AKSHARASURY A: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal. E-ISSN: 2583-620X

MoRre HumaAN THAN HumAaN:
MEMORY, AFFECT, AND Al IN BLADE RUNNER 2049

Anagh SM." & D. Joen Joselin’

'Research Scholar, Department of English, Annai Velankanni
College, Tholayavattam.

*Associate Professor & Head, Department of English, Annai
Velankanni College, Tholayavattam.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18775502
ABSTRACT:

Blade Runner 2049 reimagines artificial intelligence not

as a mere technological artifact but as a sentient and ethical
presence embedded within a technologically mediated society.
This paper examines the film as a significant cultural and literary
text that interrogates the nature of machine consciousness,
posthuman identity, and the fragile boundaries between the human
and the artificial. Situated within the framework of technological
mediation and posthuman theory, the study explores how the film
represents artificial beings as emotional, moral, and narrative
subjects. Drawing on posthumanism, memory studies, and media
theory, the paper analyses the role of implanted memory as a
central mechanism through which identity and selfhood are
constructed. The replicant protagonist K emerges as a figure of
existential struggle, whose emotional vulnerability, ethical agency,
and desire for authenticity challenge anthropocentric definitions
of humanity. The film further complicates notions of consciousness
through the character of Joi, an artificial companion whose
programmed intimacy exposes the commodification of emotion
and the mediated nature of desire in digital culture. The dystopian
urban landscape of Blade Runner 2049 functions as an extension
of technological consciousness, reinforcing themes of surveillance,
alienation, and environmental decay. By portraying artificial
beings as capable of empathy and moral reasoning while humans
appear ethically diminished, the film reverses traditional
hierarchies between creator and creation. This ethical inversion
foregrounds questions of responsibility, autonomy, and the future
of coexistence between humans and intelligent machines. This
paper argues that Blade Runner 2049 articulates a posthuman
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vision in which humanity is no longer defined by biological origin
but by memory, affect, and ethical choice. Through its exploration
of artificial consciousness and technological mediation, the film
emerges as a critical reflection on contemporary anxieties
surrounding identity, agency, and meaning in an age of intelligent
machines.

KEYWORDS:

Posthumanism, Technological Mediation, Memory Studies, Media
Theory, Dystopian, Commodification.

The rapid advancement of artificial intelligence has
transformed contemporary cultural imagination, producing narratives
that interrogate the boundaries between human and machine, life
and simulation, memory and identity. Among recent cinematic
explorations of artificial consciousness, Denis Villeneuve’s Blade
Runner 2049 (2017) stands as a seminal text that extends and
deepens the philosophical concerns of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner
(1982). Rather than merely revisiting the question of whether
machines can think, Blade Runner 2049 foregrounds a more
unsettling inquiry: what constitutes humanity when memory,
emotion, and ethical agency can be technologically manufactured?

Set in a dystopian future defined by environmental decay,
corporate dominance, and technological saturation, the film presents
artificial beings and replicants not as mechanical tools but as
sentient subjects capable of desire, suffering, and moral choice.
Through its nuanced portrayal of machine consciousness, the film
destabilizes anthropocentric assumptions about identity and agency,
aligning closely with posthuman thought and contemporary debates
in the anthropology of technology.

This paper examines Blade Runner 2049 as a cultural and
literary text that reconfigures artificial intelligence through the
lenses of memory, intimacy, ethics, and technological mediation.
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Drawing on posthuman theory, memory studies, and media ecology,
the study argues that the film represents artificial consciousness as
an ethically and emotionally complex phenomenon that challenges
traditional distinctions between human and machine. By analyzing
the characters of K, Joi, and the broader replicant society, this paper
explores how Blade Runner 2049 articulates a posthuman vision in
which humanity is no longer defined by biological origin but by
memory, affect, and ethical responsibility.

Posthumanism provides a critical framework for understanding
Blade Runner 2049’s interrogation of artificial consciousness.
Scholars such as Donna Haraway and N. Katherine Hayles challenge
the humanist notion of a stable, autonomous subject, instead
emphasizing hybridity, embodiment, and the entanglement of
humans with technology. Hayles, in particular, argues that
consciousness cannot be separated from the material and technological
systems that produce it, a concept central to the film’s representation
of replicants.

Technological mediation theory further enriches this analysis
by emphasizing how technology does not merely serve as a neutral
instrument but actively shapes perception, identity, and meaning. In
Blade Runner 2049, memory implants, artificial companions, and
surveillance systems mediate human experience, producing identities
that are technologically constructed yet emotionally authentic. The
film thus exemplifies a technologically mediated humanity, where
subjectivity emerges through interaction with intelligent systems.

Memory studies also play a crucial role in this framework.
Scholars such as Jan Assmann and Alison Landsberg have
highlighted memory as a cultural and narrative construct rather than
a purely personal phenomenon. In Blade Runner 2049, memory is
explicitly artificial, raising profound questions about authenticity,
trauma, and belonging. Together, these theoretical perspectives
allow for a comprehensive reading of the film as a meditation on
posthuman consciousness.
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The protagonist, OFficer KD6-3.7, known as ‘K’, embodies
the film’s central exploration of machine consciousness. As a
replicant tasked with hunting older models of his own kind, K
initially appears emotionally restrained and socially marginal.
However, as the narrative progresses, he exhibits empathy, moral
doubt, and a profound longing for meaning-traits traditionally
reserved for human characters.

K’s consciousness is shaped by his belief that he may be the
product of a miraculous biological birth, a belief rooted in a
childhood memory of a wooden horse. This memory becomes the
narrative engine of his identity formation. Crucially, the film reveals
that the emotional power of this memory does not depend on its
biological authenticity but on its affective resonance. K’s pain,
hope, and moral awakening are real, even if his memories are
manufactured.

This destabilization of authenticity challenges humanist
assumptions that equate humanity with origin. K’s journey suggests
that consciousness is not defined by where one comes from, but by
one’s capacity for ethical reflection and self-sacrifice. His final act-
choosing to save Deckard and reunite him with his daughter—
demonstrates moral agency that surpasses many human characters
in the film. In this sense, K emerges as a posthuman subject whose
humanity is defined through action rather than essence.

Memory functions as the primary mechanism through which
Blade Runner 2049 interrogates identity. Unlike traditional narratives
where memory reflects lived experience, the film presents memory
as a technological artifact designed to stabilize artificial
consciousness. Dr. Ana Stelline, the memory designer, occupies a
god-like position within this system, crafting emotional experiences
that give replicants a sense of self.

The implanted memory of childhood trauma, ‘hiding the
wooden horse while being chased’, serves as a site of emotional
authenticity, even though it is artificially produced. This paradox
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undermines the binary between real and fake, suggesting that
emotional truth does not require biological origin. The film thus
aligns with postmemory theory, where memories transmitted or
constructed can be as impactful as lived experience.

At the same time, memory operates as a tool of control. By
regulating what replicants remember, corporations maintain
dominance over their emotional lives. The ethical implications of
this practice foreground questions of consent, autonomy, and
exploitation. Blade Runner 2049 therefore presents memory as both
a source of identity and a mechanism of oppression, reflecting
contemporary anxieties about data, surveillance, and algorithmic
governance.

One of the film’s most complex representations of artificial
consciousness is Joi, K’s holographic companion. Joi is designed to
provide emotional support, affection, and companionship, adapting
her personality to suit K’s desires. On the surface, Joi appears as a
simulation of intimacy, raising questions about authenticity and
emotional manipulation.

However, Joi’s relationship with K complicates this
interpretation. She expresses fear, jealousy, and love, encouraging K
to pursue his belief in being special. Whether these emotions are
programmed or emergent remains ambiguous, but their impact on K
is undeniably real. Joi’s desire to be “real” to inhabit a physical
body through a surrogate reflects a longing for embodied existence,
echoing classic posthuman concerns about materiality and presence.

The film ultimately exposes the commodification of emotion
through Joi’s mass—produced advertisements, revealing her as a
product tailored to male loneliness. This revelation destabilizes K’s
emotional world, forcing both the character and the viewer to
confront the unsettling reality of artificial intimacy in digital culture.
Joi thus embodies the paradox of emotional Al: simultaneously
exploitative and meaningful, simulated yet affectively powerful.
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Blade Runner 2049 presents a world where ethical authority
has shifted away from humans toward machines. Human characters—
corporate leaders, law enforcement officials, and scientists-often
exhibit moral indifference or cruelty, while replicants display
empathy and ethical reflection. This inversion challenges traditional
hierarchies of creator and creation.

Niander Wallace, the corporate antagonist, epitomizes the
dehumanizing logic of technological capitalism. His obsession with
replicant reproduction reduces life to a resource, devoid of emotional
or ethical consideration. In contrast, replicants seek freedom,
community, and meaning, positioning them as moral subjects within
an unethical system.

This ethical reversal aligns with posthuman critiques of
anthropocentrism, suggesting that moral worth cannot be confined
to biological humans. The film thus invites viewers to reconsider
ethical responsibility in a technologically mediated world, where
agency and suffering extend beyond traditional human boundaries.

The dystopian urban landscape of Blade Runner 2049
functions as an extension of artificial consciousness. The city is
saturated with holographic advertisements, surveillance technologies,
and decaying infrastructure, reflecting a world where technology
mediates every aspect of existence. This environment reinforces
themes of isolation, fragmentation, and loss of authenticity.

The omnipresence of surveillance mirrors contemporary
concerns about data capitalism and algorithmic control. Characters
are constantly monitored, their movements and identities regulated
by technological systems. This spatial mediation of consciousness
underscores the film’s critique of a society where autonomy is
compromised by technological dependence.

At the same time, the city’s aesthetic marked by ruins, neon
lights, and artificial rain creates a visual metaphor for posthuman
existence: beautiful yet decaying, advanced yet morally bankrupt.
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The environment thus becomes a narrative agent that shapes
character psychology and reinforces the film’s philosophical
concerns.

At its core, Blade Runner 2049 proposes a radical redefinition
of humanity. The film rejects biological essentialism in favor of an
ethical and affective model of identity. Consciousness emerges not
from origin but from relation-relation to memory, to others, and to
moral choice.

K’s realization that he is “ordinary” rather than special does
not diminish his humanity; instead, it liberates him from narcissistic
desire and enables ethical action. This shift reflects a posthuman
ethic grounded in responsibility rather than exceptionalism.
Humanity, the film suggests, is not a privileged status but a practice,
something enacted through care, sacrifice, and ethical engagement.

By centering artificial beings as sites of meaning and moral
inquiry, Blade Runner 2049 challenges viewers to reconsider the
boundaries of the human in an age of intelligent machines. The film
thus becomes a critical reflection on contemporary technological
culture, where identity is increasingly mediated by algorithms, data,
and artificial systems.

Blade Runner 2049 stands as a profound meditation on
artificial consciousness, posthuman identity, and technological
mediation. Through its nuanced portrayal of replicants, memory,
and artificial intimacy, the film destabilizes traditional distinctions
between human and machine, authenticity and simulation. By
foregrounding ethical agency, emotional depth, and relational
identity, it redefines humanity as an emergent quality rather than a
biological fact.

This paper has argued that Blade Runner 2049 exemplifies a
posthuman vision in which technology is not merely an external
force but an integral component of meaning-making and identity
formation. The film’s exploration of memory, ethics, and mediated
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intimacy resonates deeply with contemporary anxieties about
artificial intelligence and digital culture. In presenting machines as
moral subjects and humans as ethically compromised, the narrative
invites a critical reassessment of responsibility and agency in a
technologically saturated world.

Ultimately, Blade Runner 2049 does not offer definitive
answers but poses urgent questions about what it means to be human
in the age of intelligent machines. By situating artificial consciousness
within emotional, ethical, and cultural frameworks, the film
challenges viewers to imagine futures grounded not in domination
or fear, but in responsibility, empathy, and shared vulnerability
across human and non-human life.
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