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     Many popular film critics criticized Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner for a “lack of story.”  As Roger Ebert said, “It looks fabulous, it uses special effects to create a new world of its own, but it is thin in its human story.”
  Scott is particularly known for his ability to create an incredible mise-en-scene.  However, his critics claim that, in Blade Runner, the backdrop overpowers the characters and storyline.  I believe that this criticism stems from a misunderstanding of Scott’s work.  He has said of his films, “The set is the statement.”
  Blade Runner is based on Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep, a novel by Phillip Dick.  As Rachela Morrison points out, 

Throughout his works Dick creates worlds in which concepts can be dramatized by metaphor. This is not to say that he creates allegories for his beliefs; rather, he creates worlds where philosophical questions can be animated and allowed to play among themselves and between his readers and the text. This play is intensified in the world of Blade Runner.

Blade Runner is certainly a “philosophical film” – in which the characters and mise-en-scene act together to portray an interplay of ideas about the nature of man, God, animal, and cyborg.  

     Furthermore, Blade Runner is a postmodernist film; the uncertainty of plot and causality are intentional conventions used to depict a world of “many meanings.”  To increase this effect, fast cutting is used throughout much of the early part of the film before we know much of the characters or plot.
  This creates confusion and forces the audience to work on their own to construct the fabula.  It is through this interpretive work that the film fulfills its purpose.  The beauty of postmodernist art is found in the exploration of the intricate maze of possible interpretations.  Scott has intentionally created a landscape of thought that is ambiguous and multi-dimensional.  There are many angles from which we can construe the film.  This approach makes the film intimately individual – each person, in approaching the film, has the opportunity to flesh out new meaning.  In this paper I hope to traverse new passages within the maze by examining similarities between Scott’s philosophical landscape and Kirkegaard’s Fear and Trembling.   

     Blade Runner is a hybrid of multiple film genres, primarily science fiction and film noir.  Scott accomplishes this combination by including conventions from both genres.  The film is pervaded by trench coats, dark shadowy sets, 40’s hairstyles, and ceiling fans, and even has a “femme fatale” – all conventions of film noir.  Furthermore, the main character – Deckard – is sent on an investigation that takes him along “a trail of corruption [that] leads deep into society itself.”
  In particular, the fans and constantly shifting background lighting in Blade Runner suggest a deterministic circular motion representative of the inevitable power of the machine of society (even the flying cars are called “spinners”).  All of the characters – except perhaps Tyrell – are caught up in this environment that is ever shifting, outside of their control.  

     Many of the science fiction conventions are quite obvious: cybernetic beings, flying cars, and a futuristic setting.  One of the most important science fiction themes – as far as Blade Runner is concerned – is the exploration and continuation of the frontier.  As Janice Rushing and Thomas Frentz write in Projecting the Shadow, “Much of science fiction…continues the frontier theme of moving outward from the urban/earth core to explore and settle new colonies in outer space.”
  This theme is particularly important when seen in combination with film noir.  “Blade Runner’s film noir connection suggests that the movie is an internal examination of what the frontier myth has wrought through external expansion….”
  So, Blade Runner can be seen as a journey into the dark heart of civilization to examine the corruption and evil brought about by expansive imperialism.  

     Furthermore, this understanding of “one genre short-circuiting another”
 brings out a central theme in the philosophical landscape of Blade Runner and Phillip K. Dick novels: dialectical contraries obscured by ambiguity.
  Morrison states that, “…if we wish to speak in terms of theme, Blade Runner, is ‘about’ coming to terms with the polar oppositions of the world and of the human psyche.”
  The film takes on the form of Hegelian dialectic – where thesis is contrasted by antithesis, and ultimately a synthesis emerges.  However, the contraries are not clearly distinguished – they are blurred into one another by the pervading darkness and fog.  The central opposition in the film – between human and replicant – is consistently obscured.  From the beginning scene on, the replicants seem “more human” than the humans.  They display a wide variety of emotions, from fear to love to hate.  In contrast, the humans in the film are rather flat and emotionless characters.  Oppositions are created and obscured throughout the film through the intricate use of darkness, fog, rain, shadows, mirrors and windows.  According to Morrison, “This dichotomy and the fog which prevents clear separation of apparent antimonies is the pivotal philosophical tenet on which Dick has based much of his work.”
  Thus, this hazy opposition is an integral portion of the philosophical landscape of “Blade Runner.”  It provides us with a means for translating Scott’s setting and characters into ideas.

     William Blake is one of Dick’s key influences.  It is evident through the film that Scott was aware of this influence.  In the scene in the eye factory, Batty quotes (actually misquotes) a line from Blake’s “America: A Prophesy.” 

Fiery the Angels fell, while thunder roared around their shores, burning with the fires of Orc.

This evokes images of the rebellion of angels and therefore Paradise Lost.  Morrison suggests that Dick and Scott – in using Blake – are evoking the “Western tradition of seeing the Fall as correlative to the bifurcation of the human psyche and life as our striving to reinstate wholeness.”
  Consequently, the dual opposites in the film can be seen as fragments of the human psyche. 

     The embodiments of the human/replicant contraries are Rick Deckard and Roy 

Batty.  Deckard is the tired and depressed human who has been dehumanized by the pressures of a capitalistic and imperialistic society.  He has – so to speak – become a part of the whirling, spinning machine.  Batty is a replicant who has returned to earth seeking life from his creator.  He has rebelled from his role in society and embodies the spirit of freedom and revolution.  This is evidenced in his actions as well as his words.  He is “burning with the fires of Orc.”  As Doll and Faller point out, “Orc represents the inherent spirit in an individual to overthrow tyranny.”
  So, Deckard and Batty represent opposites of each other – particularly in the relationship between themselves and society.  Batty also seems to be capable of an empathy for his fellow kind which Deckard has long ago lost – probably as a result of his occupation.

     Given the conception above, of duals as fragments of a human psyche, we can interpret the relationship between Deckard and Batty even further.  Perhaps Deckard and Batty are really fragments of the same person; they are two portions of a “bifurcated human psyche.”  This brings a new light to the images of mirrors and shadow in the film.  Batty could be seen as Deckard’s “mirror image” or his shadow.  This first becomes apparent in the scene where Deckard “retires” Zhora.  While he is shooting her she busts through a series of windows – which reflect Deckard’s image.
  The breaking of the windows would represent the beginning of Deckard’s realizing that he and the replicants are one and the same.  Afterward, he must fight “the shakes” with alcohol – evidencing the fact that his conscience is at odds with his actions.

     Rushing and Frentz’s interpretation of the eyes theme in Blade Runner compliments this fragmented psyche interpretation.  Under their interpretation, “‘not seeing’ reflects the humans’ refusal…to recognize and to take moral responsibility for their technological shadow.”
  Infusing this into my scheme, one could say that this “refusal to recognize the shadow” is the source for the continuing fragmentation of the psyche.  It is as if one portion of oneself did not recognize another; blindness is a perfect symbolism for this state.  

     Importantly, the resolution of this Hegelian dialectic is a synthesis, just as Blade Runner is a synthesis between science fiction and film noir.  Therefore, the human must attempt to put himself back together.  Deckard must realize that Batty “is himself.”  As Rushing and Frentz say, “He must face his shadow and ‘see’ that his projections are himself.”
  In doing this he can once again become a “whole” person.  A blade is an apt representation of this experience.  A blade has two faces, each one seemingly distinct.  However, as one reaches the edge of the blade the two faces become one – each becomes the other.
  

     The film represents the process of Deckard’s approaching the edge of the blade (and ultimately running along it).  During the final battle with Batty there is a sequence of barriers that are broken.  Batty smashes his hand through the wall between himself and Deckard.  Batty then smashes his head through a wall toward Deckard.  Thus, the free and animal within Deckard (Batty) is asserting itself, forcing the “submissive Deckard” to come to grips with it.  Ultimately the two halves are united as Batty dies on the roof.  A close-up lap dissolve between Batty and Deckard’s faces signifies this moment of unity.  Batty sacrificed himself for Deckard – as symbolized by the nail through the hand and by saving Deckard from falling – and thereby was able to live on “within” Deckard.  This could be the meaning of the release of the dove: that Batty would be a continuing presence for Deckard.  With this we can see that there are two “Deckards” in the film: the Deckard before the unification (submissive Deckard) and the Deckard after unification (that is, Deckard + Batty).  There are several indicators that Deckard, after the rooftop scene, contains his counterpart Batty.  First of all, he is defiant of his authorities; he has broken free of society’s grasp and is running away with Rachael, his love (who is, appropriately, a replicant).  Secondly, in the rooftop scene when he is last seen by the row of fans, the fans appear to be stopping.  Furthermore, the shifting lights in the background do not appear after this.  I have identified these two symbols with the overbearing power of society.  Therefore, their cessation represents a “breaking free of the cycle.”  Under this interpretation, even the grimmer ending of the Director’s Cut is still somewhat positive.  Deckard has reassembled himself and is embarking into a “true” life.  This is, however, countered by the uncertainty concerning how long he can survive while bucking the system.

     Now that we have a framework in place we can begin a comparison between Blade Runner and Fear and Trembling.  In Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard presents us with a description of a type of person that he calls a “knight of faith,” the archetype of which is Abraham.  He also describes a second type of person, the “knight of resignation,” that is identical to the tragic hero.  A “knight of faith” must first pass through resignation on his path to faith.  To explain these concepts Kierkegaard uses an example of a swain who has fallen in love with a princess.  His love for the princess is true, but it is impossible for him to consummate his love – for he is a mere swain and she is a princess.  Instead of forgetting his love, the knight makes the move of resignation,

…the knight remembers everything, but precisely this remembrance is pain, and yet by the infinite resignation he is reconciled with existence.  Love for the princess became for him the expression for an eternal love, assumed a religious character, was transfigured into a love for the Eternal Being, which did to be sure deny him the fulfillment of his love, yet reconciled him again by the eternal consciousness of its validity in the form of eternity, which no reality can take from him.

So, the knight of resignation removes himself to infinity by transforming his love for the princess into a love for the “Eternal Being” – love itself.  This makes him safe from any influence of finite reality.  He has made “Ein Seliger Sprung in die Ewigkeit (A blissful leap into eternity).”
  This movement of infinite resignation is brought about by an intense passion that cannot be fulfilled within this world.  

     Now, if we place the knight of faith within the same situation,

He makes exactly the same movements as the other knight, infinitely renounces claim to the love which is the content of his life…but then occurs the prodigy, he makes still another movement more wonderful than all, for he says, ‘I believe nevertheless that I shall get her, in virtue, that is, of the absurd….”

Thus, the knight of faith renounces the finite and gains it too – through faith in the absurd.  “He recognizes the possibility, and that very instant he believes the absurd.”
  As a Christian existentialist, faith is – for Kierkegaard – “the paradox of life and existence.”  It is what allows us to live and create meaning within this world.  The knight of faith is “the heir apparent to the finite, whereas the knight of resignation is a stranger and a foreigner.”
  The knight of faith is independent of finite reality; however, he is able to enjoy and accept the finite.  The knight of resignation is unable to accept the finite manifestation of his passion and for this reason he is a “stranger and a foreigner” in this world.

     Given the “fragmented psyche” interpretation above, these concepts can be applied to “Blade Runner.”  Each “part” of the unified Deckard represents one of Kierkegaard’s “movements.”  Batty is the movement of resignation and Deckard is the movement of faith.  It is easy to see Batty as a knight of infinite resignation.  His passion is to gain “more life.”  During the majority of the film he is seeking this end.  When he discovers that he cannot attain it he experiences deep anguish that first leads him to bitterness and hatred.  However, these emotions ultimately give way to resignation.  In the rooftop scene Deckard leaps from one building to the next but is unsuccessful; he hangs from the edge of the roof unable to pull himself up.  Batty however makes a soaring leap from one building to the other.  This represents his movement of resignation – “a blissful leap into eternity.”  In making this movement his passion transforms from a “love for his own life” into a “love for life itself” which is fulfilled in his rescue of Deckard.  In this one moment Batty has pushed himself from the face of the earth.  This aligns with his subsequent peaceful death and the release of the dove.  The dove symbolizes his accent into the infinite; he is no longer dependent on this world (Kierkegaard actually uses doves as a symbol for the knight of resignation’s “messengers”).
  As Batty represents resignation, Deckard represents faith.  On the rooftop Batty leaves “this world” whereas Deckard remains.  Deckard is able to return, with this “love of life itself” (represented in part by his love of Rachael), into the finite.  He hurries off to do his best to save Rachael and himself.  In the face of impending doom – evidenced by Gaf’s comment “Too bad she won’t live” – Deckard “believes nevertheless that he shall get her, in virtue, that is, of the absurd.”  Thus, once combined, the fragments of Deckard are capable of making the movements of the knight of faith.  

     Therefore, the unified Deckard is “heir apparent to the finite.”  As Abraham was promised to become a great nation, Deckard is the only person in the film who is suited to carrying on within the new world – a world of human and replicant.  It therefore becomes important that Deckard’s identity be ambiguous (i.e. Is he human or replicant), for he is in some sense a synthesis of human and replicant – the only one capable of thriving within the new reality.  However, unlike Abraham, he has no promise from God.  This is particularly evident given the ending to the Director’s Cut.  While he is the only symbol of promise for the next generation, his fate is uncertain.  
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