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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Aims 
 

This is a comparative literary analysis focusing on themes of population and reproduction in two 

different utopian speculative fiction novels: Oryx and Crake (2003) by Margaret Atwood and The 

Carhullan Army (2007) by Sarah Hall. I chose these novels because they deal with themes of 

reproductive control and can both be classified as speculative fiction depicting the near future. Both 

incorporate the backdrop of climate related catastrophes as one of the catalysts leading to the 

dystopian future depicted. I focus on population and reproduction because there is a lack of literary 

analysis regarding these themes especially when related to climate speculative fiction. Population 

and reproduction are relevant not only in current speculative fiction dealing with climate change, 

but also in ongoing political and cultural discourse around climate issues. I am especially interested 

in how the two novels use antinatalism and antihuman sentiment in their narratives and how they 

depict these ideologies being used as political propaganda. Antinatalism is an ideology that is 

against human procreation and antihuman ideology is simply against humanity as a whole and can 

often involve valuing nature to an equal or higher degree than human life. The reasoning behind 

these ideologies can be varied, but the most relevant motivations in the context of climate change 

are humanity’s destructive effects on the environment and negative utilitarianism: the belief that 

minimizing (human and other) suffering is more important than maximizing happiness. In the 

novels these ideologies are often connected to a narrative of humans as an inherently violent 

species. 

Atwood uses irony to question the narrative of humans being inexorably linked with violence and 

the destruction of the planet in a way that is perceived as unchangeable. Through the character of 

Crake, Atwood reveals this narrative as the trigger in a nihilist chain of faulty logic that starts from 

elective antinatalism to wishing for natural mass death to forced antinatalism and finally reaches 

its logical conclusion with Crake justifying human genocide in the name of protecting nature and 

preventing further suffering. Hall’s novel deals with the same assumption of innate human 

violence. Whereas Crake is trying to engineer out violence from human nature and using large 
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scale violence to achieve his goal, Jackie is using physical violence and psychological manipulation 

to make her women soldiers capable of more brutality to ultimately make the world a better place 

for women. In both cases humans are being seen as dehumanized tools in the pursuit of an ideal 

world and causing more death and suffering is rationalized as preventing future suffering. 

Both novels present two different dystopias that include instances of reproductive control and 

population anxieties. In the midst of these dystopias there exist fragments that could build a future 

utopia if combined correctly, a puzzle instead of a ready picture. Atwood presents first the hellscape 

of a hyper capitalist world, then a second dystopia of mass human death. In the middle of these 

both there is the Craker village, Crake’s attempt at a Utopia. Hall presents at first a dystopian 

totalitarian state and then a commune descending into a cult of personality. Between these there 

are flashes of utopia at the Carhullan Farm, where its founding intentions of freedom from the 

capitalist system and gendered oppression seem to be fulfilled. Both Utopian attempts are depicted 

as precarious and ultimately fail the original intentions of their founders. 

Another line of commonality between the novels comes from their thematic handling of 

narratives/stories as scientific and/or political tools used to shape society and material reality. This 

has to do with Atwood’s larger project of framing speculative fiction as comparable to political 

and economic speculative narratives. A similar message can also be found in Hall’s novel where 

narratives, specifically propaganda as a weapon of war, are integral to the plot. Narratives have a 

tangible material effect on the world in both the novels and the novels are themselves speculative 

narratives attempting to affect change in the material world. 

 

1.2 Secondary Sources and Methods 
 

For my analysis of these two different dystopian novels, I use theories about utopian literature, a 

genre that encompasses all dystopian literature and much of speculative fiction. Tom Moylan 

defines utopia as texts that model radically different ideal societies in order to achieve them. In 

contrast, he defines anti-utopia as texts which do not believe change is possible and thus protect 

the status-quo. A combination of these Moylan defines as dystopian texts “which explore the ‘bad 

place’ and yet remain within the purview of utopian expression” (127). They maintain the 

possibility of change, but look critically not only at the present society, “but also at the means 



3 
 

needed to transform it,” in order “not to undermine Utopia, but rather to make room for its 

reconsideration” (133). Quoting Howe, Moylan explains how dystopian texts “realize [their 

utopian] values only through images of their violation”, by depicting the dystopian society “with 

such power as to validate the continuing urgency of the dream” (133). Moylan’s definition of 

dystopia applies to both novels analyzed in this thesis. Oryx and Crake and The Carhullan Army 

both contain failed attempts by characters to create a utopia inside a dystopia and are both clearly 

criticizing aspects of real-world society. While these novels do not provide any obvious way to 

utopia, they still contain it as a possibility and even point to some suggestions for positive change. 

Like Moylan, M. Keith Booker also sees dystopia as strongly associated with utopia: “even the 

darkest dystopian fiction contains certain utopian energies, if only because the very motivation 

behind [it] is so often an attempt to provide satirical, cautionary warnings that might help us to 

prevent the undesirable events depicted” (vii). This is certainly true of the genre of climate fiction 

dystopia, the writing of which is always motivated by creating the change needed to escape the 

worst possible scenarios of climate change. In my analysis I will be using the term dystopia to 

signify a subgenre of utopian fiction that I consider not only as the opposite of, but closely related 

to, utopia. 

Nicole Wilson draws a timeline of reproductive utopian fiction spanning from Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman’s Herland in 1915 and up to Hugh Howey’s Silo-series in 2013 (1, 3). According to Wilson 

the way reproduction has been framed in utopian literature has followed the changing population 

anxieties of different eras. In the nineteen fifties and sixties, it was feared that the world’s food 

reserves would soon not be enough for the growing world population. This was used as the reason 

for reproductive control in Anthony Burgess’s The Wanting Seed (1962). Later this fear was made 

obsolete by major technological advances in farming, and by the eighties the main anxieties were 

declining birth rates and nuclear radiation, reflected in works such as Atwood’s The Handmaid’s 

Tale and P.D James’ The Children of Men, which had widespread infertility as their starting point 

(2). But as Wilson states: “In the past fifteen years, however, the theme of eugenic control through 

controlled reproduction has once again emerged in speculative fiction” (3). I agree with Wilson 

and believe that both novels I have chosen to analyze represent this interest in population and 

reproduction, specifically in dystopian speculative climate fiction. Another example of this trend 

is The Declaration (2007) by Gemma Malley, in which unlawful reproduction is punishable by 

death and illegal children are gathered into facilities. In addition to themes of eugenics and 
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reproductive control, there are many recent books describing having and/or raising children in a 

dystopian environment. Recent speculative climate fiction dealing with this side of reproduction 

include novels such as The End We Start From (2017) by Megan Hunter, Gold Fame Citrus (2015) 

by Claire Vaye Watkins and the short stories “Spider the Artist” (2011) by Nnedi Okorafor and 

“Monarch Blue” (2018) by Barbara Litkowski. 

Wilson states that classic dystopian literature with male protagonists, such as George Orwell’s 

Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1974), often focuses on 

control over people’s minds as opposed to narratives with female protagonists which focus more 

on control over bodies, as in Katharine Burdekin’s Swastika Night (1937) and Kate Wilhelm's 

Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang (1974) (2). I believe that The Carhullan Army fits both 

descriptions: its plot is driven by instances of bodily control but at the same time it explores the 

way people can be psychologically manipulated on both personal, institutional, and societal levels. 

Sister’s mental state, ideology and motivations radically change as they are molded by her social 

and physical environments and the mental and bodily experiences that those environments produce. 

Hall does not seem to be interested in a simplistic division of body and mind or physical and mental, 

but in mapping out the ways they are intrinsically connected. An overarching theme is that bodily 

control often either requires and/or feeds into mental control and vice versa. 

Similarly, Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, despite having a male protagonist, does not just focus on 

controlling people's minds, but draws even more clearly the connection between body and mind. 

The control that is attempted in Oryx and Crake is on the level of genetics: Crake’s goal is to 

control both the mind and the body by genetically engineering a better human race. Crake sees the 

mind (or brain) as a biological machine, that can be controlled and molded just like the body. The 

body and mind duality is nevertheless relevant to consider while analyzing these novels, as they 

both concern themselves with the way this false dichotomy influences the characters actions and 

shapes the societies they exist in. 

I will analyze aspects of population and reproduction in the novels, focusing on population 

ideology, reproductive ideology and rights, and narratives as technologies and tools of biopower. 

With Atwood I consider the texts many references to the tradition of population themed speculative 

literature. In addition, I endeavor to connect the novels to the political and cultural discussions that 

were relevant at the time of their publishing, as Wilson and, in more detail, Trexler have done. 
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1.3 Environment, Population and Reproduction 

 
To fully appreciate the references that occur in the novels and the origins of the politics and 

ideologies I will be discussing, it is necessary to look at the history of population reproduction and 

environmentalism. Concerns about overpopulation were popularized by Thomas Malthus in his 

1798 book An Essay on the Principle of Population, in which he claimed that rising food abundance 

meant faster growing population, positing that eventually the rate of food production would not be 

able to keep up with population growth. This would lead to increased crime, plagues, and 

starvation, which would in turn diminish the population again. He saw this as a divine punishment 

for lack of morality. 

The power of population is so superior to the power of the earth to produce 

subsistence for man, that premature death must in some shape or other visit the 

human race. The vices of mankind are active and able ministers of depopulation. 

[…] But should they fail in this war of extermination, sickly seasons, epidemics, 

pestilence, and plague advance in terrific array, and sweep off their thousands and 

tens of thousands. Should success be still incomplete, gigantic inevitable famine 

stalks in the rear, and with one mighty blow levels the population with the food of 

the world. (Malthus 54) 

Malthus also believed that to limit reproduction, the poor should not be supported by the 

government above subsistence level (100). His writings influenced not only Charles Darwin but 

also the rise of the eugenics movement in the early 1900s. Malthus’ predictions have been 

discredited, but still maintain a cultural presence. Neo-Malthusian theories have found new 

purchase because of worries about climate change affecting future food production. 

Malthus believed the solution to population growth was for rich (moral) people to marry later and 

abstain from having children, and for society to limit poor (immoral) people's ability to support too 

many children. Scientific advancement led to his theories later being used to justify more direct 
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forms of population control. Eugenics was a new and widely accepted scientific field in the early 

20th century before its negative associations with Nazi Germany. Many countries had eugenicist 

policies at this time, including the United States, Canada and the U.K. Eugenics can be divided 

into positive and negative, positive meaning encouraging certain groups to procreate, while 

negative refers to policies such as anti-marriage laws and forced sterilizations directed at unwanted 

groups. It is important to note that historically the victims of forced population control have 

overwhelmingly been people with mental and physical disabilities, people of color, and women, 

with the intersections of these groups being most vulnerable.  

An ideology that Rachel Stein calls “environmental eugenics” started to become popular in the 

nineteen sixties and was born out of a combination of Malthusian theory and the nascent 

environmental movement. Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb argued that unless reproduction is 

immediately limited, the human population will soon exceed environmental resources. Ehrlich 

proclaimed that “in the 1970s the world will undergo famines—hundreds of millions of people are 

going to starve to death” (80). This number turned out to be inaccurate. He also held that “too many 

people” inevitably damage the environment (Stein 185). As part of the solution Ehrlich believed 

America should stop food aid to developing countries that could not curb their population growth, 

which he called “coercion in a good cause”: 

I am sometimes astounded at the attitudes of Americans who are horrified at the 

prospect of our government insisting on population control as the price of food aid. 

[ … ] We must be relentless in pushing for population control around the world. 

(Ehrlich 166) 

Ehrlich’s work is filled with similar rhetoric calling for coercive population control efforts, both in 

the United States and abroad, which he justifies with the urgency needed to avoid the negative 

effects of overpopulation on humanity and on the planet. Andreu Domingo asserts that Ehrlich was 

“one of the principal instigators” of what Domingo calls “demodystopias”: dystopias dealing with 

demographic issues (729). This is because in The Population Bomb Ehrlich calls for the use of 

fiction to bring more awareness to overpopulation. 
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Stein divides this antihuman population environmentalism, largely stemming from Ehrlich’s work, 

into two strands: an anti-natalist one that calls for mandatory population control efforts to achieve 

either zero or stabilized birth rate and another more extremely antihuman environmentalism which 

argues that increased human death should be embraced to protect nature: “In the late 1980s, 

Christopher Manes […] argued in the Earth First! journal that industrialized nations should not 

offer humanitarian aid to avert crises in the Third World, since the well-being of non-human nature 

required a large human population drop” (Stein 186). Although this kind of anti-natalist and 

antihuman rhetoric often was (and is) framed as the protection of global nature from all humans, 

often the efforts suggested would disproportionately target specific populations, such as the poor, 

people of colour and the Global South. Ecologically conservationist ideology coupled with a 

totalitarian disregard for human rights is called ecofascism. The endurance of ecofascist rhetoric 

can be seen in recent years for example in some mass shooters manifestos that have combined both 

environmentalist and white supremacist motivations (Cagle). As Cagle’s article details, 

environmentalist population policies presented as neutral are still too often revealed to be either 

racially or otherwise discriminatory in practice. 

The problems of this kind of rhetoric have been recognized by institutions dealing with 

environmental issues, for example in 1987 the UN Brundlant commission launched the concept of 

sustainable development, according to Bergthaller; “partly in response to the grim neo-Malthusian 

scenarios which had dominated environmentalist discourse during the 1970s” (730). Sustainability, 

while often criticized for being a vague concept, brought forth an environmental discourse more 

focused on social issues in concert with environmental protection, aiming “to alleviate poverty and 

foster individual liberty in what used to be called the Third World while holding on to the good life 

we have created for ourselves in the First, at the same time that we preserve the integrity of the 

natural world for future generations” (Bergthaller 730). Since 1994, the free distribution of 

contraceptives, family planning services and education has been widely recognized to be the proper 

policy when combating overpopulation: “The ICPD Programme of Action explicitly stated that 

governments ought not pursue an anti-natalist or pronatalist agenda, and that women have the right 

to control their reproductive capabilities free of coercion, violence, and discrimination.” (Adami 

122) Before this, policies on population control had mostly been focused on directly impacting 

women’s reproductive decisions in order to lower birth rates (122). Malthus and Ehrlich are mostly 
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relevant to Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, but their influence can also be seen in Hall’s work, although 

her novel focuses more on reproductive rights. 

 

2 Oryx and Crake 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake was published in 2003 to positive reviews. It is the first part 

of Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy. In 2019 Oryx and Crake was listed as one of the 100 most 

influential novels by BBC News and the trilogy is currently in the process of being adapted for 

television. Atwood has described Oryx and Crake as “an adventure romance […] a quest” 

combined with “Menippean satire”: a form of satire that attacks ideas and ideologies instead of 

specific persons or institutions, and she specifically identifies the Watson-Crick Institute chapters 

as this style of satire (Atwood 517). Much of my analysis deals with these chapters. The fact that 

Atwood calls her work Menippean satire makes it clear that the ideologies expressed in it are not 

her own but meant to be questioned. Using the frameworks of bioethics, ecocriticism and fiction 

as technology, I analyze the ways in which ideological narratives of population and reproduction 

are expressed in the novel, and how they are used by the characters.  

 

2.1.1 Bioethics 

 

The theme of bioethics in Oryx and Crake has often been considered through the genetic 

manipulation of animals, for example by Traci Warkentin and Susan McHugh. My analysis also 

centers around bioethics, but focuses on the human factor, namely what it means for humans to be 

treated as animals, how this is depicted in the novel and what references to real-world bioethics are 

made in the novel. 

Slawomir Koziol’s reading of Oryx and Crake is relevant to my analysis on several points. Koziol 

posits the Crakers as a work of avant-garde art, casting imagination-hating Crake as an unwilling 

artist: 
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Having no access to the knowledge of the past, [the Crakers] cannot be seen as 

continuing human civilization . . .  their existence is justified neither by the desire 

to protect environment nor by the wish to preserve the original humanity. As such, 

their creation might be seen as an act of artistic creativity (493). 

I agree with Koziols interpretation of Crake’s ultimate motive in making the Crakers being his own 

ambition rather than environmentalism. Koziol compares the Crakers specifically to real world 

Transgenic art, of which the most widely known example was “a rabbit which was genetically 

modified with a Green Fluorescent Protein (GFP) gene obtained from a Pacific jellyfish. The rabbit, 

called Alba, glowed green under blue light” (498). Koziol suggests the bioethical criticism of 

Transgenic art as inherently anthropocentric and as reducing the animal to an aesthetic object, 

influenced Atwood in building Crake’s worldview: Crake creates Transgenic art with humans 

because he truly sees them as just another animal (500). The same jellyfish gene used in the real-

life rabbit is mentioned as what Crake uses to make the Crakers eyes green (Oryx 109-110). In 

another part of his analysis, Koziol connects Crake’s genetic aestheticism to the fascist idea of “the 

politician as the plastic artist who moulds the people to his will, and gives them a harmonious and 

beautiful form” (497). He also compares the eugenics and genocide of Nazi Germany to Crake’s 

methods (498). Developing on Koziol I will be looking at these connections more closely in my 

subchapter on genocide. 

Rachel Stein reads Oryx and Crake from a feminist ecocritical, sexual/reproductive justice 

framework. She identifies Atwood’s novel as a critique of an “environmental eugenic position that 

blames sex, reproduction, and population for current environmental crises and, at the most extreme, 

regards the apocalyptic disappearance of humans as the only way to preserve the natural 

environment” (2). In my analysis I will be using her division of “environmental eugenics” into two 

strands, namely antinatalism and antihuman ideology.  

 

2.1.2 Ecocriticism 

 

Tomasz Dobrogoszcz uses Lovelock’s Gaia theory to analyze Oryx and Crake along with other 

overpopulation dystopias. Gaia theory anthropomorphizes earth in order to “provide a moral 
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grounding for the amelioration of anthropocentric human attitude.” (728)  Dobrogoszcz claims that 

Oryx and Crake encourages a less anthropocentric view of overpopulation:  

we can reach productive conclusions only if we examine the problem of the 

overflow of human civilisation from a new perspective: not looking at Homo 

sapiens as the central agent, but envisaging the Earth as the subject of the process 

of change . . . discovering how the Earth handles the overflow of one detrimental 

race gone viral. (728) 

I believe this reading of Oryx and Crake treats the narrative with too little attention to irony. 

Although there are depictions of postapocalyptic nature overtaking the rubble of civilization that 

could be read as the planet healing itself after the elimination of “the detrimental race” of humans, 

I read the actions of Crake as a warning of the cure being worse than the disease. Anthropocentrism 

is presented as problematic by Atwood, but so is the extreme anti-anthopocentrism of Crake, which 

is revealed to be genocidal antihuman sentiment. 

Hannes Bergthaller offers a completely opposite reading than Dobrogoszcz. He sees Oryx and 

Crake as a challenge to “ecocritical orthodoxy” based on Romantic critiques of modernity and 

“normative conceptions of nature” (729). He posits that “Scientific ecology has come to recognize 

that ecological processes and evolutionary history . . . are characterized as much by chaotic 

fluctuations as by phases of stable equilibrium. Nature itself displays no preference either way” 

(731). Like Dobrogoszcz, he mentions that the decline of species due to overpopulation leading to 

destruction of habitat is a natural occurrence, but Bergthaller uses this fact to conclude that we 

cannot rely on nature to act as a moral guide: “The fact of our naturalness does not answer the 

question of how we ought to live” (732). This is also the ecocritical angle that I am going to analyze 

Oryx and Crake from. 

 

2.1.3 Fiction as technology 
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Atwood has consistently labeled her non-realist work as speculative fiction instead of science 

fiction. According to Ashley Winstead, this is because Atwood has a specific political goal and 

that wants to underline the word “speculative” rather than “fiction”: 

What she defends as most crucial about speculative fiction is its closeness to “real” 

speculation—that is, the economic and political speculation that we understand as 

nonfictional, speculation that produces legitimate and actionable information about 

possible futures for the stock market and national security agencies, among many 

other institutions. (228) 

Winstead compares Oryx and Crake to scenario plans published by “the influential environmental 

agency the Global Scenario Group” (228). She notes that the two types of society we see in 

Atwood’s novel — The Crakers eco-communalist village and the capitalist world of Compounds 

and Pleeblands — each correspond to scenarios found in a forecast made by the GSG (237). 

Winstead connects this to Atwood’s aims in writing the novel: 

[B]y modeling her speculative fiction on political and economic forecasting 

narratives, Atwood’s texts point to the close similarities between literary and 

scientific knowledge production. […] forecasting’s recent embrace of fiction as a 

“scientific tool” for exploring the future […] serves to open up a space for Atwood, 

though a literary writer, to engage in the production of scientific knowledge. (229) 

Winstead further identifies Atwood’s political and literary goal as redefining literature and 

specifically speculative fiction as a “technological object.” 

in order to imagine how her fiction might change readers politically, reimagining 

the reading process as a material interaction between novel and brain. […] She uses 

money’s ability to generate real objects […] through the fiction of the paper bill’s 

exchange value as an example of the material power fiction can wield if used in the 

right way. (231) 
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I agree with Winstead that this narrowing of the conceptual gap between language and technology 

is one of Atwood’s goals and one of the most integral themes of Oryx and Crake. Throughout the 

novel, Atwood raises the idea of a symbiotic relationship between imagination and reality, between 

dreams and material reality. By using speculative fiction to present (at the time of the novel’s 

publication marginal) ecologically based neo-eugenicist and antihuman ideologies, Atwood is 

drawing our attention to the fact that these ideologies do in fact exist in the real world and that the 

debate around them should not be ignored. She wants her fictional predictions to make a positive 

difference for the real future. Bergthaller points out that in Oryx and Crake Atwood is utilizing 

narrative and language as what he calls ‘‘anthropotechnologies’’ after Peter Sloterdijk: 

“technologies of self-domestication that deal with human beings as evolved, biological creatures 

so as to make them governable” (729).  Bergthaller perceives the arts as being “located on the same 

conceptual plane as other forms of bio-political control” as described by Michel Foucault (729). 

This framing of the arts and specifically narratives as tools of biopower is relevant to my analysis 

of both novels. 

 

2.2 Population and Ideology 
 

 As mentioned in the introduction Oryx and Crake is a satire about ideology. It has also been called 

a kind of morality play (Guin). Atwood’s characters embody different ideologies which makes it 

relevant to identify the specific ideologies associated with each character. The three main 

characters in Oryx and Crake are Jimmy, Crake, and Oryx. Crake is a representative of the hard 

sciences and antihuman views and “exemplifies the anti-sex and antihumanism that pervades many 

population control discourses” (Stein 196). Jimmy represents the humanist sciences and western 

capitalist individualism. Oryx represents the third world, the working class and the Other. She 

represents the oppressed groups of society on the basis of her class, race, gender, and nationality. 

Jimmy and Crake are both privileged on all these levels. Crake and Oryx are juxtaposed often, as 

they not only represent two extreme social positions in society but also possess the two things most 

valued in the world of the novel: Crake has exceptionally high IQ and Oryx has exceptional beauty. 

These are the features that are constantly used to characterize them. Jimmy is positioned between 

these two characters with his average looks and IQ. Jimmy is also frequently characterized by his 
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ability to use words and tell stories. 

 

2.2.1 Crake and Antihuman Ideology 

 

The first echoes of Crake’s justifications for his antihuman world view can be found in a Socratic 

dialogue he has with Jimmy, after Jimmy is shocked to learn that Oryx was sold off by her mother 

as a child: 

Jimmy, look at it realistically. You can’t couple a minimum access to food with an 

expanding population indefinitely. Homo Sapiens doesn’t seem able to cut himself 

off at the supply end. He’s one of the few species that doesn’t limit reproduction in 

the face of dwindling resources. In other words – and up to a point, of course – the 

less we eat, the more we fuck. (Oryx 139) 

The “minimum access to food” and “expanding population” read like they come straight from the 

pages of Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb. Crake concludes that humans illogically procreate 

more in the face of famine, whereas Malthus and Ehrlich saw lack of food as something that would 

inevitably curb the growth of the population, both because of family planning and starvation. 

Malthus was concerned about the reproduction of the immoral lower classes, while Ehrlich berates 

third world countries with high birth rates (166). Either of these interpretations would be applicable 

to Oryx’s history, but Crake does not reach for these widely used population narratives, instead he 

goes a step further and blames the whole human species. Crake's way of thinking on the level of 

species comes from his specialization in biology and genetics. This is evident in the way he refers 

to humans as “Homo Sapiens”. This conversation between Jimmy and Crake lays the foundations 

to why Crake finds humanity flawed. He is specifically concerned about limiting reproduction, 

instead of for example prioritizing how to provide stable access to food. He also assumes that 

human population will expand “indefinitely” if no interventions are made. 

 During the same conversation with Jimmy about Oryx’s tragic childhood, Crake elaborates on his 

theories about reproduction. The roots of Crake’s antihuman sentiments, specifically in relation to 

procreation, stem from his dislike of human imagination: 



14 
 

“Imagination,” said Crake. “Men can imagine their own deaths, they can see them 

coming, and the mere thought of impending death acts as an aphrodisiac. A dog or 

a rabbit doesn’t behave like that. Take birds – in a lean season they cut down on the 

eggs, or they won’t mate at all. They put that energy into staying alive themselves 

until times get better.” (Oryx 139) 

Unlike Malthus, the atheist Crake does not attribute human excess procreation to a lack of morality, 

but on “the thought of impending death”, the root of which he claims to be human imagination. He 

makes a clear division between humans and other animals in the case of imagination, positing this 

as the main reason “dogs” “rabbits” and “birds” have better mating habits. The words “dog” and 

“rabbit” summon associations of systemic controlled breeding of domesticated dogs and the high 

fertility of rabbits. To Crake, both animals represent a better alternative than procreation fueled by 

imagination. Add “birds” and the effect is to make it seem like Crake thinks most animals reproduce 

in a more desirable way than humans. Humanity is framed by Crake as a flawed exception in an 

otherwise well working natural system of reproduction. 

Not only does Crake prefer animals to humans, but he also ascribes more value to inanimate 

nature than he does to human life. When Crake and Jimmy are watching the news about a peasant 

uprising in the Global South, Crake wants to destroy the government forces: “Not because of the 

dead peasants, there’s always been dead peasants. But they’re nuking the cloud forests” (210). 

Cloud forests are a rare type of highly biodiverse forest and that are harshly impacted by climate 

change. As a biologist, Crake is weighing their loss and the resulting extinction of many species, 

as more important than the loss of human life. When Jimmy asks Crake if he is taking sides in the 

conflict he says: “There aren’t any sides, as such” (210). The peasants and the army are the same 

to him, both humans. The only reason he does not also want to kill the peasants (yet) is because of 

their limited power to pose a threat to the environment (210). The way Crake assigns value to living 

matter is purely based on its instrumental value to his own ends and what he conceives of as the 

greater good of the global biosphere. 

But Crake is not an animal rights activist or a nature conservationist; his project is based on 

his own hubris and ambition rather than empathy toward nature, animals, or humans. He does not 
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want to save the planet; he wants to be the one to solve the scientific puzzle of a dysfunctioning 

biosphere, by any means necessary. This becomes clear when he first learns of the ecoterrorist 

group called MaddAddam. 

I thought at first they were just another crazy Animal Liberation org. But there’s 

more to it than that. I think they’re after the machinery. They’re after the whole 

system, they want to shut it down. So far they haven’t done any people numbers, 

but it’s obvious they could. (254) 

Here Crake talks about “people numbers”, by which he is referring to attacks aimed at humans. So 

far MaddAddam had only targeted the structures of society, releasing new gene spliced animals to 

wreak havoc on electric wires and highways (253). Crake is influenced by their work but does not 

share their ideals of not directly harming humans. This is the first time MaddAddam is mentioned 

in the novel, but their future use by Crake is already foreshadowed with the “it’s obvious they 

could”. He later hires MaddAddam members for his Craker and BlyssPluss-projects. Crake’s views 

can also be connected to some real-life precedents. The way Crake uses the ideas and methods of 

this ecological movement for his own radically antihuman agenda mirrors the real-world co-opting 

of green rhetoric by more malevolent groups: for example, the cases of anti-immigration groups 

using misleading statistics to argue that Mexicans coming to the US would increase carbon 

emissions (Cagle). Crake also wraps his actual agenda into liberal sounding ecological rhetoric and 

interprets statistics to validify his positions. 

Another semi-Socratic dialogue occurs with artists who Jimmy comes across in the Pleeblands. 

This dialogue is used by Atwood in order to further depict the distinction between the worldviews 

of Jimmy and Crake, who represent humanist and hard sciences respectively. The fact that Atwood 

has these antihuman opinions also presented by characters described as “artists” makes it clear that 

although she uses Crake to satirize the hard sciences, she is not implying that arts and humanities 

are incapable of fostering equally dangerous ideologies. The artists repeat the Malthusian anxiety 

about food resources and believe this will lead to human extinction. 

According to them it had been game over once agriculture was invented, six or 

seven thousand years ago. After that the human experiment was doomed, first to 
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gigantism due to a maxed out food supply, and then to extinction, once all the 

available nutrients had been hoovered up. (Oryx 285) 

The “gigantism” is again a clear reference to Malthus’s fears of unlimited human expansion due to 

the easier availability of nutrients, but while Malthus feared the increase of human suffering the 

artists predict a much more radical result: total extinction. The artists also make another prediction 

of the future, that of a bleak mechanical dystopia: 

Soon […] there would be nothing left but a series of long subterranean tubes 

covering the surface of the planet. The air and light inside them would be artificial, 

the ozone and oxygen layers of Planet Earth having been totally destroyed. People 

would creep along through this tubing, single file, stark naked, their only view the 

asshole of the one before them in the line, their urine and excrement flowing down 

through vents in the floor, until they were randomly selected by a digitalized 

mechanism, at which point they would be sucked into a side tunnel, ground up, and 

fed to the others through a series of nipple-shaped appendages on the inside of the 

tube. The system would be self-sustaining and perpetual, and would serve 

everybody right. (Oryx 286) 

This dystopian scenario presented here is a reference to the early dystopian short story “The 

Machine Stops” by E. M. Forster (1909). Forster portrays both hard sciences and humanities as a 

physically and mentally corrupting force on the human race and idealizes natural living in a way 

that is in line with Crake’s idealization of pre-civilization (Forster ch.3 p.5). He also depicts 

humanist sciences as derivative, myopic and impractical, similar to Crake’s opinions about 

humanism (Forster ch.3 p.1). Forster’s short story also deals with eugenics: it conveys the decline 

of humanity with the fact that physical weakness is now seen as more desirable than strength by 

the dystopian society depicted, a flipped version of the actual eugenicist theories gaining ground 

in Forster’s time (ch.2 p.1). This reference to Forster further implies the artists connection with 

Crake and his ideas about perfecting the human race, both mentally and physically. 
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The artists are depicted as anti-capitalist, antihuman and nihilistic. They frame humanity as a 

destructive monster, equating human civilization with capitalism: 

Human society, they claimed, was a sort of monster, its main byproducts being 

corpses and rubble. It never learned, it made the same cretinous mistakes over and 

over, trading short-term gain for long-term pain. It was like a giant slug eating its 

way relentlessly through all the other bioforms on the planet, grinding up life on 

earth and shitting it out the backside in the form of pieces of manufactured and soon-

to-be obsolete plastic junk. (Oryx 285) 

Although the artists are not directly connected to Crake, their arguments resemble his. They use 

the phrase “game over” that Crake uses when debating Jimmy earlier. “Extinction” and “bioform” 

also seem like references to the Extinctathon game that was Crake’s portal to the MaddAddam 

activist group. The artists see humans as inherently violent and destructive and believe that 

humanity as a whole deserves the catastrophic results of their actions. This view, like Crake’s, 

flattens all of humanity into one mold and then pits humans against "all other bioforms" in a 

Romantic nature vs. human dichotomy. The artists are antihuman, but unlike the scientist Crake, 

they do not presume to have a solution: “The artists, who were not sensitized to irony, said that 

correct analysis was one thing, but correct solutions were another, and the lack of the latter did not 

invalidate the former” (Oryx 285). What makes Crake ultimately much more dangerous than the 

artists or MaddAddam, is the position he has in society. He has the possibility to make his 

imagination, his dreams, come true. Much like the makers of official speculative narratives, Crake 

is close to the centers of power in society so, unlike the artists, he has the means to make his 

speculative narratives real. 

 

2.2.2 Crake and Genocide 

 

There are many references to Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s Frankenstein in Oryx and Crake. 

Frankenstein’s major conflict is brought about by the refusal of Doctor Frankenstein to create a 

female counterpart for his monster, motivated by his fear that their procreation would lead to a 



18 
 

superior race of monsters overpowering humanity (Wollstonecraft ch.XX p.1). This fear of 

population replacement is seized by Atwood and turned into Crake’s master plan in Oryx and 

Crake, as he wants to replace all of humanity with the Crakers. In the narrative of the antihuman 

ideology presented by Atwood through Crake and the artists, humans take the role of the monstrous 

race that has already overpowered all others and now must be destroyed (Oryx 285). 

The way Crake thinks of humans as genetically inferior also connects directly to narratives of 

scientific racism used to validify eugenics and genocide during Nazi Germany. Crake’s methods 

are compared to those of Nazi eugenicists by Koziol: “although the Nazi ideal of Man could not be 

more different from Crake’s ideal embodied by the Crakers, the means employed by Nazi 

eugenicists could be put alongside Crake’s killer plague, as they were using “programs of 

sterilization, euthanasia of the unfit … and eventually the Holocaust itself” (498). A similar 

escalation can be seen in Crake’s methods, where at first he claims his plan is to only sterilize 

people against their knowledge and develop the Crakers to be better versions of humans. Crake 

frames both the sterilizing pill and development of The Crakers as two parts of the same plan (358). 

In this fake plan the bioengineered Craker babies are marketed to rich parents, thus relying on 

consensual neo-eugenics in order to better the human species while controlling population levels 

with the falsely marketed sterilizing pills. But this plan is not fast or reliable enough for Crake: he 

wants the Crakers to replace humanity completely and instantly, because he believes humanity to 

be irredeemably destructive. 

 

2.2.3 Oryx, Overpopulation and Antinatalism 

 

Crake first states his views about the deficiencies of humanity in a short passage bracketed by 

Oryx’s life story. In fact, the horrors of Oryx’s childhood become an integral part of how Jimmy 

and the reader understand Crake’s motivations. Her backstory gives an example of the unnecessary 

violence and suffering Crake is trying to eradicate. Thus, it is interesting that her story is also the 

most unreliable as readers never find out if she was telling the truth (362). Oryx’s story is indeed 

so horrific and stereotypical that it does at times seem like pandering to a western savior complex. 

Oryx also leaves many details vague, making it obvious she either does not want to share the whole 

story and/or is making parts up as she goes along, much like Jimmy does with the Crakers (9). Her 

story taps into third world narratives of suffering most western people have been exposed to, so 
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when something is left vague the reader (and Jimmy) can easily fill in the gaps. Whether we read 

her story as true or false, or something in between, it is undoubtedly another instance of a narrative 

used to control the recipient as Crake is implied to be paying Oryx to keep Jimmy working for 

Crake’s project (369). 

But if one does accept Oryx’s origin story at face value, one should consider its implications 

regarding population ideology. Atwood has depicted Oryx’s family as coming from an unspecified, 

Asian country most likely because the World Bank data from around 2003 pointed to South Asia 

as the place where most of the world’s extreme poor reside (WDI). This is another way we can see 

Oryx is a stand in for the global poor, in a similar way to how characters in official speculative 

scenarios are created by interpreting statistics. Her parents are depicted as poor, uneducated, 

dependent on nature for their food and their village geographically isolated. They have many 

children that they cannot feed because of unpredictable changes in weather, implied to be caused 

by global warming, and the illness of the father which prevents him from working. Selling the most 

beautiful children for income to support the rest of the family is a common occurrence in the 

village. The transaction is framed as the children going to work in the city to access a better life, 

but everyone knows the reality: the children are being sold into child slavery (135). This forced 

separation from her family is the event that exposes Oryx to the global sex trade. 

Oryx’s story conforms to a common narrative about why overpopulation is a problem: it leads to 

human rights violations and suffering, or as Oryx puts it “There are too many people and that makes 

the people bad” (377). The problem of overpopulation is often framed as being mainly an issue in 

developing countries with high birth rates, where children are necessary to ensure the family unit 

has continued security of labor. This kind of focus has been criticized as what Stein calls “the 

insidious quest to blame women, especially women of color, for the problems of the world” (5). 

Narratives that highlight overpopulation of developing countries instead of misdistribution of 

resources as the primary problem can very easily be highjacked into a racist and imperialist agenda. 

What Atwood does with this kind of narrative is to juxtapose Oryx’s childhood with the affluence 

of the childhoods of Crake and Jimmy, as well as the wealthy western tourists in the city where 

Oryx is sold to. This, with the many other examples of extreme inequality in Atwood’s world, 

makes it clear that the problem is not merely a lack of resources, but of their distribution and 

excessive use by a small percentage of the world population. This is referenced by Jimmy’s answer 
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when Crake asserts that fewer people will mean more resources to share: “What if the fewer people 

are very greedy and wasteful?” (348). 

When compared to the childhoods of Crake and Jimmy, Oryx loses all social and material capital 

she has at a very young age, being left with only her will to survive and her beauty to bargain with. 

This affects especially her view on the existence of free will, which she questions. Crake’s ideal of 

animal like cyclical reproduction disturbs Jimmy because he thinks that making people just 

“hormone robots” robs them of their free will, to which Crake answers that people are already 

hormone robots, just inefficient ones (196). We find a very similar exchange with Jimmy and Oryx 

where he insists that her having sex with him is different than her having sex for money because 

with him, she is doing it out of her free will. Oryx answers “What is my will?” (166). Oryx and 

Crake both question the existence of free will, Crake because of his belief in biology defining 

human actions and Oryx because she knows that often free choice is the choice between starving 

to death or not. The difference between these two approaches is that Crake's is based on biological 

determinism while for Oryx choice is dictated by material/economic power relations. Both of these 

views lead them to think that sterilizing people without their knowledge is justified, as it will make 

the world a better place by curbing overpopulation. Oryx is essential in distributing Crake’s 

BlyssPluss pills, which she believes to be sexual stimulants with a secret sterilizing component 

(368). This is also what Crake tells Jimmy when he hires him to write ads for the pills. The 

BlyssPluss pills are reminiscent of a speculative plan mentioned in The Population Bomb where 

population control could be achieved by adding temporary sterilizing agents into water or staple 

foods (Ehrlich 135). Ehrlich’s hyperbole was motivated by estimated projections of global 

population increase in the 70’s, which eventually turned out to be overestimations. In light of this 

it is relevant to consider that Atwood has Crake citing “the latest confidential Corps demographic 

reports” as his reason for developing the sterilizing pill:  

Demand for resources has exceeded supply for decades in marginal geopolitical 

areas, hence the famines and droughts; but very soon demand is going to exceed 

supply for everyone. (Oryx 347) 

In addition to being a possible reference to Ehrlich’s failed projections, taking in account that the 

reports are created by CorpseCorps: the organization that killed Jimmy’s mother (304), their 
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inaccessibility and that Crake tells Jimmy to “take it from me” (347), frames them as possibly 

unreliable. It is impossible for Jimmy or the reader to know if the reports are reliable at this point. 

In this quote Crake also implies that overpopulation is currently only a problem in certain 

“marginal” areas, confirming the cause of “the famines and droughts” to be global unequal 

distribution of resources combined with climate change. Crake’s plan of secret sterilization is 

prompted by the reports of demographic growth indicating that overpopulation causing famine will 

be a problem for “everyone” in the future. As Stein remarks, this fake plan is in line with an extreme 

anti-natalist sentiment that wants to force humans to limit reproduction, but not as radical as 

Crake’s actual plans of antihuman genocide (Stein 194). In Atwood’s future devoid of a public 

sector or state governance, scientific efforts are being directed only according to the needs of capital 

and not the needs of most of humanity. Crake’s belief in humanity being intrinsically flawed makes 

him see genocide as a more valid alternative than changing the current global system to something 

more equitable and sustainable. Both Jimmy and Oryx are horrified when they realize Crake’s real 

plans because they still believe in the capability of humans to be good, or at least not intrinsically 

bad, if the correct conditions could be reached. 

The context of the novel heavily implies that “marginal geopolitical areas” and “everyone” 

mentioned in the above quote correspond to poor countries and rich countries, periphery and center, 

the global South and the global North. In the symbolism of Atwood’s novel these dualities are also 

represented by the characters of Oryx and Crake themselves. Oryx’s fate is irrevocably connected 

to her being born into the bottom layer of a global system of capitalist imperial and gendered 

oppressive power relationships. When she works her way up and reaches the center of these power 

systems, represented by working for Crake, that very proximity causes her death. Crake’s killing 

of Oryx affirms that Crake might frame himself as existing outside of or against these power 

systems but is actually only replicating them with his actions. He does this by making people who 

are not responsible for the problems he is eradicating - someone who has suffered deeply because 

of these problems by no fault of her own - pay the ultimate price in order for Crake’s solution to 

work. It should be noted that Crake could easily have saved Oryx, as he did Jimmy; he simply 

chose not to. As I believe the characters in Oryx and Crake should be read primarily as 

representations, the implication of Crake killing Oryx seem to be that however much hard sciences 

partnered with the free market pay lip service to lofty goals of saving humanity they cannot be 
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trusted to not take advantage of and then sacrifice the most vulnerable parts of humanity when it 

suits their needs. 

 

 

2.3 New Eugenics and Reproduction 
 

In a very simplified analysis, there are two kinds of ideologically valued sex depicted in OC: 

cyclical reproductive sex and sex for pleasure. These could also be described as animal sex and 

human sex. The first one is the sort of sex ideologically preferred by Crake and that he tries to 

genetically program into the Crakers, because he wants their procreation to be controlled and 

sparse. The second type, Crake sees as unnecessary and dangerous because it leads to both 

overpopulation and violence. Jimmy is the representative of pleasure-driven sex while Oryx’s story 

is a warning about the ways sex mixed with global capitalism leads to abuse and violence. In this 

section I will analyze the novel’s framing of new eugenics through the character of Jimmy, then 

look at the sex and procreation ideology of Crake and how he applies it in creating the Crakers. 

 

2.3.1 Jimmy and New Eugenics 

 

Jimmy does not share Crake's interest in the flaws of human and animal procreation. Jimmy does 

agree that overpopulation and sexual violence are problems, but he has no interest in coming up 

with a solution. Compared to Crake, Jimmy is more positive about sex, even at times obsessed. 

The most anti-sex rhetoric that is voiced by Jimmy is when he over analyses a letter from his 

stepmother with bitter irony. Jimmy's scientist father and stepmother Ramona are trying to 

conceive their first child and are considering using scientific advancements in genetic technology 

to help things along: 

no baby brother for him yet, but they were still “working on it.” He did not wish to 

visualize the hormone-sodden, potion-ridden, gel slathered details of such work. If 

nothing “natural” happened soon, she said, they’d try “something else” from one of 
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the agencies – Infantade, Foetility, Perfectababe, one of those. Things had changed 

a lot in the field since Jimmy came along! (Came along, as if he hadn’t actually 

been born but had just sort of dropped by for a visit.) She was doing her “research”, 

because of course they wanted the best for their money. Terrific, thought Jimmy. 

They’d have a few trial runs, and if the kids from those didn’t measure up, they’d 

recycle them for the parts, until at least they got something that fit all their specs – 

perfect in every way, not only a math whiz but beautiful as the dawn. (Oryx 293) 

The sex that Jimmy’s stepmother Ramona and his father are having is depicted by Jimmy as 

disgusting. The word “natural” in quotation marks signals not only that Jimmy is quoting from 

Ramona’s letter, but also that he does not think this way of procreating is truly natural, because of 

the medical aids needed. This implies that a more natural way would be superior and less disgusting 

than this “hormone-sodden, potion-ridden, gel slathered” procreation. This relates back to Crakes’ 

idealization of efficient animal procreation. 

After dismissing what Ramona calls the “natural” way as disgusting, Jimmy starts dissecting the 

“something else.” Jimmy depicts using “the agencies,” as immoral and greedy, referring to 

companies that let you create your own custom test tube embryo using genetic technology. 

Ramona’s and his father’s hope for a child is described by Jimmy as just another of their genetic 

experiments. He emphasizes that it is “work” they are doing, that it is a scientific “field”, and that 

Ramona does “research” for it. The process of creating a child is satirized as similar to the creation 

of a perfect product that has “parts” and will “fit all the specs,” by depicting the child as a 

technological gadget rather than human. This all might seem as if Jimmy is ideologically opposed 

to genetic technology, but at the end of his tirade we get: “Jimmy didn’t envy him. (He envied 

him.)” (Oryx 293). This admission makes it clear that Jimmy is jealous of the fact that, unlike him, 

this child will be designed to succeed. 

The kind of genetic manipulation that this passage implies, choosing the characteristics of your 

child, falls under the scientific field of new eugenics. Its proponents mostly advocate the freedom 

of individual people to choose how and whether they wish to genetically alter their children - or 

much more commonly today: whether they wish to screen and possibly abort a fetus with severe 
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illnesses. It is differentiated from eugenics, which is forced upon a population. Many of the basic 

moral problems related to new eugenics are implied in this passage: the high costs inevitably 

creating a genetically enhanced class society (“best for their money”, “he envied him”) and perfect 

children becoming merely a dehumanized product. This passage about new eugenics foreshadows 

the later introduction of the Craker project, as the Crakers are officially supposed to be “floor 

models” for all the possible genetic traits parents can buy for their genetically engineered children 

(358). The last few phrases describing a perfect child attach the passage to the larger narrative, 

since they could just as well be describing Crake and Oryx, respectively: “math whiz and beautiful 

as the dawn.” (Oryx 293) 

 

2.3.2 Reproduction Of The Crakers 

 

Crake’s views about human procreation and sex are made very clear throughout the book. He 

considers humans a flawed species largely because of how he conceptualizes everything from the 

context of genetics and biology, where the highest virtue is to efficiently continue the species while 

maintaining a stable environment. He sees violence as bad, not because it hurts people but because 

it is a waste of resources. He sees overpopulation as a central problem of humanity and thinks that 

it is caused by the inefficient way human reproduction and sexual drive works: “As a species we’re 

pathetic that way: imperfectly monogamous. […] Better plan – make it cyclical and inevitable, as 

in the other mammals. You’d never want someone you couldn’t have” (Oryx 194). With the 

Crakers, he tries to create a new human species that has a more controlled way of procreating: 

“Once every three years per female was more than enough” (Oryx 194), and where sex is only had 

for the purpose of procreation. He also tries to make it so there is no possibility of rape or unrequited 

love. 

An explanation of the Craker mating habits comes in the middle of the novel, when Jimmy 

encounters a Craker mating ritual and explains their biological behavior, much like a documentary 

narrator observing wildlife: 

From amongst the floral tributes the female chooses four flowers, and the sexual 

ardour of the unsuccessful candidates dissipates immediately, with no hard feelings 
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left. Then, when the blue of her abdomen has reached its deepest shade, the female 

and her quartet find a secluded spot and go at it until the woman becomes pregnant 

and her blue coloring fades. (Oryx 194) 

Crake’s idealization of efficient animal reproductive behaviours means he designs sex to be 

synonymous with reproduction and automatically ending at insemination which can be visibly 

confirmed. This form of reproductive behaviour is meant to solve not only overpopulation, but a 

host of other issues that Crake has identified with the development of human society, making sure 

they do not get replicated as the Craker society develops. By eliminating the Craker’s ability for 

abstract thought Crake tries to stop them from developing religion, capitalism, war. In short he tries 

to simplify human culture into basic elements that will restrain its growth both numerically and 

technologically: 

It no longer matters who the father of the inevitable child may be, since there’s no 

more property to inherit, no father-son loyalty required for war. Sex is no longer a 

mysterious rite, viewed with ambivalence or downright loathing, conducted in the 

dark and inspiring suicides and murders. Now it’s more like an athletic 

demonstration, a free-spirited romp” (Oryx 195) 

Despite his hatred of Crake, Jimmy thinks the Crakers are well designed, and that Crake did 

succeed in some of his goals for bettering the human species:  

Since it’s only the blue tissue and the pheromones released by it that stimulate the 

males, there’s no more unrequited love these days, no more thwarted lust;[…] No 

more prostitution, no sexual abuse of children, no haggling over the price, no pimps, 

no sex slaves. No more rape.” (Oryx 194)  

The things that Jimmy mentions as the good sides of this cyclical animal-like mating are all things 

that relate directly to his own life and problems. The mention of lack of fatherhood relates to the 

dysfunctional relationship Jimmy had with his father and the “ambivalence” and “loathing” of sex 
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are both things Jimmy expresses at different points of the novel. The mention of prostitution and 

child abuse are related to his feelings about Oryx and her life. Jimmy hates Crake for destroying 

humanity, but he does think some aspects of the Crakers are improvements to humans and feels 

they are superior to him in many ways, confirming his earlier envy towards his father’s potential 

new child who was designed to succeed inside capitalism as the Crakers are designed to succeed 

in their post-civilization environment. Jimmy has not been designed to succeed in either 

environment, yet he survives both because of his talent with words and how this enables him to 

connect to the people (or Crakers) around him. In the next section we look at how Jimmy and others 

in Atwood’s novel utilize language as a technology and why Atwood returns to this theme so 

frequently in Oryx and Crake. 

 

2.4 Language as Technology 

 

As discussed earlier, in Oryx and Crake Atwood is making a point of depicting the perceived rift 

between hard sciences and humanism and then deconstructing that notion: framing technology as 

art and language as technology. Crake’s dislike of humanities, imagination and the arts is undercut 

by the way he himself imagines and designs the Crakers: a feat impossible without using human 

imagination and artistry. Koziol also notes this in his analysis, where he compares Crake to 

historical movements of authoritarian political art, such as the Russian Modernists (497). 

A recurring pairing of concepts in Oryx and Crake is a connection between imagination (also used 

by Atwood to signify humanities and art) and dreams. A telling passage is when visiting Crake, 

Jimmy hears him screaming in his sleep every night and asks what his nightmares were about, to 

which Crake answers, “I never dream” (255). Jimmy reminds him that if people and animals do 

not dream, they “go crazy”. Crake answers that then he must not remember his dreams, as he is not 

crazy. There could be drawn a parallel between sleep as a biological function and dreams as a 

psychological phenomenon, again highlighting the hard/soft sciences dichotomy. At the same time 

this scene makes it clear that there is no sleep without dreams, no hard sciences without humanities, 

no technology without art. They are intrinsically connected; one is useless and even dangerous 

without the other. The passage ends with Jimmy in the post-apocalyptic present, thinking: “Every 
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moment he’s lived in the past few months was dreamed up by Crake. No wonder Crake screamed 

so much” (256). Here Atwood is again using the word dream to mean create, imagine, design. 

By depicting Crake creating the Crakers and then having first Oryx and later Jimmy functioning as 

their guardians/teachers Atwood sets up a classic nature/nurture paradigm. Nature is represented 

by Crake and his hard science biotechnical programming, while nurture is represented by Oryx and 

Jimmy and what they teach the Crakers. Crake creates the Crakers brains to be non-religious and 

unimaginative, but the teachings of Oryx and the stories of Jimmy enable them to create their own 

belief system. The Crakers religion also keeps growing and changing while Jimmy is gone, 

meaning they have elaborated on his stories and created new beliefs and rituals by themselves 

(418). This triumph of imagination can also be seen as a triumph of nurture over nature, showing 

the inaccuracies and limits of Crake’s ideology of genetic determinism. It is also one of the ways 

in which Atwood frames the use of biotechnology and the use of words and stories as tools to create 

material realities: Jimmy uses words and rhetoric to sell the BlyssPluss pills that kill most of 

humanity and he uses stories to mold the Crakers and their society. Jimmy has just as much of an 

impact on the physical world as Crake does, the important difference being he is not aware of the 

scale of his impact and does not have an overarching plan for what he is doing, unlike Crake. As 

Bergthaller mentions, “Jimmy represents a humanism that fails to understand itself as a bio-

political project” (737).  Through Jimmy, Atwood is criticizing the way humanists can often 

undermine their own fields importance and, like the artists Jimmy encounters, refrain from giving 

concrete solutions to the problems they analyze, something hard sciences are much more ready to 

offer. Jimmy only starts realizing the power his words have and the responsibilities that come with 

using them when he takes care of the Crakers after civilization has fallen. The Crakers believe 

everything Jimmy tells them and act accordingly, so he learns to be more careful about his use of 

narratives. Jimmy also realizes that he cannot take back or change the stories at will, because he 

needs to maintain the Crakers belief and interest in him in order to survive. Atwood believes that 

the impact of stories on society and the physical world can be just as powerful as that of hard 

sciences and just as critical for humanities future survival. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 
 



28 
 

Throughout the novel Atwood uses the ideas of art/dreams/religion/sexuality to reference the same 

concept: the part of the human brain that imagines and creates. This part is what Crake thinks is 

the source of all of humanities troubles and it’s also what Jimmy’s character represents. This is 

what Atwood sees as a key part of humanity; she is saying that understanding human actions and 

changing them relies on understanding human imagination. Even more specifically, the message is 

about the dangers of what might happen if humanities and hard sciences continue to develop into 

separate echo chambers, with their only interaction being when humanities work for the hard 

sciences favored by capital. The disaster in Oryx and Crake happens when these two branches are 

not equally and effectively contributing to transparent and accessible scientific development and 

discourse with disenfranchised groups completely closed off from the discussion. Atwood also 

makes the point that this is very difficult to achieve in a capitalist society where scientific 

development is closed off into the intellectual property of competing corporate entities and access 

to scientific discourse is nonexistent. Atwood presents many slightly different iterations of the same 

basic ideology: that humans are intrinsically violent and destructive to nature. If not questioned, 

this logic can lead down roads that at their most extreme lead to nihilism, eugenics and genocide. 

She warns us not to try and perfect humanity from the inside out: “So of course we should try to 

make things better, insofar as it lies within our power. But we should probably not try to make 

things perfect, especially not ourselves, for that path leads to mass graves” (“Margaret Atwood: 

The Road to Ustopia”). Her ultimate message is one of moderation and the valuing of human 

imperfections, and that wiping the slate clean will never be a valid answer to humanity’s problems. 

 

3 The Carhullan Army 
 

In this chapter I focus on The Carhullan Army by Sarah Hall. Hall is an English author from 

Cumbria, and The Carhullan Army (TCA) is her third novel. It is considered to be an important 

work of British feminist speculative fiction and has won the 2007 John Llewellyn Rhys Prize, 

James Tiptree Jr. Award, and was short-listed for the Arthur C. Clarke Award.  

The narrator of TCA calls herself Sister. The novel takes place in a dystopian Britain, where the 

government is now called the Authority. A gradual slide into totalitarianism has happened after 

various social and environmental catastrophes led to a military government being instituted. The 
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event that sets the plot in motion is when Sister must endure a mandatory procedure to install a 

“regulator,” an Intrauterine Contraceptive Device (IUD), dictated by the Authority’s new 

population policy. Later she is sexually assaulted by monitors tasked with confirming she’s wearing 

the device. After this traumatic experience, Sister breaks martial law, leaving behind her husband 

Andrew and the city of Rith. She thus becomes an Unofficial, losing her status as a citizen. She 

sets out to find the Carhullan farm; a community of women living in the hills of Cumbria, hidden, 

isolated and defiant of the state.  

The rural farm is a commune ruled by consensus, but its unofficial leader is Jackie, one of its 

founders and a former soldier who has a plan to overthrow the government with her trained group 

of soldiers which Sister eventually joins. Jackie starts out as a rough but morally justified character 

whom Sister admires. As the novel progresses and Sister and the others at the farm are being 

increasingly manipulated by Jackie, the reader begins to question Jackie’s motives. Sister becomes 

increasingly mired into Jackie’s ideology of necessary violence and disassociation from ethical 

norms. With Sister’s help Jackie convinces the women of the farm that their only hope of survival 

is to liberate Rith from the Authority and use the city as a base for an insurrection. Jackie turns the 

whole farm into a military base for her Carhullan Army. They attack the city of Rith but end up 

losing to the Authority. Before Jackie dies, she tells Sister to surrender in order to tell their story 

and inspire more rebellions. 

TCA has largely been analysed through feminist and utopian theory, sometimes combined with 

ecocritical theory. I believe there is a need for more analysis with the focus of reproduction and 

population, as Hall has confirmed these to be important themes: “Population control is going to 

become an unavoidable issue in the real world, as the effects of limited resources kick in. I chose 

this theme because it has future relevance. …  interference with fundamental rights of the female 

body and the female mind is the absolute sign of a failing society” (Adami 121). The “future 

relevance” implies that TCA is indeed meant as a warning, a speculation and a political tool, 

similarly to Atwood’s Oryx and Crake. As Ferreira points out: “Hall herself has acknowledged in 

an interview that her aim was to look at the ‘relationship between war and society’ (2007: P.S.5)” 

and “power systems, [...] how some people are rendered vulnerable or discriminated against, and 

how these systems can be broken” (2007: P.S.7)” (158). This further implies that the novel is 

intended to function as part of political discourse. When discussing the literary context of TCA, 
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Wilson uses the categorization of feminist speculative fiction (2), while Adam Trexler sees the 

novel as “a continuation of a twentieth-century trope of antitotalitarian dystopias” (134). Davidson 

calls attention to how in the novel “The utopian imaginary is a lens by which to explore the legacy 

of past feminisms in the world of today” referring to Hall’s use of ideas from 1970’s separatist 

feminism (3). 

Aline Ferreira looks at multiple works that deal with female violence including The Carhullan 

Army. She frames the novels as critiques of “the supposedly nonviolent nature of women, tied into 

essentialist notions of woman and nature, woman as nurturer and mother (Pearson 1999, Alison 

2004)” (153). Ferreira analyses the novels through notions of female violence and bioethics: “[The 

Carhullan Army] is not only centrally concerned with the survival of the species, in this case of 

women, but also with putting an end to male influence, which the women consider to be at the root 

of the problems that have wreaked havoc on civilization” (157). Ferreira draws a connection 

between these gendered ideas of violence and the work of bioethicists Persson and Savulescu, who 

suggest that violence might be eliminated by genetic manipulation or biochemical interventions: 

what they call moral bioenhancement (160). In The Carhullan Army Jackie wants to unleash the 

suppressed capability for violence in her women soldiers, in order to attack the Authority and 

protect the women of the cities. Ferreira details how the narrator, guided by Jackie, believes that 

women are as capable of violence as men, but women’s violence is more justified and thus does 

not make them “monsters” (158). Thus, the moral enhancement of society attempted by Jackie in 

The Carhullan Army hinges on normative ideas of gender and violence, but where women’s 

violence is valued as intrinsically more moral than men’s, especially when used to prevent the 

oppression of women. 

Nicole Wilson compares Hall’s The Carhullan Army to Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and 

focuses on themes of reproductive control using feminist analysis and Foucault’s theory of 

biopower (3). Wilson defines biopower after Foucault as “techniques for achieving the 

subjugations of bodies and the control of populations” while herself adding the definition of “any 

type of action from a ruling entity with the aim to protect the life of the population or even the 

species” (4-5) Wilson’s analysis thus concludes that the dehumanization of the protagonists is 

contingent on the loss of reproductive rights and bodily autonomy. Even though many other rights 

are rescinded before the loss of reproductive rights, it is this that makes the protagonists “envision 
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themselves as animals” (13). According to Wilson it is “the experience of losing control over one’s 

right to decide, specifically in the case over one’s reproductive rights that leaves […] Sister feeling 

dehumanized” (14). I agree with Wilson’s analysis and will be taking a closer look at the ways 

people are dehumanized in Hall’s text through the loss of reproductive rights and bodily autonomy. 

 

3.1 Population Ideology 

 

3.1.1 The Authority and Antinatalism 

 

Like Crake, In Hall’s novel the totalitarian government called “the Authority” is worried about 

overpopulation, in this case in the cities of England, since their food resources are depleted, and 

they depend on imported food aid from the United States. In the novel, the fear of overpopulation 

leading to starvation is presented as the public justification for the policy of mandatory IUDs for 

all women of reproductive age (Hall 26). This suggests that the Authority claims to ascribe to a 

negative utilitarian-based ideology of antinatalism. The narrator, Sister, believes that the true aim 

of these policies is to make the British population more easily controllable while the Authority 

wastes its resources in multiple pointless “geopolitical” wars, reminiscent of the Iraq war (23). The 

food shortages and dependence on American food relief are implied to be caused by bad 

centralization policy driving down local agriculture (14). These are only some of the ways in which 

Hall frames the food scarcity as being both the result of natural disasters, such as flooding caused 

by climate change, and engineered by those in charge (23). The IUD policy ensures government 

control over the growth rate of England’s population, most of which has been relocated into 

crowded tenements in the cities. 

When Andrew and Sister discussing the reproductive policy, Sister mentions that it is rarely the 

bodies of men that are interfered with in similar physical ways by state policies and that this makes 

it easy for Andrew to consider it a necessary evil (30). He cannot see things from Sister’s 

perspective ideologically or emotionally. This misalignment is emphasized when Andrew wants to 

have sex after the procedure, because now they do not have to worry about pregnancy. He does not 

realize sexual intercourse is painful and re-traumatizing for Sister, who does not object in her 

traumatized state. To him, as for the Authority, her body can only be understood and contextualized 
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through the functions it has or does not have and not as a part of a subjective human being. This 

scene can be contrasted with an earlier one, a night when Andrew had gone out to protest and got 

beat up by the police. This was when Sister and Andrew were still both firmly against the Authority. 

They had sex but “didn’t use the issued contraceptives, though we knew what would happen if I 

conceived. Maybe it was the only protest left for us” (25). The implication is that if Sister did 

conceive, she would be forced to have an abortion. The first sexual act is framed by Sister as a 

“protest” (26), and Andrew tries to frame the second one similarly, saying “‘You’re still you,’… 

‘Beautiful you. They can’t control that, can they?’” (28). The first act is depicted as being painful 

for Andrew because of his physical injuries, just as the second one is for Sister: “Andrew winced 

through the sex, asking me to make him hard again” (25). The difference is that Sister does not ask 

for sex, she just goes along with it because “neither one of us had ever said no to the other” (28). 

This invisible pact between them signifies not just their personal relationship and what is expected 

of married women, but also acts as a symbol for the pact between citizen and state that Sister has 

still not broken. She is still in the institution of both marriage and the state. She complies to the 

state and with her husband, but she does not consent. Just like the night he got brutalized by the 

police was the moment Andrew started losing his faith in the opposition, the IUD is the moment 

Sister starts to realize she will have to reject all official institutions in order to regain her autonomy. 

Both events are instances of state violence, but the abuse of biopower is the one that radicalizes 

instead of breeding docility. 

To situate this kind of misuse of biopower in the real world I want to draw attention to the fact that 

Hall’s way of describing and framing the mandatory IUD procedure is reminiscent of the real-

world anti-abortion policy calling for mandatory, medically unnecessary, transvaginal ultrasounds 

performed before abortion, which is periodically brought up by conservatives in the United States 

(Forced Ultrasound). This policy is meant to dissuade women from having abortions, while the 

purpose of the mandatory IUD in Hall’s novel is to stop women from having unauthorized children. 

Hall’s framing of the IUD as the instrument of female reproductive oppression highlights the fact 

that all forms of forced reproductive control or intervention by the state, be it for or against 

reproduction, are equally morally reprehensible and violate human rights.  

Hall’s anti-natalist themes mirror Atwood’s in that Crake’s ideal of human reproduction, how he 

designs the Crakers, is also very controlled. He tries to extend material reproductive control to the 
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genetic level while the Authority are only functioning on the level of crude invasive medical 

procedures. The ideology behind these acts of control is nevertheless connected, a perceived need 

to force human populations to reproduce at a desired lower rate. The difference is the technology 

available and the level of permanence aimed for. Crake is also depicted as not specifically targeting 

women with his reproductive control, but all of humanity. While this is true, Crake is still highly 

essentialist in his view of gender, sex and reproduction, much like the Authority, seeing women 

(and all humans) as a mere collection of their most commonly occurring physiological traits. 

 

3.1.2 The Carhullan Farm, Biopower and Separation of Families 

 

At Carhullan farm, at first it seems like reproduction is not overtly controlled. Although the farm 

is female-only, there is a dwelling nearby where a small group of men live (137). There are only 

few of them and their living situation is more precarious than that of the women. The men get 

occasional help from the farm, in exchange for giving sexual services for the women when 

required. This is how most of the children on the farm are born. The men have no rights to their 

female children. The male children are banished from the farm to live with the other men once they 

hit puberty (110). The female children live on the farm with their mothers, and if a mother dies the 

child is taken care of communally (106). The fact that the men exist and are a part of the social 

structure at Carhullan is revealed gradually. As Davidson states, the gender separation system is a 

reference to the separatist feminism of the seventies and Hall uses Carhullan as a thought 

experiment “displaying both the potentialities of the movements of this time as well as their 

sometimes violent limitations” (Davidson 1). The separation suggests many ethical issues; 

assigning a whole gender to live separately in worse conditions than the main population and then 

buying their sexual services when they are in a weak bargaining position raises many issues around 

free will, poverty and disenfranchisement. 

A related issue Hall touches on is the separation of families. In the world of Hall’s novel this forced 

separation of family units at Carhullan is based on gender, whereas in real life it is often based on 

nationality and race. Both of these separations can be seen as forms of biopower, in that they 

separate family units and thus go against reproductive justice, a part of which is the ability to care 

for your own children. Deportation is mentioned when Sister describes the ethnicities of the women 
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on the farm: “Most of the women were Caucasian; there were a couple of Asians, and a black girl 

called Nnenna, who had been the most recent arrival at Carhullan before me. The rest of her family 

had been deported” (104). Deportation is also listed as one of the many "extreme measures” 

undertaken by the Authority (25). By doing this Hall draws attention to the fact that separation of 

families (via deportation) is one of the societal wrongs that has driven people to live at Carhullan. 

Even though the novel mostly focuses on gendered oppression, Hall does acknowledge that 

nationalism and racism make racialized people more vulnerable to state mandated separation from 

their family unit. This becomes relevant when we realize that the rules of Carhullan also separate 

families from each other but based on gender not nationality. This is one of the ways in which Hall 

paints Carhullan and the Authority as having similarities in their policies in that the rights of some 

groups are more readily sacrificed for ideological reasons. Under the rule of the Authority these 

groups are women and racial minorities, at Carhullan they are the men and boys. This demonstrates 

how uneven power dynamics remain abusive, even though the identity of the groups may change. 

Atwood also deals with separation of families through the story of Oryx. Oryx is sold by her family 

at a young age and this displacement is the reason she is in such a vulnerable position to be preyed 

upon by the hyper-capitalist, racist and patriarchal system she lives under. Atwood implies that this 

system is also the one that caused global warming and the food shortages that resulted in her initial 

displacement from her family. The capitalist system needs the global poor in order to function and 

it creates what it needs, much like the Authority created the category of Unofficials to keep their 

citizens loyal and Jackie marginalizes the men in order to retain control of her societal project at 

the Carhullan Farm. 

 

3.2 Dehumanization, Bodily Autonomy and Biopower 

 
As discussed earlier, the dehumanization of the protagonist is tied to her loss of bodily autonomy 

and control (Wilson). Dehumanization is represented by comparing the character to animals. In 

several of the scenes where Sister is being physically violated, animals are mentioned. The IUD 

procedure is described as the doctor “attaching the device as efficiently as a farmer clipping the ear 

of one of his herd” (27). Sister is also assaulted by monitors who are tasked with verifying that 

women are complying with the mandatory IUD policy, while one of them is “joking about dog 
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leashes” (16). Although the dehumanizing policies of the Authority are important to the narrative, 

a large part of the novel is spent on the Carhullan farm where the dehumanizing factor is the leader 

Jackie. Jackie’s pragmatism makes her view people as very similar to her animals on the farm: to 

be trained to their best potential and taken care of but only to the extent that it is beneficial to the 

farm as a whole and to her larger purpose. She is described as someone “who could rear livestock 

then slaughter it” (54). She is the one exercising biopower in the small-scale society of the farm. 

It is implied that Carhullan, and Jackie, did not start out like we find her. The beginnings of the 

farm are depicted as utopian and idealistic (54). As Davidson suggests, this utopian possibility of 

Carhullan is represented by Veronique, co-founder and Jackie’s partner (Davidson 13-14). Three 

years before the events of the novel, Veronique chooses to be mercy killed by Jackie after the 

Authority refuses to treat her cancer because of her Unofficial status. It is implied that this is the 

reason Jackie wants to attack the Authority instead of passively protecting the farm (158). As with 

Sister, Jackie’s radicalization can be attributed to the Authority’s abuse of biopower. 

When Sister arrives at Carhullan Jackie orders her to be thrown into solitary confinement, called a 

“dog box”, and deprived of food and water for days (69). The “dog box” is a crude sensory 

deprivation cell and a reference to torture committed by the United States army on war prisoners. 

We later find out that Jackie used to be an elite soldier (164). She uses this torture in order to break 

down Sister’s mental defences and to make sure she will be a useful asset to her plans, while 

justifying it with protecting the farm. While in the “dog box”, Sister goes through a mental 

breakdown and dreams/hallucinates giving birth to a stray dog carcass that she has encountered in 

the city (73). This moment connects the uncontrollable stray dog population of the city of Rith with 

the population control measures aimed at the women living there (6). This connection is further 

strengthened when we remember the joke about “dog leashes” related to the IUD. Humans are 

being treated as animals, both in the city and at Carhullan. 

Hall depicts a society where the use and misuse of biopower is inescapable. It flows from the United 

States through food and medicine aid, onto the Authority which uses it to keep people under control 

by, for example, refusing medical help to Unofficials and enforcing IUD’s. Carhullan is not spared 

from the reach of this power, as they pay a high price by refusing to join the Authority: they have 

lost one baby, a woman giving birth and Veronique as a result of not having access to state 

controlled medical care (82, 107). At Carhullan Jackie utilizes biopower to keep the men 
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subservient by not feeding them equally well as the women and separating them from their children 

and the rest of the farm. Later she convinces a large portion of the farm to join her in attacking the 

Authority resulting in most of them dying: a feat of wartime rhetoric that I believe counts as use of 

biopower, which I will elaborate on later in 3.3. The cycle of misuse of biopower is depicted as 

inescapable and the only point in which Sister seems to be outside of this circle is when she has 

left Rith but has yet to reach Carhullan, when she is alone. 

 

3.2.1 Choice 

 

In any narrative about reproductive rights, choice is always going to be a relevant theme. In TCA 

Hall uses pairs of similar events to show the momentous difference that choosing to experience 

something makes psychologically. The first part of the novel is focused on events where Sister has 

little agency in what happens to her body: the medical procedure, the sex she does not decline but 

does not want, and being tortured at Carhullan. The second half contains scenes where physically 

similar things happen, but this time the context is completely different because she chooses them 

herself. She has the IUD removed and she has consensual sex. Finally, when training with Jackie’s 

army for the attack on the Authority, she consents to being tortured as part of her training (184). 

The question of when a person can make an actual informed choice is a constant theme. In the 

middle of the novel, Jackie makes the point that Sister was not physically forced to have the IUD 

procedure, that she did not actively resist even though she did not want it (116). Sister was not 

capable to actively resist because of the material and ideological context of her situation. After 

Sister leaves the city of Rith for Carhullan, there is a moment where she recognizes she has lost 

her window of choice to return to her old life, she has been gone from the city too long for it to go 

unnoticed: she is officially Unofficial (33). From this moment on she knows she has no other choice 

than to go to Carhullan and hope the women take her in. She made the choice to leave the city, but 

from a certain point on, Carhullan stops being an option she can choose and starts being her only 

way to survive. This kind of questioning of the limits of free will is also present in Atwood’s novel, 

mostly through the characters of Crake and Oryx, Crake because he believes choice is dictated by 

the biological workings inside humans and Oryx because her choices have been tied to her survival 

and dictated by external systems, mainly capitalism. 
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3.3 Propaganda as Biopower 
 

A primary theme of TCA is the meeting of war and society, as Hall has stated (Adami 158). The 

relevant war to Britain at the time of the novel’s publishing in 2007 was the 2003 Iraq war, which 

was still ongoing. Related to this was the revelation of war prisoner torture at Abu Ghraib in 2004. 

These are the main contexts that Hall draws from, while building her dystopian wartime Britain. 

Hall depicts a world where the special relationship between Britain and the United States has 

become one of British dependence and constant enmeshment in distant geopolitical wars that 

clearly reference the Iraq war. False narratives about weapons of mass destruction played a 

significant part in the lead up of Britain joining the Iraq war and propaganda was utilized towards 

Iraqis during the war itself (Gabrys). In Hall’s narrative propaganda is constantly present: labels 

on food aid with Victorian sounding propaganda (32) and religious leaflets funded by the United 

States (164). As the media is fully controlled by the Authority, there is no free press: the only media 

content accessible is propaganda. 

The metatext framing the novel makes it seem that the text of the novel itself has been filtered by 

the military government. The chapters are titled “files” and have the words “complete recovery” 

or “partial corruption” after them, to indicate when some of the supposed original text is missing 

from the “file” (2, 148). This could be interpreted as actual corruption of files or could be read as 

the government redacting parts of the report that they find dangerous. As Gabrys states in her article 

on war propaganda, withholding and manipulation are part of the destabilization of information 

during war. 

“Verbal unanchoredness,” as a condition of war, occurs by withholding and manipulating 

 information, a strategy that Elaine Scarry describes where “the utter derealization of 

 verbal meaning” may generate “the presence of fictions or, more drastically, ‘lies.’” Lies 

 are like wounds, an injurious strategy where the ability to “make real” is a sovereign 

 operation used to define territory and ideology.” (2) 
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Just as the Authority withholds and manipulates information and uses propaganda to “make real” 

their territory and ideology in the city, Jackie replicates these methods at the Carhullan farm. 

Jackie’s relationship to the Authority and its military system is integral, as she is a veteran of the 

Authorities wars and as such her ideology has been formed out of her past as an elite soldier 

indoctrinated into the imperialist military system, a past that she has never quite rid herself of. 

Jackie’s methods in her own war against the Authority are those of imperialist warfare: propaganda, 

control of information and essentialist us vs. them rhetoric where her opposition is defined as not 

only the Authority but specifically men. Just as the Authority controls the media in the city, Jackie 

controls information at Carhullan farm. The only books at the farm are in Jackie’s room and she 

uses these books to further manipulate Sister into accepting her plan (112). We later find out that 

Jackie has plans for Sister from the moment she arrives on the farm. When pitching her plan of 

attacking the Authority, Jackie frames her goal as freeing the women of the city, a promise 

resembling some of the women’s rights rhetoric used by the Bush administration to further validate 

the invasion of Iraq in 2003 (Respect pars. 17-19). Sister’s story of contraceptive violence at the 

hands of the Authority functions as a rhetorical tool to radicalize the women of Carhullan (161). 

When the women still seem apprehensive after hearing Sister’s story, Jackie later reveals she has 

information that the Authority is going to attack Carhullan (158). Some of the women do not 

believe her, one of them comparing Jackie to Mao, but these women are in the minority (160). 

Jackie has created enough “verbal unanchoredness” where believing her is almost the only option. 

It is never revealed if Jackie was indeed lying and led the women to their deaths purely because of 

a personal vendetta against the Authority. After she convinces the women there is no other option 

than to attack, Jackie’s hold on the farm becomes increasingly similar to the control of the 

totalitarian military government in Rith. Sister recalls that “There was no mutiny at Carhullan. If 

Jackie had anticipated there might be, [ . . .] she need not have worried. There was no one to 

challenge her. And, under whatever law there was now, the place was hers” (175). Here the change 

at Carhullan is depicted as similar to how martial law was instituted in Rith, except at Rith there 

were violent protests, while at Carhullan Jackie has no opposition. The way that Jackie uses 

narratives and information in order to direct the behaviour of the people on the farm and leading 

them to their death, is concurrent with Bergthallers view of narratives as a form of bio-political 

control. The same is also true of the Authority and their use of propaganda to make people believe 

in the necessity of war and population control. 
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Another aspect that Hall uses to tie together her message about narratives, power and war is Megan, 

the girl who has been communally raised at Carhullan and who is at 14 the oldest child born at the 

farm (82). Megan is specifically influenced by Jackie and is depicted as the result of being raised 

without the influence of patriarchy or capitalism, a symbol of Jackie’s political project (107-108). 

She is depicted as completely unselfconscious, happy and animated, capable of violence but 

friendly and bright (107). She is also obedient to Jackie, already a part of her security forces when 

Sister arrives (82). Sister likes her instantly and sees Megan as proof that Jackie’s system works. 

But later we are confronted with the fact that Megan is a child soldier, trained by Jackie. When the 

farm finally prepares to take on the Authority, Jackie makes Megan shoot a dead corpse of a woman 

to prepare her for killing people (181). Megan’s character is used by Hall to further complicate and 

deepen both the themes of choice and power of narratives, as Megan had no choice in being born 

into Carhullan. She was raised to follow Jackie, just as Sister is slowly indoctrinated into choosing 

the same fate. As Sister is an adult she notices some of the ways Jackie is manipulating her but is 

already too ideologically and personally invested to choose a different path (162, 196). It is possible 

to read the novel as Sister making a somewhat informed decision in joining Jackie’s Army, but this 

is not the case for Megan.  

Hall’s use of Megan’s character connects to Atwood’s theme of narratives as (bio-)technologies 

that can change the way people’s brains work and as such have an impact on the material world: a 

message most easily conveyed through child characters. Atwood uses the Crakers to make a similar 

point about the strength of narratives and ideology. While these more susceptible characters make 

the message of narratives influencing our behaviour very clear, both novels also frame their adult 

protagonists as being manipulated in ways that are visible to the reader but not immediately noticed 

by the characters themselves, making it clear everyone is susceptible to manipulative narratives. 

This framework could even be extended to how the narratives of these explicitly political novels 

are influencing their readers. Hall naming her totalitarian government “the Authority”, could be 

seen as an ironic nod to authors attempting to influence their audience politically. Atwood makes 

a similar reference to herself as a writer when Jimmy makes fun of the fake words he invents in 

order to sell products: a reference to how Atwood’s numerous neologisms do a lot of heavy lifting 

in Oryx and Crake (292). The contrast between the forms of psychological manipulation through 

narratives in Atwood and Hall is stark, but some basic messages seem to come through in both 
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novels. There is a definitive theme of the power of narratives to heal and to harm, to both build and 

destroy, depending on how and when they are utilized.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 
 

In some ways what Jackie is doing at Carhullan is similar to what Hall is doing with her novel: 

using reproductive rights to create a narrative to further her own ideological project, which for Hall 

seems at least partly to be an interrogation of the idea of a society based on female supremacy. It 

is clearly communicated that choice is paramount in reproductive policies, but the concepts of 

choice and autonomy are also questioned in the face of psychological manipulation and 

propaganda. These themes are also relevant to Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake. Crake is trying to 

engineer out violence from human nature and using ecological overpopulation narratives to justify 

his extreme methods of achieving his goal, while Jackie is using reproductive justice and women’s 

rights narratives to justify using mentally and physically abusive training to make her women 

soldiers capable of more violence in order to defeat an oppressive government. Behind Hall’s 

obvious warnings about women’s reproductive freedoms being a canary in a coal mine for the loss 

of democracy, there can be found a warning of women being equally capable of cruelty, violence, 

and war as men. The institutional and political message is for women’s rights and reproductive 

rights, but the individual message is about both personal responsibility and susceptibility to 

manipulation. As Adami mentions, the possibilities of speculative fiction to affect real-world 

policies depends on “the willingness of policy makers to accept fiction as a legitimate framework 

for human rights thinking” (123). This reveals a connection between Hall’s work and Atwood’s 

project of lifting speculative fiction to a position equal to that of scientific and political speculative 

narratives. 

 

4 Conclusion 
 

The Carhullan Army focuses on withholding from women ”the possibility to reproduce” (Wilson 

19) as a way of conceptualizing a host of different issues about choice, free will, body politics and 

manipulative narratives, while Oryx and Crake focuses on scientific efforts to remove the existence 
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of free will from reproduction as well as the distance between reproduction and sex, laying bare 

ideological missteps that lead Crake from his initial goal of preventing ecological destruction and 

suffering to believing the only answer is genocide. In these novels, attempts at Utopia are poisoned 

by their builders’ internalized values of the dystopian societies and institutions that they were 

molded by: Jackie has internalized the violence of the military industrial system and the gender 

essentialism of patriarchy, while Crake’s ideology stems from a combination of the bioessentialism 

of genealogy, antihumanism of the hard sciences and the objectification of humans under 

capitalism. 

As Adami mentions “the often negative scenarios presented by feminist speculative fiction reflect 

existing conditions in the authors’ empirical environment” and I believe I have shown this to be 

true of both novels analysed here. The fact that the novels are so obviously tied to real world events 

and discussions underlines their message about responsibly utilizing powerful narratives. 

Especially when discussing population and reproduction, we must use narratives while 

understanding and making transparent the history behind them and how specific narratives around 

overpopulation are still used to reproduce imperial, genocidal and eugenicist policy around the 

world. 

A recent example of blatant misuse of biopower that sounds like it is ripped straight out of either 

Hall or Atwood’s dystopias is the threatened refusal of pharmaceutical companies to waive the 

intellectual property rights of the COVID-19 vaccines, something that was assumed to be almost a 

given in discussions at the beginning of the 2020 pandemic. The role that Bill Gates has played in 

these developments could easily be likened to the actions of the multinational companies Crake 

works for and their obsession with science as intellectual property to be guarded at all cost. In 

January 2021, after the Gates Foundation had recommended that the finished Oxford vaccine be 

sold to AstraZeneca instead of released for the open use of the global scientific community, Gates 

was quoted as saying: “It’s the classic situation in global health, where the advocates all of a sudden 

want [the vaccine] for zero dollars and right away” (Zaitchik et al.). In April 2021, The Economist 

Intelligence Unit’s forecast estimated that attaining widespread vaccination coverage for many 

developing countries will be pushed to 2023 (The EIU’s Latest). The narratives around Bill Gates 

are a perfect example of the inherent political power of narratives founded in biopower, 

reproductive rights and population anxieties. Gates has not only been criticized for his extremely 
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rigid views on IP but has also been the target of right-wing conspiracy theories of racially motivated 

genocide, because of his funding of family planning projects in Africa (Joyce). This strategy of 

using liberal sounding social justice terminology to reframe free access to family planning services, 

especially abortion, as genocide targeting people of colour has been utilized by the anti-abortion 

movement in both African countries and the United States (Joyce). More recently, anti-vaccination 

proponents have landed on a narrative of the Gates backed vaccine being exactly like Crake’s 

BlyssPluss pill: a secret sterilizer (Joyce). This kind of complexity and tension that exists between 

the politically charged narratives of reproductive rights and population control is exactly what 

Atwood and Hall are both depicting in their works. Their novels both examine how biopower 

related narratives are especially rife with possibilities for misinformation by bad faith actors 

because of their emotional impact and the many documented historical and current instances of 

abuse of biopower. When this misinformation is combined with the belief that humans, or indeed 

subsections of humans, are inherently destructive, the results can be especially gruesome. 

Themes of population and reproduction are a fruitful area for further study, and I would be 

especially interested in seeing more literary study about how political narratives and discourse 

about these themes are reflected in more recent speculative fiction. Davidson mentions some 

feminist utopian speculative fiction that might be useful for future analysis such as Ryka Aoki’s 

The Gift (2017) a “utopian tale which elaborates a world of gender freedom” and Rivers Solomon’s 

The Deep (2019) featuring “an underwater community … formed by black women thrown 

overboard by slavers during the Middle Passage” (2). Another important area of study is the 

political discourse around population narratives and how these narratives function in different 

media environments such as social media. Only by understanding how narratives of reproduction 

and population are currently wielded can we better develop counter-narratives that offer a nuanced 

and humane understanding of the global issues humanity is facing. 
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