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Retribution, named “El desconocido” in Spanish, is a 2015 film directed by Dani de la 
Torre with a script from Alberto Marini. I will discuss the film in relation to three 
areas: agents in the Spanish crisis, human disconnection through technology and 
notions of place. By connecting these three elements, I intend to show how in the 
film the crisis is connected not only to global markets but also to individuals, the 
symbolic use of place in relation to guilt, accountability and humanity; and the role of 
technology as a non-human other that separates rather than connects people. 
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The film follows Carlos (photo), a bank executive who whilst taking his kids to school 
receives a call from an unknown caller,
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anonymous for most of the film we later get to know his name, Lucas (photo). This 
caller informs him that unless Carlos gives him a large sum of money, he will explode 
some bombs he has planted under the car seats. Firstly met with scepticism, his 
threats become more real when Carlos and his children witness the explosion of the 
car of another of the bank executives, 
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Victor (photo), who had also received the same call and was subjected to the same 
demands. 
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In the moment of the explosion, Sara (photo)...
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... and Marcos (photo) are still in the back seat and Marcos is seriously injured with 
some debris. As part of the demands, the unknown caller requests that Carlos does 
not inform the police of the situation, which prompts the head of police...

7



Espinosa (photo) to hunt him through the city after interpreting the situation as one 
of revenge from Carlos towards his wife ...
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Marta (photo). The only character that seems to understand Carlos’ real situation is 
Belén (previous photo), the head of the bomb squad, who appears often in 
opposition to Espinosa, with the role of intuitive and reasonable cop.

Whilst Carlos is introduced as self-centered and dishonest, making him a non-
relatable character at the start of the film; the unknown caller is presented as a 
product of the banks’ cruel practices, as he and his wife lost all their money in 
preference investments during the crisis, two years earlier. As a consequence, their 
house was seized and they accumulated a great amount of debt. Burden by this debt, 
his wife committed suicide. He has been plotting since his revenge against those who 
made him sign the investment papers: Victor and Carlos. 

The film is presented as an action thriller with a chase against time to gather a high 
amount of money to preserve the lives of the main characters. However, a closer look 
of the narrative conflicts show us that the premise is Carlos’ journey to acquire the 
morals to redeem himself.
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Carlos, the banker, represents every banker during the Spanish financial crisis, an icon 
of dishonesty and greed, the cause of people’s pain, the target of people’s rage. The 
narrative offers the audience a chance to make him suffer; as the caller describes it: 
to make him pay. Mirroring also the rhetoric in the media, Carlos calls himself a 
victim, an employee following orders who did not know the consequences. However, 
the audience knows from the opening scene that this is not true and therefore the 
narrative creates a desire to make him acknowledge his liability, to finally confirm his 
awareness when misleading customers.  When he finally accepts he was guilty, at the 
very end of the film, he is told it is now too late and there will be no forgiveness, 
therefore the bomb must explode.
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Although in the film his character’s arc closes with the acceptance of guilt, in the 
author’s script his desire to make things right goes beyond this point. Consequently, 
in the script Carlos fulfils the caller’s plan by not only collecting all the money but also 
anonymously leaving it to the caller’s son, who in the first drafts we learn has Down’s 
syndrome and for whose care was destined the lost savings. In the film, however, the 
caller’s son is mentioned but not linked to the caller’s goal in any way, nor does Carlos 
attempts to apologise to this son by any means. The caller therefore is presented as 
careless of his son’s future and Carlos’ redemption is incomplete on-screen.

Whilst in the film the caller does not accept his apology, in the script he silently 
suggests so when at the very end he holds the seat down, so Carlos can leave before 
the imminent explosion. Therefore, in the final film constructs a narrative on 
retribution and revenge where, through suffering, the banker finally expresses regret, 
officially implicates the bank and leaves the banking industry. In the script draft, 
however, the narrative offers a more complex character arc, where not only Carlos 
feels remorse but tries to makes things right by also returning the money to the 
caller’s family
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The initial set up looks at first for the empathy of the audience with the unknown 
caller, the one who by not being named can be anyone, one of us, all of us. It has 
been estimated that between 500,000 and 750,000 individuals were affected by the 
fraudulent sales of the preference shares in Spain. Not only were the banks at fault 
for selling this kind of investment to particulars, but when they received notification 
that the practice was irregular, they tried to retain the investments by moving the 
remaining value to an alternative kind of shares that were locked and un-
withdrawable. Being that the practices were condoned by political institutions and 
that the banks often pardoned debts from the political parties, the banks actions and 
the politicians have generally been seen as key agents to blame in the Spanish crisis, 
as evidenced by the fact that the 15-M protests were organised under the slogan “We 
are not a commodity of politicians and bankers” (El país, 2011). By also portraying the 
main character as more interested in the stock exchange and the bank business than 
in his family, the film starts with a main character with whom the audience finds it 
hard to empathise.  In first instance, there is no “save the cat” element or redeeming 
moment in the first act; if not for his children, Carlos would not be a character to root 
for.
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I argue that in this context, the sales of preference shares to individual customers and 
later devaluation of their investments, the account holders were perceived by the 
banks as the ‘human waste’ to which Bauman refers in Wasted Lives (2005). The term 
has been assigned to those within a society deemed redundant due to being 
unproductive, offering labour skills for which a society has a surplus or being 
outsiders at a time where there is not a specific need for what they might offer. In 
this setting the individuals who invested their savings were in effect the outsiders and 
the wastable people. These investments were not designed for individuals but for 
institutions, therefore they were the Other, the outsider in the “preference share 
room”, one who is only accepted as long as he (or she) can contribute. Furthermore, 
their value relates to the amount of money they could invest: their personal 
circumstances not accounted for, the risk to their personal lives not pertinent, the 
human cost not considered. Dehumanised, they are worthy only as long as they can 
participate in the capitalist system. Their money is the product of labour that they 
offered to this micro-society of the wealthy. Trapped in paperwork they could not 
understand, and in bureaucracy that limited the withdrawal of their savings, they 
lacked the adequate advice and guidance, they were made redundant as customers 
and forgotten in a ticked list of “depleted” labels, tricked again to move any remaining 
value to a locked investment. The bank, in this context, is a ‘place of consumption’ 
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(Bauman 2005), a place where the clients are not consumers but are consumed. The 
banks’ customers are commodified and this “process itself reduces humans to the 
status of manufactured and hence profit-driven technologically mediated objects” 
(Braidotti, 2013).
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In the film, this redundant individual, is portrayed by the caller. We know little of his 
life other than that he was a mining engineer. We do know, however, that Carlos does 
not initially recognise him or his story, already dismissed as part of the waste left 
behind. I must say that in the film the caller does not come across as a person for 
whom one might feel a lot of sympathy. Even though at first the audience is drawn to 
do so by showing how little Carlos cared about his fate, the caller’s actions are 
difficult to be condoned. On screen, his aim is reduced to obtaining the money to 
harm both the bank and the banker. In the script, however, he is presented as a 
damaged individual with a noble cause, caring for his disabled son. When I 
interviewed the director, Dani de la Torre, he explained that they decided to remove 
this part because they considered the ending a bit too cheesy and they also decided 
that Lucas should not have redeeming qualities, he is not someone with whom one 
could sympathise and it should be clear that he was obsessed and (to some extent) 
crazy. By doing so, the final shooting script moves away from the first drafts, which 
almost seemed to provide an understanding of the revenge, and instead clarifies that 
harming the bankers would be in no way a condonable action.
Throughout the film we see Carlos calling wealthy customers and asking them to 
invest in a completely safe and secure investment fund, which is no other than the 
bank account from which he is transferring money to the caller, therefore, a fake 
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fund. By doing so, the banker repeats the sales pitch that brought the problem, 
mirroring at the same time the actions of the banks when, knowing that the sale of 
preference shares to individuals were not tolerated by European powers, tried to 
convince customers to invest any remaining money onto a similarly questionable kind 
of shares that, albeit legal, only benefitted the banks.
Carlos character’s arc focuses on the degree to which he cares about the people, the 
degree to which he is able to connect and communicate with them, to understand 
them. Therefore, his journey is one of re-connection, by reducing the ‘noise’ that 
obscures the communication. This ‘noise’ is linked to globalization and capitalism, 
represented in global practices of stock exchange, digital communication, spaces of 
flow and places of consumption
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Throughout the film it is clear that Carlos is disconnected from his own family. He 
doesn’t know his daughter’s friends, he doesn’t discipline his children, he doesn’t go 
to school events, he doesn’t know his wife is seeing someone else, he doesn’t even 
know his marriage was in jeopardy. He is constantly connected to technology, 
checking the share stock during breakfast, talking on the phone to different people, 
processing bank transfers on the move, receiving documents over email. The virtual 
and digital world is one of danger, where people are pranked and broadcasted in 
Youtube against their will, and where one can find the instructions to build a 
homemade bomb with household items. Technology is not friendly but threatening. 
In a sense, the film rejects notions of posthumanism and technology in a nostalgic 
search for a human disconnection from devices.
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(quote)
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Whilst Carlos shares a place with other people, his mind is absent somewhere else, 
usually engaged with some gadget. This produces a disconnection from those around 
him: real and effective communication is not possible. As a consequence, whilst still 
connected to the caller through the hands-free, the impossibility to explain what 
really is happening makes the police think he is behind the threat. Similarly, his 
daughter’s connection to her own phone (and disconnection from what is really 
happening) is also an obstacle, as she doesn’t act on his request to send a message 
for help to her mother, sending instead messages to her boyfriend. Technology here 
does not correlate with Haraway’s ‘cyborg’; the characters do not embrace 
technology to improve the self or humanity, they do not free themselves of the 
dualities that divides them. From the onset, technology is a barrier for dialogue, a 
barrier that dehumanises because it impedes human communication. The solution 
and the resolution comes only from disconnecting oneself from the devices and the 
objects related to the space of flows: from the digital world of bank transfers and 
shares, from the threatening mobile phones, from the traveller’s spaces and the 
modes of transport that are used. 
Real face-to-face and undisrupted communication brings solutions, honesty and the 
best possible outcome. When Sara finally dismisses the phone and engages in 
conversation with Carlos, she will be the one who hints at a way to get the money the 
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caller is asking for. When the phone signals are blocked around the square, Marcos is 
released and taken to the hospital. When Carlos finally and apologetically admits he 
knew they preference shares were wrong, Sara is allowed to leave the car. When 
Carlos and the caller are finally together face-to-face, Carlos finds the way to save his 
life and return to his children. And, in the script, this also allows for the caller to give 
Carlos the USB stick with all the bank accounts and details necessary to move the 
money, permitting Carlos to obtain the whole sum and pass it to the caller’s son. This 
is also done via an envelope in a mailbox, off-the-grid, instead as a bank transfer.
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Place here is a powerful element of meaning, and relevant not just in relation to 
being fully in the same place, but also in relation to ideas of disconnection, isolation 
and even consumption. 
From the opening scene, the audience encounters places of wealth in relation to 
Carlos’ places and objects of consumption: his house, his laptop, his phone, his car. 
The house, far from being an anthropological place where communication and 
socialisation takes place, it contains the individuals. This connotation follows to the 
next place that the characters inhabit: the car. The car is a BMW in the range of 
£45,000, clear symbol of wealth and capitalism, a box that traps the characters in a 
continuous space of flows, both in relation to transport and money transfers. House 
and car are linked as if they were both places of transit, waiting areas where each of 
them awaits before leaving for the real places where they connect to other people: 
the university, the school, the branch. The car here, also a non-place, takes them 
from non-place to non-place whilst carrying the impossibility to step outside it 
without risking their lives. Supermodernity created these spaces at a global scale, 
cities are shaped by the same structures, bound to the same commercial processes, 
all trying to compete at global level. The choice of A Coruña as the setting for a 
narrative on the financial crisis evokes the way in which capitals are not the exclusive 
centres of wealth, headquarters of the global markets. Instead of Madrid or 
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Barcelona, the choice of a small coastal city in a region that until very recently was in 
the developing category within the EU, speaks about the position of the city outside 
their local network and inside a global one, one that not only benefits from what 
globalisation and capitalism can offer but is also at risk from the fluctuations of the 
virtual stock market that sustain them. During the interview, Dani de la Torre also 
added that the choice of a small city was so the cruelty of the banks was highlighted 
further, as in these cities the bank director often knows the customers by first name 
and have known each other for a long time.
The global markets, symbolised by a luxury German car bought (we assume) with the 
profits of sales in stock exchanges, are a trap ready to explode. The promises of 
anthropological places are constantly unfulfilled. The children never enter the school, 
the cash-drop in the gardens doesn’t take place, the square where the car is forced to 
stop in act two has been evacuated and doesn’t serve its purpose, Marta is actually 
not at the university but with Ángel. The rest of places are non-places: places of 
transit, vehicles, places where people and commodities arrive, leave or pass through, 
places that are bare and empty. The only place, thus, that invites settlement is the 
house. However, the disconnection between the family members and its association 
to wealth makes it less a family home and more a place of displaying wealth, a 
passing space. 
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At the end, Carlos gives up both his house and his car, in a journey that takes him 
from the top of the hill to the bottom of the ocean in quite a literal way. 
At the beginning of the film, similarly, the car windows often appear closed, 
suffocating. In act two, in the square, the doors are removed to allow the bomb 
squad to reach the explosives safely. This symbolic detachment from the symbol of 
wealth comes at a key moment: immediately after the bank calls to tell him that he is 
alone in this, shortly after Carlos opens the windows to let the rain clean the blood 
off his hands, right when the phone signals are blocked. 
At the end, the car explodes in the ocean, along with valuables left behind.
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That said, it is not only the car that acts as a main symbolic place. The main visual 
place in the film, the Plaza de Vigo in A Coruña, where the car is surrounded in act 
two, serves as a symbol of both consumption and disruption of the system. It is as if 
the car is made to stop here so Carlos can choose which way he will go, to decide 
which path to follow. On the one hand, this square is famous in the city because of its 
luxury boutiques, famous restaurants, the register office, acclaimed hairdressers, etc. 
It is a place linked to consumption and wealth, to expensive taste and privileged class. 
On the other hand, however, it is also recognised as one of the squares where 
citizen’s protests congregate, the starting point of many protest marches in relation to 
the crisis, the bankers and the political corruption. 

In the film, bare of any meaning, since there are no consumers and no protesters, 
Carlos has the choice to either remain unchanged and continue with his self-
interested approach to life (in essence, remaining a banker), or free himself from the 
capitalist ties and follow a more people-centred approach. The latter will be the 
chosen option, albeit in a much clearer way in the script. Indeed, at the end, we will 
see him doing the inverse journey to pick up his kids and take them to school, he is 
not living there anymore. He has no job and it is unclear if he has separated or not, 
but he is seen happily following with his fingers the rhythm of a song, declining a job 

20



offer from the bank, driving an old second-hand car, welcoming his children and wife 
with a warming smile and, finally, having light banter with his kids in the car… of 
course, with no gadgets in sight!
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