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Abstract

This essay attempts to study transhumanism and its role in the anthropogenic

pandemic  at  the  center  of  the  novel,  in  order  to  show that  transhumanist  thought  was  a

driving factor behind it. By looking at transhumanist concerns in the portrayed society, and

the beliefs of Crake, one uncovers that Crake was able to exploit the desire for enhancement

of humanity as a whole in order to achieve the ultimate transhumanist goal: the near-perfect

and  immortal  posthuman  Crakers.  Analyzing  the  intentions  behind  the  creation  of  the

posthuman, and Snowman’s relationship to them, it becomes clear that the posthuman is a

replacement of existing humanity, since the sought after qualities of the posthuman can only

be attained through genetic engineering before birth and not by altering individual humans. I

hope to have shown that the novel contains a warning about transhumanism and the potential

misuse of science when one person think things through to its logical conclusion.

Keywords: Oryx and Crake, Margaret Atwood, Transhumanism, Posthuman.

Sammanfattning

Denna uppsats ämnar studera transhumanism och dess roll I den antropogeniska

pandemi som står I centrum I romanen, med avsikt att visa att transhumanistiska tankesätt var

en drivande kraft bakom den. Genom att titta på transhumanistiska intressen i det beskrivna

samhället och Crakes egna idéer, upptäcker en att Crake lyckades exploatera önskan om en

förbättrad mänsklighet för att uppnå det ultimata transhumanistiska målet: det nästan perfekta

och  odödliga  posthumana  varelserna  Crakers.  Genom  att  analysera  avsikterna  bakom

skapandet av dessa posthumana, och Snowmans förhållande till dem, blir det tydligt att the

posthumana är en ersättning för redan existerande människor, eftersom de begärliga förmågor

och egenskaper som de posthumana besitter endast kan anskaffas genom genteknik och inte
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genom att förändra individuella människor. Jag hoppas att ha visat att romanen innehåller en

varning om transhumanism och det potentiella missbruket av vetenskap när en person tänker

igenom något tills dess logiska slutpunkt.

Nyckelord: Oryx and Crake, Oryx och Crake, Margaret Atwood, Transhumanism, Posthuman
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In her novel  Oryx and Crake (2003), Margaret Atwood portrays a dystopian

future where genetic manipulation solves most human problems (and creates some others),

eventually leading to  the near-extinction  of  the human race.  The book begins  in  a  post-

apocalyptic landscape where the sole human survivor, Snowman, cares for the genetically

engineered human-like creatures called the Crakers. Throughout the novel Snowman looks

back on his earlier life when he was known as Jimmy, before the pandemic that whiped out

almost all human life. It is through Snowman’s memories that the reader learns of a society

obsessed with finding medical and technological solutions to all problems, including aging

and its end-result, death. In this essay I claim that these solutions and the strife to bring them

about are examples of transhumanist thought. Further, I argue that the character Crake, who

orchestrates the pandemic, is a transhumanist and that his transhumanist beliefs are a driving

force behind his actions. Lastly, I will also show that the Crakers represent the final objective

of transhumanism, the posthuman.  Because  humanity had to  die  to  make way for these

posthumans I claim that the novel warns the reader about the consequences of transhumanist

values and ideas when they are brought to their extremes.

The novel is part of a trilogy, but this essay will only deal with the first book.

Because there may be things in the other two novels that contradict events in Oryx and Crake

I have chosen to simply ignore them entirely, and let the first novel speak for itself, without

the aid of the other two. There are also many other aspects from which to study this novel,

from feminism, to Marxism, to ecocriticism, to the Prometheus-motif. It is not my intention

to claim that transhumanism and transhumanism alone is the key to understanding the novel,

but rather to add to the already existing interpretations by locking in on the transhumanist

ideas that are portrayed in the novel. To do this, it is first necessary to define what I mean by

transhumanism,  and  I  will  begin  by  clearing  up  some  of  the  conceptual  confusion  that

surrounds transhumanism and its close relative, posthumanism.
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Philosophers Robert Ranish and Stefan Lorenz Sorgner write in the introduction

to their  Post- and Transhumanism: An Introduction that due to the fact that transhumanism

and posthumanism have conceptual similarities, deal with a lot of similar questions, and are

both coined fairly recently, a lot of confusion has arisen regarding exactly which is which and

what they do (7). In fact, they are often assumed to be variations of each other, or one of them

a part of the other. The Wikipedia article on Posthumanism for example, lists transhumanism

as  one  of  five  fields  of  posthumanism.  It  is  not  only  popular  science  that  assigns

transhumanism a  subordinate  role  to  posthumanism,  however.  Cary  Wolfe,  Professor  of

English1, also does so in his often quoted What Is Posthumanism?, relegating transhumanism

to a cyborg strand of posthumanism (xiii). Wolfe’s definitions of both transhumanism and

posthumanism are  regularly used as  a  base  for  shorter  literary essays  that  deal  with  the

subject, one example being Valeria Mosca’s article, which is used in my discussion about the

Crakers. Supporters of one of the terms will claim theories and perspectives of the other as

belonging to their own field, so that the same idea may in different works be considered a

posthumanist idea, and in others a transhumanist one. 

Ranisch and Lorenz Sorgner, whose book is one of the few published works that

deals with both ideologies, try to differentiate between them through their relationship to that

word they both have in common: humanism. Transhumanism, they write, can be seen as “an

intensification of humanism, a type of hyper-humanism”, while posthumanism is “a break

with humanism; it is a post-humanism” (8), and this is the distinction that I think is the most

useful.  Posthumanism critiques  humanism,  but  perhaps  more  importantly  it  critiques  the

construction of “human being” as a concept that is supposed to be radically different from

other creatures on Earth. It challenges dualities that that are taken for granted in Western

culture, such as animal/human, body/mind, nature/culture, and Ranisch and Lorenz Sorgner

1 While Wolfe is a professor of English, he has written on a range of topics, including animal studies, 
posthumanism and and biopolitics. 
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emphasize that posthumanism focuses on how technology can aid in the understanding of

these things (8). While posthumanism is not given a lot of room in this essay, in its nature of

critiquing humanism, it can also be a tool for critiquing transhumanism.

To provide an understanding of transhumanism’s many aspects,  I  will  begin

with  three  historically  important  definitions,  before  detailing  the  main  concerns  of

transhumanism and establishing my own working definition of it. Transhumanism as a term

was coined in 1957 by Julian Huxley, who defined it like this: 

  The  human  species  can,  if  it  wishes,  transcend  itself  –  not  just

sporadically, an individual here in one way, an individual there in another way,

but in its entirety, as humanity. We need a name for this new belief. Perhaps

transhumanism  will serve: man remaining man, but transcending himself, by

realizing new possibilities of and for his human nature. 

‘I believe in transhumanism’: once there are enough people who can truly

say that, the human species will be on the threshold of a new kind of existence,

as different from ours as ours is from that of a Peking man. It will at last be

consciously fulfilling its real destiny. (quoted in Ranisch and Lorenz Sorgner

10) 

 

This initial definition, while remembered as the first time the term was used, is not one that

has  remained  until  this  day,  partly  because  Huxley  imagined  a  change  to  mainly  social

environment,  economics  and  politics.  However,  it  makes  the  first  important  point  of

transhumanism: that one of its primary goals is the change of humanity, and not of individual

humans. 

A more current sense of the word transhumanism can be found with writer FM-
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20302. He believed, Ranisch and Lorenz Sorgner write, that the true challenges to humanity

would be biological, in other words human mortality, but that these challenges could be met

and conquered, and that the human species could be transformed. Transhuman, according to

FM-2030, then means transitional human, “the earliest manifestations of new  evolutionary

beings” and the stepping stone between human and posthuman (10). This was during the

1980s,  and  transhumanists,  like  science  fiction  writers,  were  very much  concerned  with

robots, AI, and other possible future technologies which might affect human beings (11).

Today, during the 2010s, most people can in one way or another be called transhuman due to

the number of technological inventions that have altered our lives. Using a phone I can talk to

a person living on the other side of the planet; I have super-hearing. I have access to the

Internet and thereby search engines at almost all times; I have no need for a good memory.

In the early 1990s, philosopher Max More defined transhumanism in a way that

is still used today by organizations such as Humanity+, whose name comes from the idea that

transhuman is just that, human and more: 

Transhumanism is a class of philosophies of life that seek the continuation and

acceleration of the evolution of intelligent life beyond its currently human form

and human limitations  by means of  science and technology,  guided by life-

promoting principles and values. […] The intellectual and cultural movement

that  affirms  the  possibility  and  desirability  of  fundamentally  improving  the

human condition through applied reason, especially by developing and making

widely available technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human

intellectual,  physical,  and  psychological  capacities.  [...]  The  study  of  the

ramifications, promises, and potential dangers of technologies that will enable

2. Fereidoun M. Esfandiary, who legally changed his name to FM-2030, his initials and the year he would turn 
100 years old. He died in 2000, but is cryonically frozen, awaiting his one hundredth birthday (Ranisch and 
Lorenz Sorgner 10-11).
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us to overcome fundamental human limitations,  and the related study of the

ethical  matters  involved  in  developing  and  using  such  technologies.

(Humanity+ FAQ:What is Transhumanism?) 

  

I would argue that the most relevant aspects of this definition is the word  desirability, that

transhumanism is not only something that will or might happen, but that it is something to

strive  for.  It  is  also  worth  noting  that  Max  More  has  included  a  more  critical  view  of

technology, which very few other transhumanists do, and as I will show in this essay, this

lack of critique of transhumanism is very important.

The major concerns of transhumanism today can be sorted into three subgroups,

which I will call life enhancements, immortality, and controlled human evolution, although a

single example of a medicine or technology can of course fall under more than one of these

groups.  Under the heading of life enhancements one may find many of those things that

Ranisch and Lorenz Sorgner list under transhumanist concerns – it is my opinion that this list

is incomplete – such as health issues, cognitive capacities such as intellect and memory, and

physical traits, which includes aesthetic ones (13). Immortality is a lot easier to understand,

and can be achieved through life enhancements, especially through ways of staying healthy,

but theoretically also through cryonic freezing and the uploading of the mind to a machine,

even though these are not the most common subjects today. It is within genetic research that

the key to immortality supposedly lies.

Many transhumanists, such as Maxwell J. Mehlman, biomedical ethics scholar,

believe that not only is genetic research and modification the way to better and longer lives,

but vital if humanity is going to survive in other environments than on Earth, which may

become necessary in the future (6). Mehlman uses the term evolutionary engineering in his

book Transhumanist Dreams and Dystopian Nightmares, to refer to the practice of changing
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our genes so that the altered genes may be passed on to our offspring, which would avoid

random genetic change. Joseph Fletcher, mentioned in Mehlman’s book, says that it is now

time to take control of our own heredity, and that it is even immoral not to. When humans

have achieved that, we will have entered a new evolutionary phase (5). This new evolutionary

phase  is  by Michael  M.  Crow,  professor  of  science  and  technology policy,  in  “Science,

Technology  and  Democracy”  claimed  to  be  the  third  such  phase,  following  a  natural

evolution where humans used primitive tools to adapt to their environment, and an adaptive

evolution  when  tools  were  used  to  improve  lives.  This  third  phase  is  the  Self-directed

evolution, where humans take control of the whole organism (13f).

The  result  of  this  self-directed  evolution  will,  according  to  historian  Hava

Tirosh-Samuelson  and  health  physicist  Kenneth  L.  Mossman  in  “New  Perspectives  on

Transhumanism”,  lead  to  the  posthuman  age,  where  humans  will  control  nature,  not  be

controlled by it.  Humans will  have new physical and cognitive abilities (29). In his own

article  “In  Sickness  and  in  Health.  The  (Fuzzy)  Boundary  Between  ‘Therapy’  and

‘Enhancement’" Mossman then relies on Nick Bostrom’s idea of the posthuman, which is a

long, healthy life that allows the individual to stay active and productive, retain intellectual

capacity and the capacity to enjoy life (248). While posthuman sounds like something that

would be the concern of posthumanism, and transhuman of transhumanism, this is not the

case. Transhuman as noted above, is the state of humanity in its transitional phase, while

posthuman is the state that humanity, according to transhumanists, will transition into. The

posthuman can be said to be the ultimate goal of the transhumanist.

My own working definition of transhumanism is based on the following ideas:

It  is  a  techno-optimist  collection  of  ideas,  which  views  humanity as  something that  can

change through technology such as medicine and more importantly which  should  change

when opportunity is given. These changes can be applied to any aspect of human life that
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improves it, as the terms for a good, healthy life may differ culturally as well as historically.

The main concerns of transhumanism is to enhance life, prolong life and to control human

evolution. Changes are made to humanity through genetic manipulation and modification,

with  the  ultimate  goal  of  reaching  immortality  and  to  transform  the  human  into  the

posthuman.

Transhumanism is seen here and there in  Oryx and Crake, from the personal

beliefs of the transhumanist Crake, to Snowman’s role as guide to the posthuman Crakers, to

transhumanist tendencies in society at large. In the case of the latter, these tendencies may at

first glance be superficial and shallow, and primarily concern a person’s looks rather than a

wish to live forever and control the evolution of humanity. The need to stop aging is for

example often presented as being aesthetic. “Pretty soon,” the novel says regarding Jimmy’s

stepmother, Ramona, “it would be the NooSkins BeauToxique Treatment for her – Wrinkles

Paralyzed Forever, Employees Half-Price – plus, in say five years, the Fountain of Yooth

Total  Plunge,  which  rasped  off  your  entire  epidermis”  (175).  Other  inventions  are  more

practical,  such as  “a gym suit  that  cleaned itself  overnight  due to  sweat-eating  bacteria”

(250). The novel lists countless examples of ideas and concepts that are intended to improve

human life in all possible ways, most often through medicine or technology.

After the main character Snowman/Jimmy’s college graduation, he finds work

at a corporation called AnooYoo, which peddles self-improvement merchandise on DVD, but

as it is explained to Jimmy:

it wasn’t these instructionals as such that generated the cash surplus, […] it was

the equipment  and the alternative medicines you needed in order  to  get  the

optimum effect. Mind and body went hand in hand. [...] What people want is

perfection […] in themselves. (245-246)
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What  is  shown here is  that  medication,  however  questionable,  is  seen as  the  solution to

everything,  and it  becomes  Jimmy’s  job  to  do ads  and write  the  small-print  text  on the

products’ boxes.  He sometimes  even makes  up words  that  sound scientific  and that  will

convince people to by the product: “It was his task to describe and extol, to present the vision

of what – oh so easily – could come to be. Hope and fear, desire and revulsion, these were his

stuck-in-trade, on these he rang his changes” (249). Jimmy even starts believing in the words

he himself has written, trying a product for follicle-regrowth, which unsurprisingly does not

work (252). Yet, people still believe in these things, else the major powers in Oryx and Crake

would not be health and pharmaceutical companies. These companies seem to be the only

real power in the novel, as no political institutions are mentioned, and there also does not

seem to be any consequences for these large corporations if  any of their  experiments  go

wrong, as is noted by Valeria Mosca in her “Crossing Human Boundaries: Apocalypse and

Posthumanism in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood” (40). The

idea that medicine and technology can improve a person’s life is clearly widespread in this

society.  As Ramona says on the topic of Jimmy’s mother getting psychiatric help for her

depression: “They can do all sorts of things, there’s so many new pills” (25). 

I am now going to delve into a more specific example, namely the pigoons, in

order to show a medical advancement that, while saving lives and prolonging life, is also

used for cosmetic purposes or recreationally. While many diseases and afflictions are cured

through treatments and pills in the novel, the issue of organs breaking down has been solved

by genetically engineered pigs. Human DNA has been used in the creation of the so called

pigoons, causing them to grow human organs and making them smarter than normal pigs.

The goal of the pigoon project was to grow an assortment of foolproof human-

tissue organs in a transgenic knockout pig host […]. A rapid-maturity gene was

spliced in so the pigoon kidneys and livers and hearts would be ready sooner,
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and now they were perfecting a pigoon that could grow five or six extra kidneys

at a time, Such a host animal could be reaped of its extra kidneys; then, rather

than being destroyed, it could keep on living and grow more organs[...]  The

pigoon organs could be customized, using cells from individual human donors,

and the organs  were frozen until  needed.  It  was  much cheaper  than getting

yourself cloned for spare parts […] or keeping a for-harvest child or two stashed

away in some illegal baby orchard. In the OrganInc brochures and promotional

materials […] stress was laid on the efficacy and comparative health benefits of

the pigoon procedure. (22-23)

This system solves one of the problems facing transhumanists: that even if one could cure all

diseases,  the  body  still  ages.  Exchanging  faulty,  or  simply  aged,  organs  for  new  ones

whenever one needs it will thus enable humans to live for much longer, and at that, they will

use organs that were not harvested from another dead human being, but specifically created

for the purpose of transplantation.

These are not the only pigoons created in the novel and the different types of

pigoons  illustrate  another  important  aspect  of  transhumanist  thinking,  and  one  that  is

addressed by Mossman in his  “In Sickness and in Health: The (Fuzzy) Boundary Between

‘Therapy’ and ‘Enhancement’.” Mossman attempts to sort out the difference between therapy,

the management of a disease (230) with the intent to cure a patient (239), and enhancement,

alteration beyond what is “normal,” and notes that the same treatment can be used for both

therapy and enhancement (230). Most medical treatments and technology can be used both

for saving life, and for improving it, making critique of the latter easily refuted by pointing to

the benefits of the former. The pigoons are a good example of this as some time later on in

the novel,  Jimmy’s  father  works  at  a  different  corporation,  Nooskins,  where pigoons are
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engineered to aid skin-related biotechnologies. Using the pigoons, Nooskins grow a new skin

cell that can destroy the old ones and replace them with replicas of itself. After all:

What well-to-do and once-young, once-beautiful woman or man, cranked up on

hormonal  supplements  and  shot  full  of  vitamins  but  hampered  by  the

unforgiving mirror, wouldn’t sell their house, their gated retirement villa, their

kids, and their soul to get a second kick at the sexual can? (55)

The third use of pigoons in the novel is that Nooskins manage to grow human

neo-cortex tissue (brain tissue) in a pigoon (56). The exact use of this is never made clear in

the novel, nor can the reader discern which of these pigoons that Snowman encounters later

on in the novel. They seem at this point to be capable of formulating plans and carrying out

coordinated  attacks  (267),  which  comes  shortly  after  Snowman  suggests  to  himself  that

“some of them may even have human neo-cortex tissue growing in their crafty, wicked head”

(235). In fact he notes that “if they had fingers they’d have ruled the world” (267).  The

pigoon, while not the only new animal in the novel, is the only one partially spliced from

humans, and they are the ones that give Snowman the greatest trouble, which I think is hardly

a co-incidence.3

So far, I have dealt with examples of transhumanist thought in society. I will

now turn to a specific character, Crake, in order to get further into transhumanist aspects of

Atwood’s novel. Crake is the one who invents the BlyssPluss Pill with its hidden deadly

virus, and who creates the Crakers, the posthuman replacement for the humans of the novel’s

present day.  This means that it  is  of vital  importance to determine whether  he should or

should not be considered a transhumanist. If Crake is not a transhumanist, and if his ideals do

3.  Something that  is  not  pursued in this essay is the fact  that  while  other new species,  such as rakunks or
wolvogs, the pigoon doesn’t get its name from half of each old animal (raccoon+skunk=rakunk). The human
component, while not hidden from the public, is underplayed. This would have been very interesting to use in a
discussion with posthumanism and the animal/human dichotomy.
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not coincide with a transhumanist society, then his actions can be attributed to a mad scientist

character. As I will argue, this is not the case.

Crake, according to himself, wants to give humanity a chance. He knows that

the world is essentially beyond saving, because: “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” (119-120). If humanity will not regulate itself, someone else will have

to, which leads to Paradice, Crake’s lab. Paradice has two main initiatives, both which are

focused on immortality, but then, as Jimmy points out, everyone is working on immortality in

one way or another (292). These two initiatives are the BlyssPluss Pill, the pill that secretly

contains the virus, and the Crakers, the genetically engineered humanoid creatures, and “they

were inextricably linked – the Pill and the Project. The Pill would put a stop to haphazard

reproduction, the Project would replace it with a superior method. They were two stages of a

single plan, you might say” (304). I am going to deal with both of these here, starting with the

BlyssPluss Pill.

The BlyssPluss pill was 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. [...] The aim was to produce a single pill, that, at one and

the same time:

a) would protect the user against all known sexually transmitted diseases,

fatal, inconvenient, or merely unsightly;

b) would provide an unlimited supply of libido and sexual prowess […];

c) would prolong youth. (293-294)

Secretly (which Crake tells to Jimmy), the pill would also act as a sterilizer, a “one-time-
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does-it-all birth-control-pill” (294). Crake stresses the advantages of this pill, that while it

appeals to the individual who wants to be younger and have more and consequence-free sex,

it would also help humanity, as well as the planet as a whole (294). When all humans are

sterile, the new and perhaps better population will gradually start to take over.

Crake’s intentions so far appear to be relatively decent, despite his methods: he

wants to decimate the human population for its own good and replace it with a new form of

human. Different investors, some of whom are world leaders, agree with him on this. There

are even others who are working on the same type of projects, in other parts of the world

(303).  The creation of the Crakers is, according to Crake, “the result of a logical chain of

progression, […]. Once the proteonome had been fully analyzed and interspecies gene and

part-gene splicing were thoroughly underway, the Paradice Project or something like that had

been only a matter of time” (303).  The new human seems likely to have been inevitable, with

or without Crake. It is not a transhumanist plan to wipe out humanity in a single move, but

the BlyssPluss Pill itself appeals to transhumanist ideals of long life and happiness and it is

by exploiting these ideals that Crake is able to complete his plan. The difference is only in the

severity of the action, not the intention. Crake says: “All it takes, […] is the elimination of

one generation. One generation of anything. Beetles, trees, microbes, scientists, speakers of

French, whatever. Break the link in time between one generation and the next, and it’s game

over forever” (223). The BlyssPluss Pill contains a virus that kills off almost all of humanity.

Everyone involved planned on humanity-as-is to die out, only Crake meant right away. His

views are not those of the isolated mad man, but rather shared by many. This puts him at a

different position than say Frankenstein, a comparison made by Karen F. Stein in her article

“Problematic Paradice in Oryx and Crake”. While both novels critique the misuse of science

(Stein 143), Frankenstein works alone, hidden away, with methods that would be considered

anomalous,  and  Crake  is  praised,  using  only  methods  that  are  already  available  in  the
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scientific community where he spent most of his life (Stein 146). Stein’s observations lead to

another, crucial finding. The fact that Crake uses methods that are already well respected

means that he did not invent anything new. The only way in which Crake is a genius, is in the

application of already existing methods. Even using the BlyssPluss Pill as a delivery method

for a virus is something that Crake likely drew inspiration for by learning that pharmaceutical

companies spread new diseases using over the counter vitamins.

Crake’s own transhumanist ideas become even more apparent when considering

the lines of thinking that brought him to creating the Crakers, centering around immortality

and a self-directed, controlled evolution. Crake believes that his idea about immortality, while

highly unorthodox, is perfectly achievable. “Immortality, said Crake, is a concept. If you take

‘mortality’ as  being,  not  death,  but  the  foreknowledge  of  it  and  the  fear  of  it,  then,

‘immortality’ is the absence of such fear. Babies are immortal” (303). Immortality for Crake

is not to exchange one’s human organs for pigoon organs when they are worn out in order to

live as many years as possible, it is instead a state of mind. Mortality is too, and one that is

not very productive. As Crake says, “men can imagine their own deaths, they can see them

coming,  and  the  mere  thought  of  impending  death  acts  like  an  aphrodisiac”  (120),  i.e.

mortality only leads to sex. Crake thinks of sex in and of itself as quite pointless and time-

consuming, saying that he “can’t waste time in unproductive random scanning” (207), and

that love is “a hormonally induced delusional state” (193). Mortality is thence an impediment

to happiness, and must be conquered for its own sake, as well as to avoid death. As a result of

this thought process, Crake makes sure that the Crakers only live a short thirty years, without

growing old or sick before they die. This makes them unaware of the fact that they will die,

and without a concept of mortality, they will have immortality (303).

The idea of a new and better human is a core feature of transhumanism. Given

their many medical and technological enhancements, the population at large in the novel can
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be  called  transhuman,  the  stage  between  old  humanity  and  the  new,  the  posthuman.

Transhumanist  writer  Joel  Garreau  describes  the  posthuman  as  beings  “whose  basic

capacities so radically exceed those of present humans as to no longer be unambiguously

human by our current standards” (quoted in Wolfe xiii). If the posthuman is the dream of

transhumanists, then as the final step in determining whether Crake is a transhumanist or not,

I will now delve into a discussion about the Crakers’ status as posthuman. First of all, the

Crakers look very much like physically perfect human beings:

They’re  every  known  colour  from  deepest  black  to  whitest  white,  they’re

various heights, but each one of them is admirably proportioned. Each is sound

of tooth, smooth of skin. No ripples of fat around their waists, no bulges, no

dimpled orange-skin cellulite on their thighs. No body hair, no bushiness. They

look like retouched fashion photos, or ads for a high-prices workout program.

(100)

The men do not have beards (9), and all of them have green eyes, because Crake made them

that way (8). They are however, his idea of perfection, and not necessarily everyone’s. 

The differences between the Crakers and humans are more than aesthetic. They

have thick skin which is resistant to ultra-violet light, so they do not burn in the sun (6), they

have a tougher immune system that can withstand most contagions (303) and they smell like

citrus fruit, a smell which wards off mosquitoes (102). The Crakers can even purr to heal

minor wounds: 

Crake  had  worked  years  on  the  purring.  Once  he’d  discovered  that  the  cat

family purred at the same frequency as the ultrasound used on bone fractures

and  skin  lesions  and  were  thus  equipped  with  their  own  self-healing

mechanism, he’d turned himself inside out in the attempt to install that feature.
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(156)

Every day, the men pee to mark the perimeter around the village, as their pee repels wolvogs,

rakunks,  bobkittens  and  pigoons  (154),  all  animals  spliced  from  other  animals.  For

nourishment, they eat caecotrophs, “semi-digested herbage, discharged through the anus and

re-swallowed  two  or  three  times  a  week”  (158),  which  is  necessary  to  break  down the

cellulose, since they eat grass and leaves (159). In order to get rid of sexual energy, which

Crake thinks of as misdirected, the Crakers only breed every three years, when a female goes

in  heat.  She  then  glows  blue  from abdomen  and  buttocks,  which  is  the  only thing  that

stimulates the males. They sing and present flowers for the female, who chooses four of them

to seclude herself with until she is pregnant (164-165). Because there are no commitments,

there  is  no  jealousy,  which  consequently  means  all  related  violence,  such  as  husband-

poisoners or wife-butcherers, is also gone (169).

The Crakers are, in short, perfectly adapted to their environment. Every possible

danger has been averted on the genetic level. In fact, Crake has made them so perfect for their

environment,  that  they  have  no  need  for  adaptive  skills.  Crake  does  not  think  human

ingenuity  is  that  great  (183),  and  has  chosen  to  simply  do  away  with  art,  creativity,

inventiveness because it is not needed: “They were perfectly adjusted to their habitat, so they

would never have to create houses or tools or weapons, or, for that matter, clothing. They

would have no need to invent any harmful symbolisms, such as kingdoms, icons, gods, or

money” (305). From a transhumanist perspective this makes sense. If they are evolutionarily

perfect, which Crake believes, there is no more need for further evolution. Because of this,

they are actually in a rather dangerous situation. As William J. Grassie, Ph. D in Religion,

writes  in  his  “Is  Transhumanism Scientifically Plausible?  Posthuman Predictions  and the

Human Predicament”, “the species, as individuals or as a population, cannot anticipate in
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advance what the selective environment in the future will actually be” (466). So while the

Crakers may be perfectly adapted to their environment, the environment may change, and if it

does, they may not be capable of adaption because Crake limited their brain capacity.

Regardless of the extensive control, they do develop a basic concept of religion,

with the help of Snowman, who teaches them that Crake made them from corals from the

beech and mangoes, and that Oryx made all the animals by laying an egg (96)4. While it is

true that this is something fed to them by Snowman, the women sometimes refer to talking to

Oryx without any suggestion from him (157). In the end of the novel, when Snowman has

been gone from them for a few days, the group construct an effigy of him, and chant his name

to bring him back to them (360-361). Obviously, Crake’s attempts to do away with religion

have not been a complete success, and as readers we can not really know what else he may

have failed at, or overlooked. After all, other things are mentioned that he could not remove.

“Crake hadn’t been able to eliminate dreams.  We’re hard-wired for dreams, he’d said. He

couldn’t get rid of the singing either. We’re hard-wired for singing. Singing and dreams were

entwined” (352). Complete control, it seems, is not possible within the novel. Clear however,

is that even if the Crakers are not perfect at a closer glance, Crake thought that they were.

Valeria Mosca refers to the Crakers as para-human, animal-human hybrids, given the many

attributes they borrowed from other animals, while noting that for Crake they were intended

as posthuman (45), a point on which I agree.

If this analysis concerned posthumanism instead of transhumanism, there would

be a number of important questions to ask at  this  point,  such as if  these differences and

changes  to  the  Crakers  are  enough  to  consider  them no  longer  human,  with  follow-up

questions  such  as  how  do  we  even  define  human,  and  why is  it  not  enough  that  they

4 While it is not within the scope of this essay to develop this further, it is interesting to observe that while Oryx,
a woman, is capable of creating life within herself, Crake, who is a man, must do it by assembling different parts
of other living things. In a different essay, a comparison about creation of life when executed by men might be
made with Mary Shelley's Frankenstein.
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originated from human fetuses. In the context of transhumanism however, that question is

somewhat  easier  to  answer.  It  is  not  entirely  necessary  to  claim that  posthumans  are  a

different breed, so much as to note that they are in a different evolutionary phase, one brought

on by self-directed and engineered evolutionary change.

Granted, most transhumanists do not view the transition to posthuman as the

sudden  switch  caused  by  an  individual,  but  gradual,  and  for  some  transhumanists  it  is

something  that  can  be  achieved  within  an  individual  and  not  only  through  the  next

generation. In Oryx and Crake this is not the case, as we have seen. Here, humanity do not

triumphantly transform into better posthuman beings, because the big genetic changes are

executed before birth, and not to already existing humans, which brings me to the question of

what humanity’s role among posthumanity could be in the novel. The only human character

left alive after the pandemic is, it seems, Snowman (although other humans are found to be

alive later in the novel), who serves as a symbol of humanity itself in this context. Through

the eyes of Snowman their status as human beings is called into question, and the reader is

often reminded of their strangeness and difference. In his own relationship to them, Snowman

feels  “excluded,  as  if  from a party to  which  he  will  never  be  invited”  (106).  In  a  way,

Snowman has “served his evolutionary purpose” (107) by showing the new species the way

to safety, but after that he has no purpose left, just like humans will have no purpose beyond

the creation of the posthuman. This is perhaps best illustrated by the beardless Crakers: “no

beards on the men, among the Children of Crake. Crake himself had found beards irrational;

also he’d been irritated by the task of shaving, so he’d abolished the need for it. Though not

of  course for  Snowman:  too  late  for  him” (9).  The genetic  engineering and the directed

evolution  cannot  be  performed  on  already  living  humans,  only  on  what  comes  after.

Snowman is left, less able to survive in the environment that is almost perfect for the Crakers,

and with no way of moving forward. This, if the novel is to be believed, is very likely the fate
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of humanity should the posthuman become a reality; to act as guide, but then be unneeded.

I have stated that the three major concerns of modern transhumanists were life

enhancement, immortality and controlled evolution, converging around the emergence of the

posthuman. I have also attempted to illustrate how  Oryx and Crake  contains examples of

each  of  these  ideas.  Body  treatments  are  supposed  to  make  people  happier,  organ

transplantation systems make them live longer, and if something can be done, it is done. In

short,  society in general are focused on new inventions to enhance their lives in all ways

possible;  these  are  transhumanist  ideals,  and they are  viewed as  positive by most  of  the

population depicted in the novel. Everyone works on immortality, it is said. Crake exploits

the transhumanist thoughts in society to bring about the transhumanist dream; the posthuman

Crakers, who have no concept of mortality, and thereby as far as they know live forever, with

stronger and better  bodies.  Crake takes control of the genetic future by making perfectly

adapted creatures that will have no need to change or evolve from this point on. With the

character  of  Snowman  the  novel  illustrates  that  humanity’s  role  once  the  posthuman  is

created,  is  to  act  as  guide  but  ultimately  become  obsolete.  In  order  to  achieve  the

transhumanists’ high goal, humanity has to die.

Oryx and Crake  is  a  novel  with a  warning.  It  tells  the  reader  of  a  techno-

optimist  society,  so hungry for the transhumanist  dream of perfect lives that it  forgets to

check itself and its scientists, giving the opportunity for one man to think things through to

their logical conclusion. The novel criticizes transhumanist ideals by showing science as a

double-edged sword, capable of saving lives and taking lives, that science in itself is neutral,

and that it is therefore important to know who is calling the shots and what their intentions

are.
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