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Innate Worth: Our Defining Trait 

 In Andrew Niccol’s Gattaca, the audience is exposed to a number of different aspects of 

a world where genetic manipulation is the norm. This world acts as a warning to the audience 

about possible injustices caused by a culture that allows something like genetic manipulation. 

The most important of these aspects includes validity as a human being (or lack thereof), 

genoism, and the theme of innate worth. Possibly the most obvious example is the creation of a 

new set of social classes. The “Made-men” (the genetically superior) and the “In-valids” 

(children born naturally). Throughout the film, the audience is constantly reminded, through the 

eyes of the protagonist, Vincent, that the In-valids are considered sub-human. However, the film 

reveals the “Made-men,” with all their genetic improvements, are actually less human than the 

In-valids and not, as they would suggest, superhuman in nature.  

 The idea that a genetically improved human being would be superior to a naturally born 

child makes sense at a glance. Why not? However, through the film the audience should notice 

the repeated triumphs of the protagonist, an ordinary man, over these supposedly perfect beings. 

This is first made clear to us in Scene 16 of the film during Vincent and Anton’s competition in 

the ocean. To the surprise of the audience, young Vincent not only wins, but must save his 

younger brother from drowning as well. During this scene, Vincent says, “It was the one moment 
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in our lives that my brother was not as strong as he believed, and I was not as weak. It was the 

moment that made everything else possible” (23). It is here that the audience learns that perhaps 

the Made-men are not so perfect after all. Vincent himself learns that he is not lesser than his 

brother, and discovers his own innate worth, driving him to succeed. Towards the end of the 

film, Vincent and Anton have another competition. Yet again, Vincent comes out victorious and 

must save his brother from drowning. After they both have reached the shore, Anton asked, 

“How have you done any of this?” (42). He is not just referring to the competition, but also 

Vincent’s success at the Gattaca facility. Vincent responded with, “You want to know how I did 

it…I never saved anything for the swim back” (42). This was Vincent saying that he had 

something that his brother did not. His sense of innate worth. To be human means to strive for 

the better, or reach for the stars in Vincent’s case.  

 The Director of the Gattaca facility was quick to point out, “No one exceeds his 

potential” (32). This quote represents the attitude of the film’s society. Any In-valids is 

considered to be little better than livestock in their eyes, and only good for janitorial duty. Near 

the end of the film, when Vincent is about to board the spaceship, he fails his first DNA check. It 

appears that at the very end, Vincent might fail in his journey, however the doctor gives him a 

pass. Vincent remarks, “I was as good as any and better than most…I could have gone up and 

back and no one would have been the wiser” (44).  At this point in the film, the audience knows 

that this is true. Vincent proves the Director wrong. Humans are born ready to exceed their 

potential. 
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Made-men are born confined by their own potential. The Made-men suffer from a very 

serious ailment, and it is referred to as “the burden of perfection” (29). This is ailment is best 

shown to the audience through Jerome Morrow. In Scene 26, when Vincent and Jerome are still 

preparing to pass Vincent of as himself, Jerome points out, “Jerome Morrow was never meant to 

be one step down…..With all I had going for me, I was still second best. Me. So how do you 

expect to pull this off” (27). When one is born believing that they are the model of perfection 

and, in Jerome’s experience, comes out as second best, then it seriously damages any notion of 

innate worth. In Jerome’s case this led to his own attempted suicide, leaving him crippled. The 

voiceover in Scene 27 tells the audience, “Jerome had everything he needed to get into Gattaca, 

except the desire to do so” (27). Jerome could have done a number of other things with his life 

given his genetic improvements. However, he failed at the career he was literally crafted to be 

the best at. He had no desire to try anything else, no drive to succeed.  

When the Director said, “No one exceeds his potential,” he was essentially saying none 

of the Made-men could exceed their potential (32). If Jerome is any indication, then he is correct. 

Anton fits this description as well. He could never beat his brother at the swimming competition 

after Vincent had discovered his innate worth. Anton had reached his own potential, and that was 

the end of his abilities. Viewing these characters in this light makes the Made-men seem no 

better than machines built for just one purpose. Suffering from this “burden of perfection” is 

what separates the Made-men from the “In-valids.”  

The societal differences between the Made-men and the In-valids should be very clear to 

the audience. The world in which Gattaca takes place is one full of discrimination. In Scene 6, 
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the voiceover tells the audience, “They used to say that a child conceived in love has a greater 

chance at happiness. They don’t say that anymore” (20). It is curious that they should include 

this bit of dialogue, judging by the portrayal of “Made-men,” they do not seem to be very happy. 

One cannot expect these robot-like individuals to be happy, yet their society decides they are 

anyway. It is stated in Scene 15, “Though discrimination is officially illegal, no one takes any 

notice of that” (22). This quote points out to the audience that the In-valids are considered to be 

an underclass, possibly even sub-human. This begs the question, do the Made-men really 

consider In-valids human? What makes someone human? 

Vincent’s deception of their social system is considered wrong, even though he is clearly 

fighting for what he wants, and something he is clearly skilled in. In Scene 30 the voiceover 

informs the audience more about the nature of a “borrowed ladder.” “I was now a member of a 

particularly detested segment of society. One of those who refuses to play the hand that he was 

dealt. I am most commonly known as a ‘borrowed ladder’ or a ‘de-gene-erate’” (28). It is unfair 

that society demands Vincent “play the hand he was dealt” when the Made-men are starting their 

lives with the equivalent of extra cards hidden up their sleeves. The way I hope the audience 

would see it is the genetically superior do not want the naturally born to believe they are equal. 

Since they are not human by the standards of the “Made-men,” they do not want what they 

perceive as lower beings interacting with them.  

The Made-men are revealed to be imperfect by the end of the film. Especially due to their 

“burden of perfection.” That burden robs them of any innate worth they might have had. When 

they fail, it hits them especially hard, as the audience has seen through the portrayal of Jerome. 
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To employ the Director’s quote once again, “No one exceeds his potential” (32). According to 

the rules of this world, Vincent should never have exceeded his potential as an “In-valid,” and 

yet he ends up above everyone else both literally and figuratively. The Made-men therefore are 

less human than natural borns. They are born and raised with no concept of innate worth and no 

drive beyond what they were born to do. Without the human drive to achieve, to reach for the 

stars, what separates them from cold, unimaginative machines? These genetically altered men 

and women might look like us, and talk like us, but they are not us.  

There are certainly those that might disagree with this assertion. For example, both Irene 

and Jerome, learn to like Vincent for who he is. Jerome, who was especially critical of him 

initially, becomes friends with Vincent. When they go out to celebrate in Scene 38, he is still 

speaking with a superior tone of voice. He said, “I can’t believe you pulled this off. They’re 

sending you up there….You, of all people” (30). He is implying here how little he thinks of 

people like Vincent, even though he is legitimately impressed. Irene, who thinks he is a “normal” 

person like her, falls in love with him. Even after she finds out about his lie, she still comes 

around. In addition, why would they not be considered human, when they clearly are in every 

other sense of the word? Would that not counteract my argument that the Made-men were 

heartless and incapable of realizing their innate worth? Those two individuals, the only two 

besides Anton to show any major emotions, were in direct contact with Vincent for most of the 

film. The audience should picture Vincent as a sort of beacon of hope. He has a way of inspiring 

others around him. This is why Irene and Jerome become more human throughout the movie. As 

stated before, Jerome lacks any sense of innate worth binding him to this world. Without the 
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input from a naturally born human being, they would have continued living their lives in misery. 

At least Vincent convinced Jerome that his life was not for nothing. If one would tell me that 

nobody exceeded their potential, I would just remember another quote from Vincent. “I am here 

to tell you that it is possible” (40). 
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