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INTRODUCTION TO PHILIP K.
DICK’S MASTERPIECE

In the pantheon of science fiction
literature, few novels have resonated as
deeply or posed questions as unsettling
as Philip K. Dick’s 1968 classic, Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? While
many people know the story through its
cinematic adaptation, Blade Runner, the

original novel offers a richer, more
philosophically complex exploration of
what it means to be human. A
comprehensive Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep summary must go
beyond the plot to examine the novel’s
core themes: empathy, reality, and the
fragile boundary between human and
machine. Set in a post-apocalyptic San
Francisco, the story follows Rick
Deckard, a bounty hunter tasked with
“retiring” rogue androids. But the novel
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quickly becomes a profound meditation
on the nature of life itself. For readers
seeking a deeper understanding of this
literary touchstone, this article provides
a detailed breakdown of the plot,
characters, symbols, and enduring
significance of Dick’s work.

THE DYSTOPIAN WORLD OF THE
NOVEL

To appreciate any Do Androids Dream
of Electric Sheep summary, one must
first understand the world Philip K. Dick
creates. The story takes place in 2021,
years after a devastating global war
known as World War Terminus. The
conflict has left Earth’s surface covered
in radioactive dust, known as “kipple,”
which slowly decays everything it
touches. Most animal species have gone

extinct, and those that remain are
incredibly rare and valuable. The human
population has been decimated, and
those who can afford to do so have
emigrated to off-world colonies, leaving
behind a scattered, desolate populace.

This ruined environment is not just a
backdrop; it is a central character. The
pervasive dust and decay symbolize the
emotional and moral decay of a society
struggling to hold onto its humanity.
Those who remain on Earth are often
classified as “specials”—individuals with
genetic damage caused by the radiation,
who are considered intellectually and
emotionally inferior. The novel creates a
world where genuine connection is
scarce, and where people have turned to
artificiality to fill the void left by the loss
of nature and community.
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PLOT SUMMARY: RICK
DECKARD'’S JOURNEY

The Bounty
Hunter’'s Mission

A proper Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep summary begins with
Rick Deckard, a bounty hunter working
for the San Francisco Police Department.
Deckard’s job is to “retire” runaway
androids—biologically engineered beings
virtually identical to humans—that have
escaped from the off-world colonies and
returned to Earth. The latest models, the
Nexus-6 androids, are so advanced that
they are physically indistinguishable
from humans in every way except one:

their lack of empathy.

To identify these androids, bounty
hunters use the Voight-Kampff test, an
advanced psychological exam that
measures empathetic responses to
morally charged questions. The test is
designed to provoke a subtle emotional
reaction that an android cannot
genuinely replicate. The novel opens
with Deckard testing a suspect, but the
mission quickly escalates when he learns
that six Nexus-6 androids, led by the
charismatic Roy Baty, have arrived on
Earth after murdering their human
owners on Mars.

Deckard’s primary goal is to hunt down
and kill these six androids. However, the
simplicity of this mission is deceptive. As
he progresses, the ethical and
philosophical foundations of his work



begin to erode.

The Androids and
Their Targets

The six androids Deckard must retire
are: Max Polokov, Irmgard Baty, Pris
Stratton, Roy Baty, Luba Luft, and
Garland. Each has integrated into human
society in various ways—Luba Luft, for
instance, works as an opera singer at a
local theater. As Deckard tracks them
down, he is forced to confront the fact
that these beings possess intelligence,
self-awareness, and even a desire for
survival. They are not mindless
machines; they exhibit fear, cunning,
and a capacity for violence.

A key turning point in any Do Androids
Dream of Electric Sheep summary is
Deckard’s encounter with Luba Luft.
When he attempts to test her, she calls
the police and has him arrested. While in
custody, he meets another bounty
hunter named Phil Resch, who seems to
enjoy his work far too much. Resch’s
coldness and lack of empathy make
Deckard question whether the police
themselves might be androids. This
meeting forces Deckard to confront the
unsettling possibility that the difference
between human and android is not as
clear-cut as he once believed.

The Role of the
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Electric Sheep

Central to the novel—and to any
thorough Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep summary—is the
symbolic importance of the electric
sheep. Deckard owns a real sheep, but it
dies, and he replaces it with an electric
replica to maintain appearances in his
community. In this world, owning a real
animal is a status symbol that signifies
wealth and moral worth. People go to
great lengths to acquire and care for
living creatures, as animals represent
the last vestiges of authentic life on a
dying planet.

Deckard’s electric sheep becomes a
powerful metaphor. It represents his own
struggle with authenticity and his

growing awareness that his life is built
on falsehoods. The sheep is a fake, just
as the androids are fakes, yet Deckard
finds himself unable to fully accept this
reality. His obsession with retiring
androids may be an attempt to project
his own sense of inauthenticity onto
others.

MAJOR CHARACTERS IN THE
NOVEL

Rick Deckard

Rick Deckard is the protagonist of the
story. He is an everyman
figure—competent at his job but morally
conflicted. Over the course of the novel,
he evolves from a dutiful bounty hunter
into a man questioning the very



foundations of his profession. Key
moments in any Do Androids Dream
of Electric Sheep summary highlight
his internal struggle: he wants to believe
in the righteousness of his mission, but
each encounter with an android chips
away at his certainty.

Roy Baty

Roy Baty is the leader of the Nexus-6
androids and serves as Deckard’s
primary antagonist. He is intelligent,
resourceful, and fiercely determined to
survive. Unlike the other androids, Roy
exhibits a form of existential despair. He
knows he has a limited lifespan (the
Nexus-6 models are designed to last
only four years), and he seeks to extend
his existence by any means necessary.

Roy is not merely a villain; he is a tragic
figure who embodies the android’s
yearning for life.

lran Deckard

Iran is Rick’s wife, and she plays a
surprisingly important role in the novel.
She is depressed and struggles with the
emotional emptiness of their post-
apocalyptic life. Iran uses a “mood
organ” to dial her emotions, but she
finds the prescribed happiness hollow.
Her dissatisfaction mirrors the novel’s
broader critique of a society that has
become reliant on artificial experiences.
Iran’s interactions with Rick reveal the
emotional distance between them, a
distance that mirrors the distance
between humans and androids.
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John Isidore

John Isidore is a “special”—a man with
genetic damage from the radiation. He
works at a veterinary hospital and cares
deeply for animals, even though he is
considered inferior by most of society.
Isidore becomes a friend to the androids,
particularly Pris Stratton, and his
empathy for them highlights the central
paradox of the novel: the “defective”
human is more empathetic than the
“perfect” androids, yet the androids
themselves display a form of humanity
that is difficult to deny. Isidore’s
character is crucial to any Do Androids
Dream of Electric Sheep summary
because he represents the capacity for
genuine love and connection in a world

that has lost both.

CORE THEMES AND
PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS

Empathy as the
Defining Trait of
Humanity

The most prominent theme in the novel
is the idea that empathy is what makes
us human. The Voight-Kampff test
measures empathy because androids
are believed to be incapable of feeling it.
However, Dick complicates this notion.
Several humans in the novel—such as
Phil Resch—display a distinct lack of




empathy, while androids like Roy Baty
and Luba Luft exhibit behaviors that
mimic it. This raises a troubling question:
if empathy can be absent in humans and
simulated in machines, is it really a
reliable marker of humanity?

Reality and
lllusion

Another critical theme in any Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep
summary is the blurred line between
reality and illusion. The novel constantly
asks what is real: the electric sheep or
the real sheep? The mood-altering
emotions or the genuine ones? The
androids or the humans? Dick suggests
that reality is not an objective state but

a subjective experience. Deckard’s world
is filled with manufactured experiences,
from the mood organ to the television
show “Buster Friendly and His Friendly
Friends.” The show, which presents itself
as a source of truth, is later revealed to
be a propaganda tool. This theme
resonates strongly with modern
concerns about media, virtual reality,
and the nature of truth.

The Value of Life

The novel also forces readers to confront
the question of who deserves to live.
Deckard’s job is to “retire” androids
based on the premise that they are not
alive. But as he interacts with them, he
begins to see them as sentient beings
with a will to survive. The androids fear
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death, form bonds, and express desires.
If they are not human, do they have any
moral standing? This ethical dilemma
remains highly relevant today, as
artificial intelligence becomes more
advanced and society debates the rights
of non-human entities.

Mercerism and
Religion

Mercerism is the dominant religion in the
novel’s world. Followers use “empathy
boxes” to fuse their consciousness with
Wilbur Mercer, a figure who eternally
climbs a hill while being pelted with
stones. This shared experience allows
people to feel connected to one another.
However, late in the story, Mercerism is

exposed as a hoax—the entire thing is a
staged performance. Yet even after this
revelation, the experience remains
meaningful to its followers. This paradox
suggests that truth is less important
than the emotional connections we
forge, even through fiction.

SYMBOLISM AND IMAGERY

The Electric
Animals

As mentioned earlier, electric
animals—particularly Deckard’s electric
sheep—are central symbols in the novel.
They represent the substitution of the
artificial for the authentic. In a world
where real animals are nearly extinct,




people cling to replicas, but the replicas
cannot provide the same emotional
satisfaction. The electric sheep is a lie
that Deckard maintains to preserve his
social standing, but it also symbolizes his
own inauthenticity as a person who has
lost touch with his own humanity.

The Kipple Effect

Kipple is a term coined by Dick to
describe the garbage and decay that

slowly overtakes everything. It
represents entropy—the inevitable
decline of order into chaos. One

character states, “Kipple is useless
objects, like junk mail or match folders
after you use the last match. When
nobody’s around, kipple reproduces
itself.” This is a metaphor for the moral
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and spiritual decay of society. The world
is literally and figuratively being
overtaken by meaningless waste.

The Mood Organ

The mood organ is a device that allows
users to dial specific emotions. It is the
ultimate symbol of artificiality in human
experience. People no longer experience
natural emotions; they manufacture
them. This technology has profound
implications for authenticity. If you can
choose to feel happiness, is it genuine?
The mood organ suggests that in a world
of simulation, even our most personal
feelings are subject to manipulation.

THE ENDING: A SUMMARY OF THE
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CLIMAX

A satisfying Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep summary must do
justice to the novel’s ending, which is
both ambiguous and deeply resonant.
After killing most of the androids,
Deckard pursues Roy Baty to an
abandoned building. The confrontation is
brutal, but Roy ultimately dies, not at
Deckard’s hands, but from his own
limited lifespan. In the aftermath,
Deckard drives into the desert, feeling
empty and disconnected from the life he
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has returned to.

He then experiences a mystical vision of
Wilbur Mercer, who tells him that he has
done what he had to do. But this
revelation offers little comfort. On his
way home, Deckard finds a real toad in
the desert—a living animal. He is
overjoyed and brings it home to Iran.
However, Iran discovers that the toad is
also electric, an artificial replica. The
novel ends with Iran’s words: “I'm going
to take care of him.” She decides to care
for the fake toad as if



