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Abstract 

This essay explores the themes of posthumanism and the Anthropocene in Margaret 

Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake. It analyses how the novel describes humanity’s effects on 

the earth in the novel and its human and non-human inhabitants, during the geological era 

that is called the Anthropocene. It argues that this era abruptly comes to an end with the 

scientist Crake’s carefully planned annihilation of humanity and the introduction of the 

genetically modified, posthuman species the Crakers.  
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Sammanfattning 

Den här uppsatsen utforskar ämnena posthumanism och antropocen i Margaret Atwoods 

roman Oryx and Crake. Den analyserar romanens skildring av människans effekter på jorden 

i romanen och på dess mänskliga och icke-mänskliga invånare, under den geologiska era som 

kallas antropocen. Vidare argumenterar den för att denna era får ett abrupt slut i och med 

vetenskapsmannen Crakes välplanerade utrotning av mänskligheten och införandet av den 

genetiskt modifierade, posthumanistiska arten crakerianerna.  

 

Nyckelord: Oryx and Crake, Margaret Atwood, posthumanism, antropocen 
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“I’m Going Away Now”: Posthumanism and 

the End of the Anthropocene in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake 

 

At the end of the twenty-first century, the possibilities—and dangers—of biotechnology was 

a hot subject. Research conducted during the twentieth century lead to a number of 

revolutionary discoveries, and science took huge steps when it came to altering various 

aspects of living organisms, such as their DNA and the way they reproduce. In vitro 

fertilisation, Dolly the sheep—the first successful attempt at cloning a 

mammal—transplantation of organs across species, and CRISPR technology  are only a few 1

of these innovations. One of the writers who has found material for her stories by looking 

into the field of biotechnology is Canadian writer Margaret Atwood.  

Atwood’s 2003 novel Oryx and Crake (the first part of the MaddAddam trilogy) is set 

somewhere on the North American East Coast in the near future, when these technologies 

have become commonplace. The ethical dilemma of how far one can go in the name of 

science is very present in the novel, but it also raises questions about humanity’s place in the 

world. This essay looks at Oryx and Crake through a posthumanist lens. It argues that the 

novel describes the end of the Anthropocene and that the Crakers represent a non-threatening, 

posthuman species. The essay examines how the novel describes the impact that humanity 

has had on the earth in the novel and all life that inhabits it, and how it has lead to an 

imminent ecological crisis, due to humanity’s greed and sense of exceptionality. It also looks 

1 A genome-editing tool that has made it easier for researchers to change DNA sequences. It can be used to 
correct genetic defects that cause diseases, to prevent the spreading of diseases, and to improve crops, among 
other things. CRISPR technology could also be used to enhance certain characteristics in humans.  
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at the Crakers in order to establish how they differ from humans, and what this difference 

says about them as posthumans. Furthermore, it analyses the character Crake and concludes 

that the annihilation of humanity is a well thought-out act that he carries out in an attempt to 

save the earth from humanity’s destructive force, and that his death shows an awareness of 

his own complicity in that destructiveness.  

Oryx and Crake is told through a jumbled narrative that jumps back and forth between 

the novel’s present and the past. In the present, the character Snowman is trying to come to 

terms with being the only known human still alive in a post-apocalyptic world, inhabited by 

feral, genetically modified animals and a new human-like species called the Crakers. The 

events that lead to the big disaster are revealed through a series of flashbacks that also tell the 

story of Snowman (at that time known as Jimmy) as a young boy. 

Jimmy’s story begins with his earliest childhood memory, watching burning animal 

carcasses together with his dad. This scene creates a sense of destruction and impending 

catastrophe that sets the tone for the rest of the novel. Jimmy grows up in the Compounds, a 

kind of gated community built around biotech corporations, where the workers and their 

families live in a safe environment. Outside of the Compounds and its surrounding commuter 

suburbs called the Modules lie the lawless pleeblands. Although Jimmy leads a relatively 

protected life, he does not show much hope for the future. Unlike him, his highly intelligent 

best friend Crake has an aptitude for numbers and natural science and everybody expects him 

to become something great.  

As adults, Crake recruits Jimmy to the marketing team at his company 

RejoovenEsense. His job will be to sell their newest invention, the BlyssPlus Pill, a drug that 

enhances potency and libido; it ostensibly works as a contraceptive and prolongs youth. 

Crake insists that this will solve a lot of humanity’s problems: “The BlyssPluss Pill was 
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designed to take a set of givens, namely the nature of human nature, and steer these givens in 

a more beneficial direction than the ones hitherto taken” (Atwood 346). What Jimmy does 

not know is that Crake’s ambition is far more radical than anyone could imagine. His solution 

to the world’s problems is to get rid of all humans forever, and to replace them with his 

improved Paradice Model, the Crakers—a hybridised human form, with genetic material 

from a number of other animal species spliced together. Crake hides a fast-spreading, deadly 

virus inside the BlyssPluss Pill and distributes it throughout the world. In rapid succession, 

almost all humans are infected and die, everyone except the Crakers and Jimmy, who has 

been given immunity to the virus because Crake has chosen him to live on as the last man in 

a world after humans. 

Posthumanism is a field in philosophy and literature that deals with human beings in 

relation to other life forms and explores the boundaries of humanity. In the science fiction 

genre, the idea of humans that are no longer fully human is a common theme. This movement 

away from the traditional human form can both be seen in humans that have been enhanced 

by surgical implants or genetic modification or robots endowed with artificial intelligence. 

These altered, hybridised, and artificial life forms are all examples of posthuman 

beings—they exist beyond, or after, humanity as we are used to think of it.  

Pramod K. Nayar describes two distinctions within the posthuman field. He writes 

that, on the one hand, the term refers to humans who live with “chemically, surgically, 

technologically modified bodies and/or in close conjunction (networked) with machines and 

other organic forms (such as body parts from other life forms through xenotransplantation)” 

(3). In its critical form, on the other hand, “[p]osthumanism studies cultural representations, 

power relations and discourses that have historically situated the human above other life 

forms, and in control of them” (Najar 3, emphasis added). Valeria Mosca provides a succinct 
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summary of posthumanist theory when she writes that “[p]osthumanism, broadly speaking, 

aims at re-locating humans from their self-assigned position of centrality in the world” (45). 

She has applied the theory of posthumanism to Atwood’s works and analyses them by mainly 

looking at their linguistic aspects. She argues that Oryx and Crake as well as the second 

novel in the MaddAddam trilogy are “apocalyptic tales about the apocalypse of 

anthropocentric cultural constructs and language” (Mosca 49).  

Other scholars have pointed out how Oryx and Crake depicts the Anthropocene, a 

term that some scientists propose be used to describe our current geological era, in order to 

denote the importance of humanity’s impact on earth. Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. 

Stoermer, who are accredited with having coined the term, argue that humans have had such 

an effect on the planet’s atmosphere and ecosystems that “it seems to us more than 

appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind in geology and ecology by proposing to 

use the term ‘anthropocene’ for the current geological epoch” (17). It is not agreed upon 

when this epoch is supposed to have started, but the industrial revolution is one suggestion. 

However, there are academics who seek to broaden the term “Anthropocene”, who argue that 

it is much more than just a geological concept. Serpil Oppermann and Serenella Iovino 

discuss how the interdisciplinary field of study that they call environmental humanities “not 

only conceptually challenge the Anthropocene’s unilateral image of the human agency but 

also subvert its formulations that focus mostly on geological time scales” (8). Hung-Chien 

Chen argues that the MaddAddam trilogy actually describes the end of the Anthropocene. He 

writes about how the character Snowman/Jimmy in Oryx and Crake hurts his foot on a piece 

of glass, “making him toddle like a lost soul in the desolate land. With the trauma worsening 

his situation, Jimmy trudges toward his end and that of the Anthropocene” (180).  
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Since Oryx and Crake describes the end of humanity it also describes the end of the 

Anthropocene—without humans there can be no Anthropocene—and Snowman, as the last 

human on earth, is lamenting the vanishing of humanity and everything he knows and loves. 

The parts of the novel that take place after the apocalyptic events show that life on earth 

continues even after humanity has disappeared. The Crakers and the other new, genetically 

modified species are inhabiting environments that gradually return to a wild, pre-human state; 

animals are roaming free and vegetation is sprawling. In a former residential area “botany is 

thrusting itself through every crack” and eventually it will “fissure the asphalt, topple the 

walls, push aside the roofs” (Atwood 260). But despite nature reclaiming areas that have 

earlier been under the control of humans, some of the things that have emerged during the 

Anthropocene cannot be reverted back to how they were before. That is part of the idea of the 

Anthropocene; that human activity has had such irreversible effects on the earth that they will 

be present even long after our disappearance. Even in the novel’s posthuman world the 

effects of human activity are highly noticeable because it is inhabited by species created by 

human scientists and they live in a climate that is the result of humans’ emissions of 

greenhouse gases and destruction of the environment. 

Oryx and Crake draws attention to humanity’s impact on the planet and all life on it 

through its portrayal of the world both before and after the destruction of humanity. It shows 

many examples of how humans have changed the climate and the ecosystems in the futuristic 

world that the novel is set in, which is not very different from the one that we live in today. 

For the most part these changes are negative, and in the long run they will lead to the planet 

becoming uninhabitable for humans and non-humans alike. The effects of climate change can 

be seen in several passages of the novel, even though it does not appear to be its main focus. 

Climate change is mentioned more in passing, as something that is an obvious fact rather than 
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a looming catastrophe. The passages about Snowman’s life after the disaster describe a 

climate with unbearable heat, a scorching sun, and daily thunderstorms. While the Crakers 

seem to be well suited for this type of climate, Snowman finds it very hard to cope with, and 

he has to take cover in the shadows to endure the warmest hours of the day. In one passage, 

Jimmy is thinking about how his mother used to ramble “about how everything was being 

ruined and would never be the same again (Atwood 71). Among the things that will never be 

the same again are the family beach house, whole beaches and several cities on the East Coast 

that have all been washed away by rising sea-levels and tidal waves. In Florida, drought has 

destroyed Jimmy’s great grandfather’s grapefruit orchard, and “the same year Lake 

Okeechobee had shrunk to a reeking mud puddle and the Everglades had burned for three 

weeks straight” (Atwood 72). The reader also learns that Harvard University has been 

completely submerged in water, while in other areas permafrost has melted and plains turned 

into deserts. Because of the changing climate, meat and other food items have become a 

scarcity, and large parts of the world are uninhabitable because nothing can grow there.  

It is also apparent in the novel that humans have had a big impact on the types of 

non-human life forms that exist: “Pollution, habitat destruction, credulous morons who 

thought that eating its horn would give them a boner” have lead to the extinction of a large 

number of animal and plant species (Atwood 92). In the game Extinctathon that Jimmy and 

Crake play, the concept is to guess an extinct bioform from an incredibly long list of species 

that no longer exist. In fact, the novel’s title is an allusion to animals that have become 

extinct at the time of the novel, and from which two of the main characters take their code 

names: Oryx and Crake. The humans in the novel have exploited other life forms and 

destroyed their habitats for their own gain, without taking into consideration these life forms 

own, inherent value.  
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While human intervention has lead to the eradication of a many species, human 

scientists have also created a range of new animal species through gene splicing. Perhaps the 

most prominent one is the pigoon—an extra large (inflated, like a balloon) pig, filled with 

fast-growing human-tissue organs that can be harvested over and over again and used for 

transplantations. The pigoon is the main project at OrganInc Farms, where Jimmy’s father 

works. In a great accomplishment, the scientists at OrganInc even manage to grow human 

neocortex issue inside a pigoon, something that could create a highly intelligent human-pig 

hybrid (the purpose is, however, to use the neocortex tissue in humans who have suffered 

brain damage). There are many other examples of genetically altered and hybridised animals, 

such as luminescent, green rabbits and bobkittens. Some have a purpose, such as the volwogs, 

which are deceptively cute but vicious guard dogs, while others are created just for fun. What 

they have in common is that they have all been created by scientist at one of the biotech 

corporations. Just like the extinction of certain life forms, the creation of new ones can be 

seen as a sign of human exceptionalism. Humans are in control of which species get to exist 

and which do not and the criteria that decide their existence is how useful they are to us 

humans. This way of judging other life forms based on their usefulness for humans is based 

on an anthropocentric worldview that puts humans at the center of existence.  

It is not only non-human animals that are experimented on and exploited by the 

novel’s biotechnology corporations. The advantage of using pigoons for organs is that it is 

“much cheaper than getting yourself cloned for spare parts … or keeping a for-harvest child 

or two stashed away in some illegal baby orchard” (Atwood 27), which indicates that such 

practices are not uncommon. The scientists who work at these corporations do not seem to 

view human life as off limits when it comes to experiments, which can be seen in this excerpt 

about Jimmy’s father and stepmother’s process of trying to have a child: “They’d have a few 
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trial runs, and if the kids from those didn’t measure up they’d recycle them for the parts, until 

at last they got something that fit all their specs—perfect in every way” (Atwood 293). 

According to Allison Dunlap’s analysis of Oryx and Crake, “[c]orporate science, in short, 

minimizes the perceived distinctions between humans and non-human animals that might 

support human exceptionalism and justify human-over-nature hierarchy” (6). However, she 

goes on to say that  

[t]he collapsing of human-over-nature hierarchy within Compound culture, 

however, is inconsistent at best. At the same time that the corporate-scientists 

of Oryx and Crake place human and non-human animal bodies into the same 

category—that which can be manipulated and sold—they also take great pains 

to reinforce human exceptionalism and hierarchies. (Dunlap 6)  

So the fact that human life is exploited too does not necessarily contradict the notion of 

human exceptionality, it just means that there are also hierarchies among humans that sort 

them into categories of more or less valuable.  

Both non-human and human life is commodified, but hierarchies within the society 

portrayed in the novel maintain human exceptionality by making sure that the elite classes are 

kept separate from the “lower” classes. Security in the Compounds is rigorous in order to 

make sure that nobody unauthorised gets in, or that anyone who lives there does something to 

jeopardise the corporations’ business. For those who live in the Compounds life is vastly 

better than for those in the pleeblands in regards to health, safety and education. The 

inhabitants of the pleeblands are seen as desperate and hopeless people by the Compound 

residents, without much of a chance to escape their circumstances. Their desperation makes 

them useful for the corporations as test subjects for new medical procedures: “the dozen or so 

ravaged hopefuls who had volunteered themselves as subjects, paying no fees but signing 
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away their rights to sue, had come out looking like The Mould Creature from Outer 

Space—uneven in tone, greening brown, and peeling in ragged strips” (Atwood 63). The 

biotech companies do not seem to mind using people and discarding them in their quest for 

new, marketable products and procedures. The hierarchical society makes sure that there are 

always plenty of hopeless, desperate people who will sign up for their experiments.  

People’s place in the hierarchy is also tied to how human they are considered to be. 

Since being a human is the most valuable thing, the scientists must devalue their test subjects 

and compare them to animals in order to be able to use them for their experiments. The 

pleeblanders are described in a way that make them sound more like animals than humans: 

“There, it was rumoured, the kids ran in packs, in hordes … they’d swarm the place, waste 

themselves with loud music and toking and boozing, fuck anything including the family cat, 

trash the furniture, shoot up, overdose” (Atwood 84). This description is in sharp contrast to 

that of the Compound teenagers, who are controlled by curfews, night patrols and dogs 

sniffing for hard drugs. Their spare time is spent shopping in the Compound-enclosed mall, 

playing video games, or consuming TV shows where pleeblanders are being humiliated for 

the viewers’ entertainment. Even though Jimmy learns that the pleeblanders are not the 

“mental deficients” he has been taught they are, he is struck by how “real” they are and how 

asymmetric their faces are compared to the perfect faces he is used to see in the Compounds. 

Human exceptionality is maintained by separating the classes as much as possible—both 

geographically and socially—and by stressing the lower classes’ difference. While the elite 

class within the Compounds are seen as physically and mentally healthy, those outside of the 

Compounds are seen as physically deformed, morally corrupt and less than human, which 

justifies the using of them as scientific test subjects.  
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There are clues in the text that the changing climate has caused—or at least 

increased—social injustice in the society portrayed in the novel. The changing nature has lead 

to a situation of food scarcity and overpopulation. One of the clearest examples is perhaps the 

story of the character Oryx. She is a girl who Jimmy develops an obsession with after having 

seen her in a pornographic video, and who later on in the story ends up working for Crake at 

RejoovenEsense and gets involved in relationships with both him and Jimmy. Oryx grows up 

in a poverty-stricken village somewhere in Asia, where there are many children but not 

enough food for everyone. The solution, one that seems quite common among the families in 

the village, is to sell some of the children. Oryx is first sold into forced child labour and later 

sexual slavery. Throughout her life she has to adapt to what other people want her to be, to 

the point that her own will almost completely disappears. She points out that “it was good to 

have a money value, because then at least those who wanted to make a profit from you would 

make sure you were fed enough and not damaged too much” (Atwood 147), which shows the 

commodification of poor people and the hierarchical order between those who have money 

and those who have nothing. Oryx does not even own her own body; it is a commodity that 

can be bought and sold. 

So Oryx and Crake shows how human interference has changed life on earth in the 

novel, including the climate, biodiversity and ecosystems. This has also had consequences on 

human society with social injustice as a result. However, there are several examples in the 

novel of resistance against this human interference, the destruction of nature, and the 

unethical treatment of non-human animals and humans by the corporations. One example is 

the activist group God’s Gardeners, which performs more or less successful protest 

operations such as liberating ChickieNobs—a genetically modified chicken that has had its 

all brain functions removed except the ones governing “digestion, assimilation, and growth” 
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(Atwood 238)—and burning Jimmy’s faux leather sandals because they “posed as” real 

leather. The novel portrays this group in a slightly mocking way, as activists whose actions 

are misdirected and not leading to any significant change. But their incentive seems to be to 

make the world a better place for all living beings—even the ChickieNobs, which with their 

limited brain functions might not be classified as sentient beings but which nonetheless have 

a right to their own lives (according to The God’s Gardeners). The God’s Gardeners appear to 

have a worldview that positions all life forms as equal.  

Another example of resistance in the novel is Jimmy’s mother, who becomes so 

disillusioned with Compound life that she chooses to escape it and live as a fugitive, chased 

for the rest of her life by the CorpSeCorps men. She was once a scientist herself and involved 

in the pigoon project, but she apparently quit her job to become a stay-at-home mom. 

However, the text suggests that the real reason why she left her position was that she could no 

longer accept the moral implications of the job. During an argument between her and 

Jimmy’s father her disappointment with him and the company he works for becomes clear: 

“Don’t you remember the way we used to talk, everything we wanted to do? Making life 

better for people—not just people with money” (Atwood 64). She calls the company a “moral 

cesspool” and that their purpose is to make a profit by making desperate people hooked on 

their products. Concerning the human neocortex tissue growing in the pigoons she says that 

they are “interfering with the building blocks of life. It’s immoral. It’s … sacrilegious” 

(Atwood 64). Her objections against the company’s projects seem to be focused on the harm 

they do to humans. She thinks that it is unethical to use people’s desperation in order to make 

money and she sees it as sacrilege to experiment with human neocortex in a pig’s brain; she 

would much rather see companies working towards making life better for people. Her 

worldview is anthropocentric: humans are at the center and their wellbeing is what matters to 
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her, not the suffering that the scientists are putting the non-human animals through in the 

name of profit. So while she is a part of the resistance against human exploitation of nature, 

her values also make her a part of the anthropocentric ideology that has allowed such 

exploitation.  

The character Crake is more radical than any of these activists in the method he uses 

to save the earth from humanity’s destructive force. Danette DiMarco argues that “[s]everal 

instances suggest Crake’s acceptance of an instrumental existence that depends upon the 

violation of nature in the name of science and profit” (182). While Crake may seem to accept 

the violation of nature that the corporation he works for is undertaking for commercial 

reasons, I think that his reasons for doing so are different. The cold and calculating Crake 

would not leave anything to chance, so his plan must have been thought out far in advance, 

probably already when he was a student at the Watson-Crick Institute. His reason for 

becoming a scientist and for starting to work at RejoovenEsense is never fame or profit, but 

idealism; his goal is to create the kind of utopian world that he envisions will save the planet. 

Crake’s Paradice Project is disguised as a lucrative opportunity for the company to offer 

parents a way of selecting characteristics for their yet unborn children, and the Crakers as a 

way to showcase the possible characteristics to potential customers. For the readers of the 

novel it becomes apparent that this is a lie—his purpose all along is to replace humanity with 

the Crakers.  

J. Brooks Bouson sees a connection between Crake’s reasoning and the philosophy of 

deep ecology:  

Crake can be understood as an adherent of deep ecology and a radical and 

apocalyptic environmentalist who, in the face of an imminent human-created 

ecological catastrophe, determines to use his genius at bioengineering to save 
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the biosphere by replacing destructive humans with his non-aggressive and 

primitive tribal hominoid species, the Crakers. (348)  

The deep ecology movement emphasises the inherent value of all life on earth, regardless of 

its usefulness to us humans. Because it has value in itself, all life is worth preserving. Alan 

Drengson writes that “the distinctive aspects of the deep ecology movement were its 

recognition of the inherent value of all other living beings, and the use of this view in shaping 

environmental policies”. In a way, Crake could be said to adhere to the principle of human 

life not being worth more than any other life, but when he carries out his plan to save the 

planet he actually puts non-human life above human life. He considers life on earth so 

important that human beings are worth sacrificing for the preservation of it. According to 

Drengson, the deep ecology movement’s critique of anthropocentrism does not mean that 

humans are not important, since all life also includes human life: “Supporters of the deep 

ecology movement platform are committed to recognizing and respecting in word and deed 

the inherent worth of humans and other beings”. So—at least by this definition of the 

movement—I do not think that Crake can be said to be a follower of deep ecology. His plan 

causes suffering to millions of humans around the world as they die in agony, and they never 

get a chance to decide whether they want to be a part of his plan or not. He also quite 

ruthlessly exploits Oryx and Snowman in his staging of the apocalypse; they are both 

unaware of the roles that they play in the destruction of humanity.  

Crake’s unwillingness to see humans as exceptional and above all other life forms is, 

however, in agreement with deep ecology. He has identified humanity as a threat that will 

most likely destroy all life on the planet—including itself—and determines that getting rid of 

humans is the only way to avoid this catastrophe. When weighing the disaster of losing 

humanity as we know it against the disaster of losing all life on earth, he decides that the 
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latter would be the worst option. According to Crake, it is a matter of “sink or swim”: “As a 

species we’re in deep trouble, worse than anyone’s saying … we’re running out of 

space-time” (Atwood 347). Paradoxically, by eradicating humanity, and replacing it with a 

new human species, he thinks that he is in fact saving it and giving it a chance of surviving.  

 When Crake compares humans to monkeys, it shows that he does not make a 

distinction between humans and other animals: “Monkey brains … Monkey paws, monkey 

curiosity, the desire to take apart, turn inside out, smell, fondle, measure, improve, trash, 

discard” (Atwood 114). There is a difference in degree but not in kind between human and 

monkey brains, he seems to say, yet he does not have a “very high opinion of human 

ingenuity, despite the large amount of it he himself possessed” (Atwood 114). So Crake is at 

once a part of human exceptionalism and at the same time he sees through it and discards the 

notion of humans being different from and above all other animals. Crake does not only look 

down on human ingenuity, his view on humans in general seems to be very bleak, something 

that is mirrored in many passages in the novel.  

Crake’s careful planning of his own elimination can be seen as a sign of his awareness 

of his own part in an anthropocentric humanity. As a hyper-intelligent scientist, he is not only 

exceptional in relation to non-humans, but he belongs to an elite tier of human society. These 

kind of hierarchies—between non-human animals and humans and within human 

society—are exactly what he wants to erase through his creation of the Crakers, and since he 

himself is a part of those hierarchies he also has to erase himself for his plan to be successful. 

After the virus has been spread, Snowman realises that Crake has been dropping hints about 

what is going to happen, but he has not understood them. One time Crake asks him “‘Would 

you kill someone you loved to spare them pain?’” (Atwood 375) and he also wants him to 

promise to take care of the Crakers if something were to happen to him and Oryx. In the letter 
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that Snowman finds in his office, that he has written right after the disaster, he first describes 

Crake’s death as an “assisted suicide” before crossing it out and simply calling it “death” 

(Atwood 404). Furthermore, Crake’s view on suicide can be seen as early on in the story as 

when he and Jimmy are watching assisted suicide shows on the internet as teenagers. While 

these shows make Jimmy feel uneasy, Crake finds them hilarious, and he mentions that “it 

showed flair to know when you’d had enough” (Atwood 96). It is clear that Crake’s death is 

not unintentional but rather a crucial part of his plan, which can not work as he has intended 

it if he remains alive. To him, what he does appears to be a noble thing; he decides that he has 

had enough, but he also assumes the right to decide that all of humanity has has enough, and 

that it is time for it to leave the planet. Crake shows an incredible amount of destructive force 

when he carries out his plan to save the earth. While being the (self-proclaimed) saviour of 

the planet, he is also the destroyer of humanity.  

Atwood returns several times throughout the novel to the phrase “I’m going away 

now”, which is the words of Alex—the intelligent parrot that appears on some old CD-ROMs 

that Jimmy is watching in his youth. The phrase echoes through the memory of 

Snowman/Jimmy when he watches the assisted suicide videos online together with Crake. He 

realises that the videos make him uneasy because “[t]here was too fine a line between Alex 

the parrot and the assisted suicides and his mother and the note she’d left for him. All three 

gave notice of their intentions; then all vanished” (Atwood 96). Alex also appears to 

Snowman in a dream he has after his injured foot has become infected—this time “glowing 

like a beacon”—and as he disappears he utters the same words: I’m going away now” 

(Atwood 392). Snowman experiences a tremendous amount of loss. As he is fighting for his 

survival in the post-apocalyptic world he mourns the loss of his mother, the love of his life, 

his best friend—and all of humanity. Snowman is the only human left alive in the world and 
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thus the only one being able to lament the end humanity. Early on in his life he makes a 

connection between Alex the parrot’s announcement of his departure, his mother’s leaving, 

and the assisted suicides. As he is struggling, alone and injured in the forest, Alex’s words 

come to represent a lament for all that has been lost, including humanity, which disappears in 

a well-orchestrated genocide that has been planned and announced by Crake.  

Overall, Oryx and Crake conveys a very dark picture of humanity as a mostly 

destructive force. The artists whom Jimmy briefly shares a flat with probably offer the most 

pessimist description of human society when they call it “a sort of monster, its main 

byproducts being corpses and rubble” and compare it to “a giant slug eating its way 

relentlessly through all 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” 

(Atwood 285). The destructiveness of humanity can be seen in the impact that humans have 

had on the environment and other life forms as well as on human society.  

The antithesis of this destructive and greedy humanity, according to Crake, consists of 

the Crakers. They are a humanoid species that has been genetically altered in a way that 

removes all the, by Crake, perceived flaws of human nature: “Gone were its destructive 

features, the features responsible for the world’s current illnesses” (Atwood 358). The 

Crakers are unable to be racist, because they do not register skin colour and they lack the 

“neural complexes” that are needed to create hierarchies among themselves. They do not eat 

meat—only grass, leaves, roots and berries, which their digestive system is perfectly adapted 

to—so there is no need for them to hunt or to grow any crops, they can simply eat what they 

find in nature. In fact, they do not need any resources that nature cannot directly provide them 

with, so territorial thinking and wars are no longer necessary. Since the Crakers are “perfectly 

adjusted to their habitat” (Atwood 359) and therefore do not need to use clothes or live inside 
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houses, the superficial things that separate humans from non-humans have vanished. They 

appear to be living as one with nature. They also seem to respect all living beings, which can 

be seen when they are forced to throw rocks at a bobkitten that has attacked one of their 

children, and they feel the need to apologise to Oryx for their transgression. The Crakers are 

reminiscent of peaceful rabbits in their eating habits, but the males mark their territories like 

canids and mustelids. Because their scent keeps predators away they usually do not need to 

use any violence and the territorial pissings make the men (who cannot bear children) feel 

useful, according to Crake, since “[w]oodworking, hunting, high finance, war, and golf” are 

activities that the Crakers are not interested in nor have any need for (Atwood 183).  

The feature that perhaps the most sets the Crakers apart from humans is their way of 

reproducing. Throughout the novel, the problems of human sexuality are mentioned: it causes 

jealousy and loneliness in those who are rejected, it makes poor people and children 

vulnerable to abuse, and it leads to overpopulation. By using DNA from baboons and 

octopuses, Crake designs the female Crakers to signal that they are in heat by turning their 

stomach and buttocks blue. The female will choose three males to mate with and the rejected 

ones will immediately lose interest in mating. This change in reproduction, according to 

Crake, will result in much less suffering for the individuals and also solve the problem of 

overpopulation, since the female can only become pregnant once every three years: “Their 

sexuality was not a constant torment to them, not a cloud of turbulent hormones” (Atwood 

359). Snowman concludes that this will mean “[n]o more prostitution, no sexual abuse of 

children … no sex slaves (Atwood 194). This change in reproductive behaviour does away 

with one of the more destructive aspects of human society: the exploitation and abuse of 

vulnerable groups and individuals. Since the population growth for the Crakers is much 
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slower than for humans—or non-existent—there will be resources enough for everyone and 

no risk of some of them ending up in poverty while others become rich.  

When the Crakers take over from the humans, the driving forces behind the kind of 

hierarchical, capitalist society pictured in the beginning of the story are gone. The Crakers 

have no reason to accumulate wealth the way that humans do, and they have no desire for 

power. These are the forces that have lead to so much destruction, with whole ecosystems 

being disrupted, species going extinct, and non-human animals and lower class humans being 

exploited in the pursuit of material gain and power. The Crakers represent a peaceful 

posthuman species that has the potential to live in harmony with nature instead of destroying 

it. They lack the sense of exceptionality that is characteristic of human society. They don’t 

see themselves as being above the other animals or having a right to exploit them in order to 

gain things for themselves.  

Crake manages to remove most of the traits that many would probably say are what 

make us human but not all of them. The Crakers still sing and dream but only because Crake 

has not been able to remove those features; humans are hard-wired for dreaming and singing, 

he says. And—as Snowman finds out when he sees the Crakers “speaking” with Oryx (who is 

then dead, although the Crakers are unaware of that) and later praying to an idol that looks 

like himself—they still have the capacity for religious beliefs. This is an unintended mistake 

on Crake’s part though. He thinks that he has eliminated the “G-spot in the brain” (Atwood 

186), as he calls it, but it appears that his attempt to remove that “cluster of neurons” 

(Atwood 186) that people call God has been unsuccessful. The Crakers speak, but they lack 

the “edge” that is necessary for making jokes. 

Serenella Iovino points out that “the project [of critical posthumanism] is not so much 

that of debunking the human altogether, but rather that of discarding the dogma of human 



Magnusson 19 

exceptionalism—an exceptionalism which is connected to various forms of mastery, 

including of gender, species, and matters” (13). As a replacements for humanity, the Crakers 

can be seen as a posthuman species. They share similarities with humans, but the many 

alterations that have been made to their genome and the splicing of “foreign” DNA into theirs 

has made them distinctly different from humans: they are more like a hybrid between humans 

and a number of other species. The Crakers do not seek dominance over each other or other 

life forms, they do not try to control or manipulate their environment and they only do harm 

when it is absolutely necessary. Since there is nothing that separates them from other animals 

they lack the notion of exceptionality that allows humans to exploit and destroy nature for 

their own gain. There are some passages in the text that suggest that Crake’s vision of erasing 

religiosity and idolatry did not fully succeed. However, he succeeded in creating a posthuman 

that does not pose a threat to itself or the rest of the life on earth.  

To conclude, this essay has tried to show how Oryx and Crake portrays the end of the 

Anthropocene and how the Crakers are created as a non-threatening, posthuman replacement 

for humanity. In the novel, human activity—motivated by a desire for material wealth—has 

lead the world to the brink of an ecological disaster. The climate has changed, which has 

made many places uninhabitable, a large number of species has become extinct, and the 

divide between rich and poor has increased. However, the apocalyptic events that are at the 

centre of the novel are planned and carried out by Crake. It is his radical vision of saving the 

earth by replacing the human species with an improved, genetically engineered, posthuman 

species that leads to the destruction of humanity. Since the destruction of the planet and the 

exploitation of other species is made possible by the notion of us humans being exceptional, 

this is a trait that Crake has to remove from the Crakers. He also has to remove all the causes 

of hierarchical thinking in order to ensure a species that can live in a peaceful society and in 
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harmony with nature. The novel shows how humanity goes from being a force powerful 

enough to change the climate and the ecosystems of the planet to being almost completely 

eradicated in a short time span, thus marking the end of the anthropocene. As Snowman, 

light-headed and sweating under the intense sun, thinks to himself: “Maybe that’s the real 

him, the last homo sapiens—a white illusion of a man, here today, gone tomorrow, so easily 

shoved over, left to melt in the sun, getting thinner and thinner until he liquefies and trickles 

away altogether” (Atwood 263). Atwood’s words here seem to describe not only Snowman 

but all of humanity. Despite our powerfulness as a species, our perceived exceptionality, and 

the incredible impact we have had on the planet, the novel shows the vulnerability of 

humanity. Because of one person with his own idea of how earth can be saved, all of 

humanity is eradicated and with it all of human culture. The only lasting impression is 

the—perhaps irreparable—damage that we have made to the planet.  
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