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    PHILIP K. DICK


    AMERICAN WRITER


    
      	Born in Chicago, Illinois (USA) in 1928.


      	Died in Santa Ana, California (USA) in 1982.


      	Notable works:


      	The Man in the High Castle (1962), novel


      	A Scanner Darkly (1977), novel


      	Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said (1974), novel

    


    Philip K. Dick was an American writer who began publishing short stories in the early 1950s. Although these early efforts received little attention, his novels began to garner acclaim in the 1960s, with The Man in the High Castle receiving a Hugo award in 1962. He worked predominantly in the science fiction genre and enjoyed a large amount of mainstream success, despite the complex and philosophical nature of his subjects. Dick was a prolific writer, publishing 44 novels and around 120 short stories before his death at the age of 53. His work has been some of the most influential ever published in the science fiction genre and has spawned numerous film adaptations, including Total Recall (1990), Minority Report (2002), A Scanner Darkly (2006) and most famously, Blade Runner (1982), which was released just a few weeks after Dick’s premature death.

  


  
    DO ANDROIDS DREAM OF ELECTRIC SHEEP?


    THE NOVEL THAT INSPIRED BLADE RUNNER


    
      	Genre: science fiction novel


      	Reference edition: Dick, P. K. (2007) Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? London: Gollancz.


      	1st edition: 1968


      	Themes: humanity, empathy, technology, environment, war

    


    Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? is arguably Philip K. Dick’s most famous novel, largely due to its status as the source material for the blockbuster film Blade Runner starring Harrison Ford. The novel itself is a subtle and nuanced exploration of major talking points of the late 1960s; a time when war and technology were at the forefront of public consciousness. It follows Rick Deckard, a bounty hunter living in a dystopian version of San Francisco working for the police department tracking down and “retiring” humanoid robots known as androids.


    The novel patiently examines the concept of humanity, and a central problem of the novel is Rick’s difficulty in killing the androids because of their human appearances. It also engages with hypothetical situations around technology and the fallout from war. These two themes were pertinent when the book was written, at the height of the Cold War, but are equally poignant today in the face of environmental crises and technology’s ever-increasing influence over our lives.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THOSE POOR ANDYS


    Rick Deckard and his wife Iran wake up in their apartment on another day in the grey, radiation-soaked world of post-apocalyptic 1992 San Francisco. They start their day by arguing over what to set Iran’s mood to using their Penfield mood organ, a device that allows them to feel a certain way just by turning a dial. Iran refuses to become artificially happy, and snaps at Rick: she accuses him of being a murderer-for-hire in his job as a bounty hunter charged with “retiring” androids. There are six androids on his list when he goes into work that day, an injury to his colleague meaning that he has become the head bounty hunter. The six on his list are a highly intelligent new design called the Nexus-6, one of which has already hospitalised a bounty hunter trying to retire it.


    Rick’s home life reflects the majority of the inhabitants of San Francisco. He watches Buster Friendly, a television personality on the air 24/7, while his wife practices Mercerism, a religion emphasising empathy, making it off-limits to androids who supposedly cannot feel this most human emotion. He tends to his sheep, who lives on the roof, animals being so scarce and frequently extinct that owning an animal has become a status symbol as well as a moral duty. Rick chats with his neighbour from across the roof, who owns a horse. Eventually, Rick will confide in this neighbour, revealing that his sheep is actually a cheaper, electric forgery.


    THE VOIGT-KAMPFF TEST


    Rick flies off to the headquarters of the Rosen Association to check that the android-detection test used by bounty hunters can be effective on the new, highly-advanced Nexus-6 models. In running the test on Rachael Rosen, he discovers that she is an android, despite believing herself to be human. Safe in the knowledge that the test works, he returns to San Francisco, where he is joined by a Soviet officer in tracking the androids. The Soviet policeman is discovered to be an android on his list and Rick retires him, earning a bounty in the process. He then flies to his next target, an android by the name of Luba Luft, who is attempting to pass for human by posing as an opera singer. While Rick is testing Luba, she calls the police, accusing him of pretending to be a police officer. A police officer takes Rick to a different and unknown police station somewhere in San Francisco staffed with officers and bounty hunters of its own. The police chief of this alternative station accuses Rick of being an android with implanted memories, while Rick’s list has the chief’s name on it. Rick then meets Phil Resch, a bounty hunter with this alternative department, and the chief reveals to Rick that he is an android, as is everyone else in the building. Resch returns and kills the chief, believing himself to be the only human in the station. Although Rick believes Resch to be an android, he allows him to accompany him while he retires Luba Luft.


    With the singer retired, Rick tests Resch and discovers that he is human after all. Rick is confused, as Resch seemed so cold and merciless in his retiring of the opera singer that his behaviour was far closer to that of an android than a human. Rick tests himself and discovers that he feels empathy for androids. Rick then buys a goat for himself and his wife with his bounty rewards, a gift that makes his wife extremely happy despite the cost and without the aid of the Penfield mood organ. Although Rick is tired, his boss telephones him to say there are still three androids on his list and their location has been discovered.


    CHICKENHEADS


    Meanwhile, John Isidore manages to hold down a job driving for the electronic animal company despite being a low-IQ “chickenhead”, a man whose mind has been ravaged by the radiation. He lives alone in a building in the suburbs that is slowly being overrun by kipple (clutter that increases exponentially). Despite his deficiencies, he is a very kind man who is devoted to Mercerism and feels empathy even with spiders. He hears a noise in another apartment that he believed to be empty. Upon inspection he finds Pris, a woman living there alone who seems frightened of everything, although she does eventually allow him to spend some time with her. Lacking confidence and always stuttering, his chance to prove himself comes when Pris has some friends come to see her. The three of them reveal that they are wanted by the authorities and need protection. Eventually Isidore realises that they are androids, but being so empathetic, he vows to help them regardless. The androids staying with Isidore are the last three on Rick’s list and they set up traps and hatch plans for when the bounty hunter will come to find them. They treat Isidore poorly and torture a spider he finds, but he remains steadfast in his devotion, even when they gloat at the Buster Friendly broadcast declaring Mercerism a hoax.


    THE SHOWDOWN AND THE TOAD


    Rick asks the android Rachael Rosen to help him track down the last three Nexus-6 models, and she agrees. They meet in a hotel and sleep with each other (although it is illegal for humans and androids to have sex), and they lament that Rachael only lives for a few short years as they are in love with each other. Later, Rachael tells Rick that she only slept with him to stop him retiring the androids and that it was a tactic she had used often with other bounty hunters. He does not kill her, which she believes proves that her technique has worked. He leaves her and goes after the final three androids.


    Outside the building, Isidore tells Rick that retiring the androids is wrong, but once inside Rick feels the presence of Mercer, who advises him of the path to success. He retires the androids without much trouble, despite Isidore not helping. He has accomplished a feat that no bounty hunter had ever managed before, to retire six of the most advanced androids in one day. He returns home to Iran, who is devastated and reveals that an android matching Rachael Rosen’s description came while he was away and threw their prized goat off the roof. Exhausted and distraught, Rick heads out into the desert to remove himself from the stresses of his life. He climbs a hill and is hit by rocks as he does so. He reflects on how this is similar to the experience one has when connected with Mercer. His day takes another dramatic twist when he finds a toad among the rocks; believed to be extinct, the toad could fetch him and his wife untold riches. He quickly rushes home and shows his wife the toad, but she immediately discovers that it is a robot, and that Rick’s dream of owning an extinct animal has not come true. Although crestfallen, he is barely able to keep himself awake. While he sleeps, Iran calls the electronic animal store to enquire about electronic flies for the toad to eat.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    RICK DECKARD


    Rick Deckard is the main character in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? He works as a bounty hunter in the San Francisco Police Department and is married to Iran Deckard. It is through Rick that Dick explores the novel’s major themes, such as humanity and technology. Rick’s gradual realisation that he empathises with the androids he is supposed to be retiring, and his reliance on certain technologies is one of the central conflicts of the novel. Despite his more philosophical concerns regarding empathy, Rick still puts his faith in technologies such as the Penfield mood organ when he tells his wife “‘Dial 888’ […] The desire to watch TV, no matter what’s on it” (p.4). His contradictions and confusions over the proper course of action position him in an ‘everyman’ role in the novel when compared with the other male characters created by Dick.


    One of Rick’s main motivations for his bounty hunting work is his desire to own animals. When he reveals to his neighbour in the opening pages that his sheep is an electronic replica, he tells him “I want to have an animal; I keep trying to buy one. But on my salary, on what a city employee makes–” (p.10). The owning of the false animal is a source of great shame and anxiety, and Rick continuously finds an excuse to check his “Sidney’s guide” to see the value of any animal he encounters. His two most joyous moments in the novel come from buying a black Nubian goat with his bounty money, and then later finding what he believes to be a living toad. However, Dick leaves Rick’s motivation for owning the animals ambiguous. It is tempting to assume he is only interested in the status that comes from owning a rare animal, but we read that he is “crestfallen” and that “his face fell by degrees” (p.211) when he discovers the toad is a false animal. Just as Rick has learned to feel empathy for androids and to see them beyond their mechanical function, he seems conflicted as to whether animals are worth owning merely for status, or as creatures in their own right. If it was only for status, then the false animal would provide him with the same status as a real animal.


    JOHN ISIDORE


    John Isidore is a chickenhead or a “special”, a term given to those humans left on Earth with radiation-induced low-IQs, who are not legally allowed to emigrate to Mars with the “normal” people. However, he is a proud man despite his flaws, and holds down a job at the Van Ness Pet Hospital, where he drives the vehicle for transporting the false animals. He is a fan of Buster Friendly, who he has on his television nearly constantly, and a staunch believer in Mercerism. Isidore is the most overtly empathetic character in the novel. He lives in a “giant, empty, decaying building” (p.12) which had been well-maintained prior to the war and which reflects his mental state. Isolated and alone, Isidore retreats into Mercerism to feel connection with the other people who see him as less than human.


    Moghadam and Porugiv write that “Mercerism creates a virtual space (a fantasy) that gives the coordinates to the participator’s desire of being recognised by an Other in an otherwise empty, lonely existence” (Moghadam & Porugiv, 2018:13). This loneliness is relieved and subsequently taken advantage of when Pris and the other fugitive androids come to stay with him. Isidore sees them as humans even though they treat him as the chickenhead society says he is. Despite the androids torturing a spider he finds, Isidore does not betray them to Rick Deckard when he arrives looking for them. Dick’s characterisation of Isidore is less simplistic than the chickenhead name suggests. He is the character in the novel who is regarded as sub-human and yet demonstrates the most celebrated of human characteristics in his kindness, generosity and empathy.


    RACHAEL ROSEN (AND OTHER ANDROIDS)


    Rachael Rosen is the first android we meet. Initially, she is presented as an employee of the Rosen foundation but eventually, following the Voigt-Kampff test, it is discovered that she is an android. This is the first time that Dick lets the reader know that androids can sometimes believe they are human through the implantation of false memories. Because of this, it becomes impossible to predict which characters in the novel are androids and which are not. Rachael later sleeps with Rick and reveals she has feelings for him: “‘I love you
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