, the end is the end itself, suggests the self-reproducing logic of systemic
power: it no longer needs to fulfill some external purpose but acts only to maintain its own being.

4. From film to the present: the metaphorical bridge between algorithms and the Matrix

In the Matrix, human perception and behavior are controlled through coding and data management;
this premise also prompts reflection on the current digital ecosystem: various algorithmic platforms
are, in essence, replicating a Matrix-style media environment. Whilst the methods of control differ—
the former directly intruding upon consciousness to effect a virtual substitution, the latter imposing
covert constraints by anticipating user behavior—both rely on data to generate simulacra; ordinary
users bear a striking structural resemblance to the 'batteries' within the film. This paper will analyze
and compare this metaphorical relationship across three dimensions.

4.1. Algorithmic recommendations as a "personalized Matrix"

If the Matrix in *The Matrix* is a globally unified simulacrum system, then algorithmic
recommendations construct a "personalized Matrix"—each user has their own "Matrix." Platforms
infer preferences by collecting behavioral data such as clicks and dwell time, and push content
"users might like," thereby forming a self-reinforcing information bubble. This is precisely the logic
of the Matrix: by monitoring the neural activity of each "battery," the Matrix adjusts its virtual
experience to ensure that everyone is immersed in the most comfortable simulacrum [6]. When
people open TikTok, the system has already predicted the sequence of content they most want to see
next based on their past behavior. Users think they are making choices, but in reality, your "choice"
is the result of algorithmic calculations.
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Baudrillard's 'fourth stage of the simulacrum—the virus' is being forcefully validated in the present
day [4]. Al image-generation models can produce photo-realistic images that are indistinguishable
from the real thing within seconds. When these images circulate on social media, there is neither a
standard for 'truth' nor a need for a 'fake' label—they float in the information stream, juxtaposed
with genuine photographs. An Al-generated image is reposted, screenshotted, and re-generated; the
longer the chain of transmission, the further it drifts from any possible initial state. The self-
replication of the simulacrum leads to a complete implosion of meaning. This is precisely the real-
world reflection of Smith's prophecy regarding the 'viral self-replication' of the simulacrum [8].

On platforms such as Xiaohongshu and Instagram, a "simulacrum-first" model is becoming the
norm. Influencers first use Al-generated tools to create "store review posts"; after publishing them,
they decide whether to actually visit the location based on traffic data. The simulacrum precedes and
determines reality. From Baudrillard's perspective, this is not "the simulacrum imitating reality," but
rather "reality imitating the simulacrum"—tourists line up at popular photo-worthy spots solely to
take photos that look exactly like those trending on social media, turning the real world into a
footnote to the simulacrum.

Once contemporary media phenomena such as algorithmic recommendations and Al-generated
content are examined through the lens of simulacrum theory, a fundamental question emerges: if
simulacra are already ubiquitous, what role can media criticism still play? The answer offered by
*The Matrix* is not to 'escape the Matrix'—for Baudrillard reminds researchers that Zion, the so-
called 'real world' in the film, may merely be a manifestation of yet another simulacrum order [2].
The film's true value lies not in offering a path to escape, but in compelling the audience to ask a
more fundamental question: how can one, in a world constituted by simulacra, still maintain one's
capacity to judge 'what is credible'?

This is precisely what makes *The Matrix* so profound: it does not tell the audience that 'reality
lies outside'; rather, it reveals that any claim that 'there is reality out there' may itself be part of the
system. The film does not provide an answer on how to escape the Matrix; it merely renders it
impossible for viewers to naively believe that they are living in an 'unmediated reality'. This state of
'being unable to be naive' is precisely the most important legacy that media criticism should inherit
today—the task of criticism is not to provide an external refuge from which to escape, but to
transform the ways in which people utilize and judge the simulacra from within.

Following this line of thought, adjustments to media practice guidelines can be developed on
three levels:

To begin with, redefining the way one seek truth. The aim of fact-checking in the age of
simulacra is not to discover the absolute truth anymore, but to inform the audience about where the
information came and how it was created. When a news event is covered, an image is released, or a
video is posted, the traditional journalistic ethics dictate that one should ask, Is it true?--but in a
world where simulacra are everywhere, the more urgent question is, How was it made? The labeling
of Al-generated content, disclosure of sources and production methods, and clear source attribution
of algorithmically-recommended content: the very spirit of these practices is to make the process of
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simulacra production visible and give the audience back the right to judge what is worthy of belief,
instead of leaving this power to the system.

Second, the educational mission of media literacy must be changed to focus on understanding
how simulacra work rather than on distinguishing between truth and falsehood. Media literacy as it
has been traditionally taught focuses on identifying fake news and real news. But in an age of Al-
generated content, deepfakes, and algorithmic recommendations, there is no clear line between
"true" and "false". The question should not be, "Is this image real?" but "Who created this image?
How was it distributed? Whose interests does its distribution serve?" This capacity for "mechanism-
based inquiry" should be the new focus of media education, just as what Neo ultimately learnt was
not "which objects in the Matrix are fake", but that "the Matrix itself is a coding system"; the new
heart of media literacy should be an understanding of the media environment itself.

Third, the focus of responsibility for platforms and news organizations should shift from 'content
moderation' to 'process transparency'. The current model of platform governance emphasizes the
moderation of the content itself (removing disinformation, flagging controversial content), but the
challenge of the simulacrum era is that the capacity to produce disinformation has far outstripped the
speed at which it can be moderated by humans or algorithms.Subsequently, a more enduring
approach involves obligating platforms and creators to reveal their production methods—AI-created
material needs labeling, the rationale for algorithmic suggestions must be disclosed to some degree,
and multi-stage verification procedures for news origins ought to be transparent to society. This does
not represent a denial of the simulacrum, but instead the creation of a structure within the realm of
the simulacrum that is trackable, open to inspection and able to undergo rectification.The
fundamental message of *The Matrix* is not to "awaken," but to retain the capacity for accountable
decisions even once "awareness of being trapped" is achieved. The modern mandate of media
analysis is to convert this realization of "being immersed in a simulation" into a series of pragmatic
operational standards—guaranteeing that viewers maintain the skill to challenge "how this
simulation was created" every time they engage, observe, or distribute material. This might
represent the genuine significance of the red pill now: it is not a means of fleeing from the media,
but instead the fleeting moment of hesitation and investigation when encountering the media.

This paper interprets *The Matrix* from a media studies perspective using Baudrillard's theory of
simulacra, extending the analysis to the contemporary media environment. There are three main
findings: firstly, *The Matrix* is a media-critical text concerning 'how media construct reality'; the
Matrix precisely illustrates how the concept of 'reality' dissolves when codes replace referents.
However, one must also acknowledge Baudrillard's own critique of the film: he warns one against
falling into the binary opposition of 'reality versus simulacrum'—which is precisely the framework
presupposed by the film's narrative [2]. Secondly, the contemporary media environment is gradually
converging with the logic of the Matrix—algorithmic recommendations construct personalized echo
chambers, Al-generated content enables the viral spread of simulacra, and social media's
'simulacrum-first' approach renders reality a mere appendage of the simulacrum [4, 6]. A
metaphorical correspondence exists between the Matrix and algorithms on three levels: the ubiquity
of data surveillance, the self-replication of simulacra, and users' 'voluntary immersion'. Thirdly,
although 'reality' as an absolute point of reference may have become obsolete, this does not signify
the end of critical engagement. The contemporary significance of the red pill is not to escape the
media—but rather, while acknowledging the ubiquity of simulacra, to ensure the sound functioning
of the mechanisms governing their production and dissemination.
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The cautionary message of *The Matrix* is all the more pressing today. As individuals find

themselves immersed for extended periods in the hyper-real simulacrum constructed by algorithms,
maintaining critical reflection on the logic underlying simulacra is not driven by a nostalgic longing
for traditional objective reality but is an essential requirement for upholding the ethics of digital
media and mitigating the risks of media alienation.

References

Baudrillard, J. (2019). Simulacra and simulation. Shanghai People's Publishing House.

Interview with Jean Baudrillard. (2004). Le Nouvel Observateur.
https://courses.cit.cornell.edu/econ6100/Baudrillard2.pdf#1#1

Baudrillard, J. (2012). Symbolic exchange and death. Yilin Press, Nanjing.

Yang, H. (2016). Hyperreality, simulacrum, and implosion: Three key concepts in late Baudrillard. Philosophical
Studies, 2016(7), 66-73.

Zhou, X. (2008). The turn to visual culture. Peking University Press, Beijing.

Baudrillard, J. (1994). Simulacra and simulation. University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor.

Wang, M., Ma, L., etal. (2021, December 15). The age of simulacrum domination: From The Matrix to
Disneyland. The Paper.

Gao, H. (2011). The metaphors of The Matrix. Journal of China University of Political Science and Law, 2011(5),
5-28.

126



