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The Literary Imagery and Biomedical Ethics: Affective Post-humanism in Margaret Atwood’s

Oryx and Crake and Kazuo Ishiguro’sNever Let Me Go

Introduction

Exploration in biomedical and genetic engineeringd a series of cloning-related
breakthroughs in the latter decades of the 20ttucghave given rise to concern about the
possibility of moral/ethical conflicts between humand the creatures they create. We are living in
a biotechnological era, and contemporary Westetiegois immersed in controversies surrounding
its possibilities and problems. Disputes over dgeptial as a tool for environmental/medical
salvation and the fear of its use have been gamnigioa long time, yet the ways in which genetic
engineering may shape life on Earth in the futereain vague. Contemporary debates and
speculation about the prospects of genetic engimggesuch as reproductive cloning, reveals a way
in which such beings, considered fake copies ofigpenhumans, challenge the
ontological/existential notions of the human exis& particularly in relation to the issues of
self-identity, individuality, and authenticity. Theorld is aware of the potential for drastic change
that science and biomedicine offer, as well ag thesociated dangers. Therefore, it is not sungisi
that writers have paid attention to the devastatomgsequences of genetic engineering. During the
20th and 21st centuries, there have been seveaallealystopian literary works. In this research
project, Margaret Atwood'®ryx and Crakeand Kazuo Ishiguro’Blever Let Me Gare studied, as
their appearance can be viewed in part as thetresstile tremendous influence that genetic
engineering could have in the 21st century. Siwgensific advancement is a key factor in the
postmodern adventure, it is vital to call attentiorthe transformative and potentially dangerous

powers of science and technology in an age in whigtechnology reigns.

Research Goals

This research project aims to, through an interdlis@ry approach, explore the intersections
of literature, philosophy, and human biotechnolqggviding a dynamic starting ground for a
speculative literary critique of biomedical ethimpsexamining Kazuo IshiguroNever Let Me go
and Margaret Atwood'®ryx and CrakeGiven the implications of the philosophical catesations
such as ongoing sensory and moral deprivationeohtiman experience, this study intends to show
how this speculative literature serves as a triansit narrative space for the discussion of current

biomedical philosophies and genetic engineeringtfm@s in human culture and society and where



it might lead to in the future. This analysis intvgates controversial issues such as the posgibilit
of immanent subjectivity and identity being embetidéthin human clones and the practice of

relational ethics.

Literature Review

The ways in which genetic engineering may shageolif Earth in the future remain vague.
Contemporary debates and speculation about thegetsof genetic engineering, such as
reproductive cloning, reveal how these beings, sedme fake copies of genuine humans,
challenging the ontological/existential notionglod human existence, in relation to issues of
self-identity, individuality, and authenticity iragticular. A large number of dystopian literary wr
were produced during the 20th and 21st centunies) asBrave New Worldy Aldous Huxley,
1984by George OrwellRiddley Walkeby Russell Hobarkahrenheit 45by Ray BradburyThe
Handmaid’s TaleOryx and CrakeandThe Year of the Flooly Margaret Atwood, antlever Let
Me Go ly Kazuo Ishiguro. The archetypatankensteirby Mary Shelley in 19th century should
also be mentioned. The appearance of the two pyimarks explored in this project, Atwood’s
Oryx and Crakend Ishiguro’dNever Let Me Gocan be understood to result in part from the
tremendous influence that genetic engineering cbale in the 21st century. The world has
become aware of the enormous potential for drabtinge that science and biomedicine offer and
the dangers associated with them. Therefore nibisurprising that writers pay a great deal of
attention to the devastating consequences of gemegineering’s influence. As Atwood notes,
speculative literary works “invent nothing that ha&ven't already invented or started to invent,”
and they presage a hazy future of excessive biotdo)y and serve as warnings of its catastrophic
prospects.

Throughout history, the human species has longtipeal logo-centrism, which is derived from
traditional Enlightenment humanism that consideasito be at the center of the world and a
historically autonomous agent whose rationalitydoiaes history. A sense of totality and unified
self-identity contribute to the subject of traditad liberal humanism. Yet, Friedrich Nietzsche
breaks with the binary opposition of classic ptolaisy. In 1966, Michel Foucault, ithe Order of
Things revealed that “the human” had been actually itegiby the Enlightenment. Subsequently,
post-structuralism and post-modernism have furtiesolved inherent subjectivity, claiming that
the supposedly sovereign subject is actually caostd by culture and society. The ensuing
denaturalization of this subject has challengedbtitelogical foundations on which traditional

humanism was established. The post-human subjealves a critical deconstruction of the



universal liberal humanist subject, based on thelutionary thoughts of Karl Marx, Jacques Lacan,
Louis Althusser, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derridd dean-Francois Lyotard, among others. The
dismantling of a unified subjectivity actually pides space for alternative post-humanist notions.
As Davies and Hayles indicates, post-humanism gbsedhat there has never been one totalized,
unified, and cohesive concept of “human,” a dedignahat was granted by manmade cultures to
bestow upon themselves the faculties of reasoraat@mhomous agency.

To borrow Donna Haraway'’s notions of cyborgs, eldhumans are considered a hybrid of
technology and organism, the creatures of socaityeas well as fiction—partly human animals.
Cloned humans retain some form of organic senserygption while also enjoying technological
augmentations. Thinking of genuine humans in thay wmay enable us to have the humility we so
desperately need in our social relations with otfwer-humans, particularly because it encourages
us to engage our imaginations and to recognize thetigenerative and destructive fictions in our
worldviews as we struggle to comprehend our onioddgredicament regarding the meaning of
life. As reflected in popular cultural/literary depons of the post-human, this uncertainty is met
with the response that, although all of the possibatures of physical bodies can be modified and
manipulated, the experience of the body, whiclere@ved through sensation and processed
through emotions, remains the locus wherein indiziddentity is formed. This techno-scientific
transformation reveals a desire to find a humantitiethat remains constant within a flexible and

mutating body, that of the cloned human.

Methods, procedures, and progress

Given a sense of ethics and philosophy, this rekganoject brings together literary works,
social theories, and discourses of science andhumsanist studies to articulate a thorough analysis
of the convergence of literature, genetic engimggrand biomedical ethics. Central to this project
is the ethics of care for others in the aura ot{bognanism, which is understood as a trope to
illustrate an aesthetic reflective in the technaatly mediated world within which humans are
immersed. Thus, drawing academic inspiration frowide range of interdisciplinary theories and
border studies, | will analyze the phenomena regmtesl in the literary texts through the lens of
post-humanism, ethics of care for others, and neta “relational autonomy.” The first part of this
study investigates the use of the cloned humamastaphor, and reveals a problematized
relationship between human originals and cloneddnsnwhich concerns the traditional
ontological question: how do human originals perear define the cloned human, and the

possibility of the other way around. The first sectwill elucidate the ontological questions of



identity and subijectivity in the context of postamanism. The second section will further discuss
the notion of relational autonomy and the posgipbof ethical care for others among original and

cloned humans.

Results and Discussions

The study of post-humanism is relatively recent mmdvative in the fields of both literary
and cultural study. This study attempts to expéord explain what it means to be human in a
post-humanist world in a not-distant-future as egped in literature, and to foster an understanding
of the role of ethics within the social historytbfs biotechnological era.

In an alternative way, for better or worse, genetigineering is a violation of being/existence
in terms of living processes rather than statidijes. Through the philosophy and practices
embedded within genetic engineering that ultimatélgnge other non-human life forms into
biological machines, human beings are distortingosun experience of the world, and thus
changing our values and belief systems as weluesetves. If we continue down the
biotechnological path without questioning its pedphical as well as ideological basis, we risk
leaving all traces of humanity behind. Without afpund method for dialogue between the
humanity discipline and biotechnology, we may toa tisk of eliminating our ability to ponder
metaphysics and to question our own actions andiaimnental beliefs. Neither the research nor the
discussed literary works directly oppose the dgualent of biomedicine and genetic engineering.
Rather, they aim at providing a space for deepderstanding of the society in which we now live,
and a moment for us to stop and consider how wleugd biotechnology and the role it will have in
shaping our lives in the future.

The preliminary research result has been trangfdrimto a conference paper accepted by the

20th EALA International Conference 2012. Furthetade are given in Appendix I.
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Appendix 1.

The “Eighth” Day of Genesis: the Spectacle of Natwe and the Ethics for
Bioregional Community in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake

Hsin-Ju Kuo
China Medical University

Abstract

Margaret Atwood’s speculative novéDryx and Crakeincorporates themes associated with
dystopian fictions to create a futuristic tale.Onyx and Crakelarge scientific companies use their
knowledge of transgenesis and genetic engineevigért authoritarian control over the populace.
Scientific advancement becomes questionable ana éystopian. As genetic engineering has been
employed to control the formation of life, the pagibcalyptic setting of the novel, in a way, is
portrayed as a bizarre “spectacle” of nature emgpuwiith the potential social, political, economic
and moral consequences of the changing environoreat global scale: the creation of transgenic
species, the pharmaceutical companies profitingnfro‘inventing” diseases by manipulating
genetic codes of certain viruses, Crake’s bioldgamsmology of eliminating all mankind and
creating the genetically engineered human-like k€ra’ to withstand a devastated environment.
Therefore, the paper aims to examine how the “gg#t context of transgenesis represents and
conceptualizes the relationship between humanso#ret species in the way that anthropocentric
humanity’s situation in this “brave new biospheretjuires an extra level of pondering. As Guy
Debord argues, the spectacle is actually a “saelationship between people that is mediated by
images” and that this relationship “appears at @gsociety itself.” In the first part of the papler
examine the parallel developments between the motal “spectacle” theory and the modes of
consumerism in an age of advanced bio-technololyg. Second part of the paper moves to a close
reading/analysis dDryx and Crakeexplicating how the spectacle in the novel hasgrated itself
into society as well as permeated all reality. Addgortrays one of the main characters, Crake as a
scientist-authoritarian as well as a trickster wapends a significant amount of time watching
internet videos of live executions, suicide, anirkiling and pornography. Crake creates a grand
illusion-like game thatbecomes the horrifying and bizarre post-catastropdedity. As the
“spectacle” is constituted to delineate the medid eonsumer society, it is significant to elucidate
how the spectacle-form is produced, constructegtulgted and functioning in the novel. In
analyzing these characters, who face problems Ibtlsssification as they experience life in an
at-risk environment, | delve into the intertwinamtrelation between imperiled natural environments
and their human inhabitants. Finally, | intend @eevaluate the understanding and the possibility to
create an ecologically ethical society without d®ghg that which makes us humanity. Atwood
also hints at her own ethical position and arghasankind confronts a pivotal moment in history
where humans might re-route the path away frontenéiveness to awareness of nature. At the end
of the novel, the narrator Snowman’s predicamentcafused identity at this crossroads in



environmental history signals the initiation of alternative potential ethics for the bioregional
community.

Keywords: Margaret AtwoodQryx and Crakespectacle, ethics, transgenesis



