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In the past, humanity has shown a penchant for delineating an 'us' and a 'them,'  a sort of 

discrimination implanted into human society by cultural differences.  In more recent days, this 

cultural drive to arbitrarily identify 'the others' has been largely relaxed. Such differences are 

now comfortably seen, on an intellectual level at least, to be a local construct, a piece of 

technology even, created and used by various members of a sort of universal human definition in 

different circumstances.  This carefully objective view of other cultures may be hard to maintain, 

however, in the face of an influx of perceived outsiders seeking jobs and recognition.

In Ridley Scott's Blade Runner, the new immigrants who will be the target of human 

muttering, replacing them in the workforce and driving the outsourcing of formerly human jobs 

will be the replicants, or man-made androids produced by the Tyrell Corporation.    They can 

withstand harsher working conditions, take low wages, or none at all under the laws of the 

future, are physically superior to humans, and are rapidly becoming the psychological equals of 

humans.  For many humans, especially the impoverished left on Earth, the last tenuous hair of 

superiority that they hold over the replicants comes through legislative discrimination and 

physical separation.  These measures, such as the ban on replicant immigration to Earth, are 

enforced by Blade Runners such as Deckard, special and presumably human police units who 

summarily execute replicants found trespassing outside the authorized areas.  Especially 

problematic, however, is that these machines are, by the latest model, totally biological and have 

been made more psychologically complete through the implantation of human memories, truly 

living up to the Tyrell Corporation's motto, “More Human Than Human.”  If the replicants so 

resemble humans, then, how does the 'us' of human society effectively delineate the replicants as 
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'them?'  Some, such as Deckard, are able to reveal these memories as fabricated implants and not 

“human” memories, arguing then that they are stories and “lies.”  Human acculturation, however, 

is shown to be not all that different from replicant memory implantation, and this similarity 

perhaps is too close for human comfort.  It is shown in the film that the process of replicant 

memory implantation, though designed by Tyrell as a homogenizing or integrating force, 

actually induces the humans to maintain an arbitrary culturally held separation between 

themselves and the replicants.  

The idea of emotionally acculturating the replicants with memories was initially an 

exercise designed to fill in that last difference that was used to comfortably and tangibly 

distinguish humans from replicants.   Early replicants resembled humans already on a physical 

level, and in fact much of their internal workings were already “biological,” just like those of 

humans.  This visual similarity is exemplified in various graphical ways, such as the murky and 

visually obfuscating dark lighting that pervades the film, as well as the corpse-like appearance of 

the dead replicants.  Despite the impracticality of visually or, it is suggested, biologically 

distinguishing a replicant, Blade Runners could count on psychological tests such as the Voight-

Kampff test to exploit that last bit of inconsistency between replicants and humans, their cultural 

expectations regarding emotion.  By asking a series of emotionally loaded questions and closely 

observing the subject's emotional responses and their physiological reactions, such as pupil 

dilation, it was possible for Blade Runners to easily identify early replicants, who would not 

have the cultural background to react as a human would.  Even this measure, however, designed 

to preserve some idea of the special status of humans, has ossified and placed in technological 

boxes and benchmarks human society's concept of a person.
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In a probably unintended side effect, this quantification of humanness has made it easy to 

mechanically imitate, as Tyrell merely has to follow these strictly outlined human emotional 

traditions and acculturate the replicants accordingly.  Originally, the replicants suffered from a 

design feature known as “accelerated decrepitude,” where replicants had a maximum lifespan of 

four years, ostensibly to curb the development of unstable and rebellious tendencies, but also 

possibly as a form of planned obsolescence to ensure a steady market for Tyrell to sell new 

models.  This short lifespan, however, resulted in the incongruous appearance of an apparently 

human adult with an abnormally low level of psychological maturity, precisely what the Voight-

Kampff test targetted.  In short, the replicants did not fully resemble those preconceptions that 

society implants in its members as to what a human should act like.  The resulting attempt to 

improve their products, and perhaps in hopes of increasing human tolerance of the replicants, 

involves the implantation of human memories into the replicants, giving them the emotional 

experience to react more appropriately, even under mechanized scrutiny, to Voight-Kampff 

questions.  This is demonstrated in a scene where Deckard tests an experimental replicant named 

Rachael, finding that the number of questions needed to establish a positive identification has 

increased by a factor of ten.  In Rachael's case, these memories are indeed just as functional as a 

human's, as evidenced by her ability to play a piano in her first real encounter with the 

instrument, based on her implanted memories alone.  On the practical level, then, machine 

memories are now implied to be the equivalent of human memories, with the only difference 

lying in their socially acknowledged authenticity.  This makes it conceivable that in short order, 

the only difference left to focus on will be one's status as “artificial” or “real.”

This arbitrary labeling becomes even more central as yet another tangibly valid method of 
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differentiation, the psychological one, is shattered.  The functioning of memories in replicants 

suggests that not only the replicants' biology, but even the human mind and the laborious process 

of raising, educating, and socializing it can be replaced or mimicked by analogous cybernetic 

devices, especially since human memories can potentially just as artificial or contrived as the 

memories designed to be given to the replicants.  Although Deckard eventually debunks the 

validity of Rachael's implanted memories by demonstrating knowledge, given to him by the 

replicant manufacturer Tyrell, of Rachael's childhood memories and proving their fabrication, 

the implanted memories are, for all intents and purposes, not much different from the cultural 

socialization that society offers humans.  Just as each society decides on a set of experiences that 

each individual should have in order to function effectively, Tyrell's implantation of memories 

mimics a similar acculturation process.  Even more telling, however, is the fact that humans and 

replicants both acculturate through similarly technological means.  While replicants receive 

literal implants, human cultural information is disseminated in a variety of ways, including 

implantation through technological bombardment of the senses, as shown by an electronic blimp 

in the second scene that advocates the use of a replicant as a “tireless field hand.”

Perhaps as a result of these implanted memories, Blade Runner suggests that, while 

machines have up till now been emotionless tools, easily and quantifiably identified by empirical 

means like Voight-Kampff, they may become so human-like that we may even become 

emotionally dependent upon them, a role previously reserved solely for other humans.  Even 

though he has been indoctrinated to see replicants as potentially problematic tools, and specially 

trained and equipped to pinpoint the minute differences between human and replicant, the Blade 

Runner Deckard sees the replicant Rachael emotionally supplant a role that would normally be 
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filled by another human.  This is portrayed through his attraction to Rachael as shown by his 

physical advances, emotional conversation, and his reluctance to seriously pursue and kill her.  A 

similar dynamic is shown by J.M. Sebastian, who has created small androids as his “friends.”  If 

we assume Deckard to be human, then the increasingly human qualities of the replicants is 

exemplified as similar emotional reactions can be seen in the replicants as well, such as Roy's 

howls of anguish upon finding Pris, the last of his replicant companions, dead, or his apparent 

anger at finding no way to slow their “accelerated decrepitude,” or four year lifespans. 

Apparently, not only are physical distinctions between humans and replicants becoming largely 

irrelevant for identification, but so are psychological and even social roles.  As a result of the 

increasingly small differences in actual behavior, we see an increasingly heavy emphasis on the 

arbitrary basis of whether a humanoid is manufactured or born.

One reaction to the increasingly striking interchangeability of humans and replicants 

becomes evident in the laws of human civilization in Blade Runner shoulder the burden of 

asserting arbitrary human supremacy.   In legal terms, human society uses the Blade Runners to 

socially restrict the movement of replicants, thereby also limiting their freedom, but even this 

system is increasingly losing its effectiveness as a means of discrimination.  While replicants are 

banned by law from the crowded, ecologically destroyed slum of earth, populated mainly by 

impoverished people and artificial animals, the majority of the common humans on earth are 

effectively banned by financial circumstances from leaving for the off-world colonies.  In this 

sense, they are just as restricted as the replicants, and possibly even more so, as evidenced by the 

ability of replicants to use their superior physical prowess to infiltrate Earth.  The increasing 

freedom of movement demonstrated by the replicants is shown on more literal levels as well, as 
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in a scene in which Roy completes the jump from one building to another, the jump that 

Deckard, the Blade Runner and the strong arm of humanity, cannot.  More importantly, as the 

Blade Runners begin to lose their effectiveness in maintaining human superiority with respect to 

law enforcement, the last bastion of the humans, their privileged social and economic status, may 

begin to erode in practical terms, leaving behind only the law's perhaps unquantifiable but 

psychologically powerful anti-replicant wording.

Faced with the rapid disappearance of areas in which humans can quantitatively best 

replicants, these arbitrary laws can be seen as an expression of human society's larger need to 

seek some sort of self-validation.  In this way, just as the replicants are acculturated with 

implanted memories, humans are acculturated through experience to elevate themselves by 

objectifying the replicants.  Examples pervade the film, ranging from the female replicants' 

occupations as stripper on Zhora's part and “pleasure model” for Pris, to the human genetic 

engineer J.M. Sebastian's automatic attitude towards Pris and Roy as highly complex gadgets. 

“Show me what you can do,” he says upon meeting them, displaying an attitude similar to what 

one would show when evaluating a new computer.  A bias towards the authentic, by which we 

mean non-artificial, extends to other applications as well.  For example, possession of a real 

animal, as opposed to an artificial imitation, is seen as a status symbol only affordable to the 

best, most successful people of society.  In the legal arena, rogue replicants are said to be hunted 

down and “retired,” rather than, say, murdered or even executed, as in the accepted cultural 

memory, they are not viewed as people.

Or are they?  Does the fact that humanity perceives so few tangible differences between 

humans and replicants that it feels the need to arbitrarily discriminate truly make the replicants 
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less human?  Or does it perversely imply enough anthropomorphic qualities to elevate them to 

the status of a new culture?  No one is racist against objects like, say, pencils, and Roy points out 

the experiences of a replicant as unique, having “seen things you people wouldn't believe.” 

Perhaps these unique experiences are being funneled into a new, similarly discriminatory society 

of replicants, one that might view humans as heathen natives to the human image of replicants as 

inhuman foreigners.   
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“This paper represents my own work in accordance with University regulations.”

-Alan Yang
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