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Abstract 
 

The paper deals with Kazuo Ishiguro’s dystopian novel Never Let Me Go 

(2005), which explores the future of humanity by considering the trans- 

and posthumanist aspects of the story. The rapid changes in Europe’s cul-

tural sensibilities and the strong push toward scientific and technical 

thought at the expense of arts and humanities call for a rereading of the 

novel in light of these new paradigms. Delving into the field of transhu-

manism, an all-encompassing improvement of intellectual, emotional, and 

physical capabilities of humans, and posthumanism as the critique of hu-

manism, the novel explores the complexity of human life in a technologi-

cally advanced society that creates a new inferior cast or class of human 

clones for the sole purpose of harvesting organs. The ethical complexity of 

such a practice turns out to be too overwhelming as the society both sup-

ports it and treats it as taboo. Ultimately, the novel calls for a reconsidera-

tion of the traditional notion of what it means to be “human.”  

 

Keywords: Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go, dystopia, posthumanism, 

transhumanism 

1. Introduction: Psychological Novel or Dystopia? 

Since it was published, Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel Never Let Me Go (2005) 

has instigated strong ambivalence in readers and critics alike regarding its 

generic determination. Although it is seen as a dystopian novel due to its 

ethical considerations of human cloning, its blatant “dearth of science” 
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(Shaddox 449)1 and focus on sympathy and empathy has caused certain 

interpretations to sway in favour of sentimental and abolitionist literature 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.2 After all, the author himself 

stated at one point that his preoccupations were not based on science fic-

tion or dystopias but on the portrayal of human mortality and inescapabil-

ity of death.3 And indeed, like several of his other novels, Never Let Me 

Go is a finely woven story about memories of days gone by and the impli-

cations the past has on the current life of the protagonists, their self-

perception, and the significance of their existence. Furthermore, on several 

occasions, Ishiguro has claimed that he is not particularly interested in the 

realist aspect of writing, which entails paying minute attention to the con-

textual circumstances, but rather in the emotional aspect of the story he 

chooses to tell (Kelman 45; Mason and Ishiguro 341–43).  

However, his purported lack of direct interest in social implications 

and context and his usual focus on “the interior context of his character’s 
world” (Matek 126) does not mean that the novel can or should only be 

read as a psychological one. In fact, by reviewing the discussion on the 

dystopian nature of the novel, it is possible to demonstrate that the text us-

es dystopian discourse and that the circumstances of the cloned protago-

nists’ lives, that is, their purpose in the imagined society, represents one of 

the crucial aspects of the story. Thus, the paper aims to show that Never 

Let Me Go is a dystopian novel that focuses on the complex issue of the 

“nature” of being human by suggesting that a narrow view of humanity is 

detrimental to the human society and should be expanded in such a way as 

to include those labelled or seen as posthuman, too. 

Although the genre of dystopia “has found fruitful ground to blossom 

in the copious expanses of science fiction” (Gordin et al. 1), and in line 

with Andrea Kowalski’s reading of the novel through the prism of social 

denial and biopolitical racism (9–10), there are numerous instances of both 

 
1 “[T]he novel is narrated by a human clone and the major characters are clones, no 

scientists or doctors appear; there is no theory or explanation of genetic replication 

and we see nothing of its mechanics and implementation. Indeed, the most 

technologically advanced item to appear in the novel is the automobile” (Shaddox 

449). 
2 Cf. Shaddox, “Generic Considerations in Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go,” 450–52. 

“Like abolitionist literature, NLMG demonstrates that while humanness can be 

recognized by legislative bodies, genuine social recognition comes only through 

the awareness of individual feeling in common, that is, through empathic 

resonance” (451–52). 
3 “I wanted to write a book about how people accept that we are mortal and we 

can’t get away from this, and that after a certain point we are all going to die, we 

won’t live forever” (Ishiguro qtd. in Matthews 124). 
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social and psychological conditioning present in the novel that restrains 

the clones from challenging or escaping their fatal predicament, which 

represents the main token of dystopian fiction. Generally, the prominent 

dystopian topoi are alternate setting, social conditioning, and evasive lan-

guage, all employed to prevent rebellion and ensure submission among the 

subjects of the system that exploits them and, in this particular case, liter-

ally takes their life. Never Let Me Go establishes these elements from its 

very first page, on which Kathy H., the narrator of the story and one 

among the trio of protagonists (together with Ruth and Tommy), presents 

herself as a “carer” (Ishiguro 3) doing a commendable job of guiding her 

“donors” through as many as four “donations” in “recovery centre[s]” 

(Ishiguro 4). This dubious language, or “euphemistic neologisms” (Toker 

and Chertoff 164), serves not only to detract from the ominous meaning 

behind the words that are being used but also to provide “an illusion of 

positivity” (Kowalski 14). The terms “donor” and “donation,” falsely al-

luding to the process being conscious and entirely voluntary, in truth signi-

fy the artificially produced clones who, without exception and before 

reaching middle age, undergo a number of surgeries in which their vital 

organs are taken from their bodies for the benefit of the people they were 

modelled from, labelled as the “possibles” (Ishiguro 136). This so-called 

donating process is alleviated by “carers,” once again the clones, whose 

job – and the only available career path before ultimately becoming donors 

themselves – is to placate the dying organ givers, reinforcing submission 

to the donating system until the clones in question “complet[e]” (Ishiguro 

4), that is, die. 

 Next, the setting in which all this takes place – unlike the usual futuris-

tic settings overtly dominated by highly advanced technology – is a 

“retrodystopian” (Marks de Marques 6) late 1990s England, and, more 

specifically, Hailsham, a sort of boarding school in which “guardians” 

(Ishiguro 5) take care of “students” (Ishiguro 14) by raising and “shelter-
ing” (Ishiguro 263) them. Alluding to the hypocrisy of the system, Toker 

and Chertoff make an excellent point regarding the name of the school; 

“the name suggests its own ambiguity: Hailsham is a ‘sham’ which people 

‘hail,’ i.e., hold in high regard” (165). What is in fact happening is that the 

adults are deliberately misleading the young clones in learning the distinc-

tive purpose of their existence; this practice is gradually revealed as the 

equivocal instrument of the system intent on influencing the clones from 

an early age and subduing them into unrelenting obedience throughout 

their lives, even after they leave the school premises. Miss Emily, the for-

mer headmistress of Hailsham, although adamant that they have given the 

clones a happy childhood, admits as much at the novel’s end: “Very well, 
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sometimes that meant we kept things from you, lied to you. Yes, in many 

ways we fooled you. I suppose you could even call it that” (Ishiguro 263). 

Despite the fact that the clones are encouraged to believe in their noble 

purpose, which is creating a disease-free society thanks to the organs they 

provide at the peak of their health, the moral questionability and outright 

cruelty of the cloning practice become obvious through persistent masking 

of the stages of the process. The donations, at one point called “butcher-
ing” by Ishiguro himself (Matthews 124), are kept abstract among the stu-

dents because the cunning system imparts to the youngsters only partial 

knowledge on what will happen to them once they reach a certain age, 

making the discussions among the school-aged clones on this topic a sort 

of taboo. 

 In connection to their obscure future, their identities seem obscure as 

well; the clones’ names do not signify a connection to a particular family 

but are symbolic in nature. More specifically, even though their first 

names indeed bear some personal significance, the clones’ last names – 

reduced to a single letter, thus simultaneously signifying and non-

signifying – correspond soundly with the classic dystopian framework in 

the sense that within such exploitative societies an individual is easily re-

placeable, a mere number among many others.4 The “unfinished” nature of 

their names alludes to the lack of the clones’ distinguishedness as true hu-

man beings with all their pertaining rights. On the one hand, they do have 

a name that makes them stand out in relation to other clones but, on the 

other, they are rendered incomplete and insubstantial, pure allusions of the 

“normals,” who the clones will never be. 

 In the second phase of their lives, after abandoning the “school,” ado-

lescent clones move over to the Cottages, where they take care of them-

selves, socialise with other clones, and engage in frequent sexual relations 

while waiting for donations to start. Rather than being seen as the period 

of their carefree youth, this is just a way of “filling in [the clones’] time 

before they are ripe for the transplants” (Toker and Chertoff 170). In fact, 

when considered together with the previous brainwashing as well as with 

the last stage of their lives, which includes caring (and driving from one 

caring centre to another to support the donors) and donating, it can be easi-

ly recognised as one of the methods of the prevention of thought. Also, 

one might claim that, under the guise of propriety, the clones are discour-

aged from engaging in sexual relations while in boarding schools but are 

free to indulge in them upon leaving, thereby allotting a large amount of 

 
4 Albeit less severe in their reduction, it is possible to compare the impersonal 

surnames (Kathy H., Tommy D., Moira B. etc.) to names of the characters D-503, 

O-90, and I-330 in one of the paragons of the dystopian genre, Zamyatin’s We. 
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their time and thought to these activities rather than to the fast-

approaching death and the logic behind it. This draws a strong parallel 

with Huxley’s seminal dystopia Brave New World (1932), in which sexual 

relations are strongly encouraged exactly with the aim of preventing 

thought. Such a distinctively dystopian trait finds its proof in the instance 

when Kathy admits to be looking forward to the end of her career as a car-

er. The reason she lists is simple: “I won’t be a carer any more come the 

end of the year, and though I’ve got a lot out of it, I have to admit I’ll wel-

come the chance to rest – to stop and think” (Ishiguro 37). The need of the 

system to keep them “unthinking” is not as explicit during their childhoods 

because school-aged clones are not in contact with the adult ones undergo-

ing donations, and so they are unable to witness or challenge what is hap-

pening to them. Besides, as Kathy reveals during a conversation in the 

Cottages: “‘We can’t just go and visit him.’ Chrissie sighed. ‘Okay. We’re 

not supposed to visit carers. Absolutely strictly speaking. Certainly not en-

couraged’” (Ishiguro 148), the adolescents’ contact with the carers is not 

encouraged either. Yet, once they become carers – the only other option is 

going straight through to donations – the clones’ time for reflection, alt-

hough available, is thwarted by isolation and being worn down from all 

the work: “You spend hour after hour, on your own, driving across the 

country, centre to centre, hospital to hospital, sleeping in overnights, no 

one to talk to about your worries. . . . You’re always in a rush, or else 

you’re too exhausted to have a proper conversation” (Ishiguro 203). 

 In the final phase, once the donations start, the “surface kindnesses” 

(Kowalski 17) – consisting of donors being granted the “privilege” of hav-

ing carers, a private room for recovery between the surgeries, and being 

“treated with special respect” (Ishiguro 273) by the medical personnel for 

having successfully reached the fourth donation – decisively reveal the 

typical utopian-like pretence of this repressive organ cultivation system. In 

other words, the deeply inhumane workings of this dystopia are presented 

as something positive, noble even, when in fact the carers are doing the 

ordinary society’s dirty work by taking care of and placating the dying 

clones. In addition to serving as “surrogate families” (Token and Chertoff 

11) for the donors approaching death, carers also fulfil their role of sus-

tainers of the system. By watching each other die and doing so in a peace-

ful manner, the clones resign themselves to the fact that the same fate is 

awaiting every one of them; at the same time, they help the exploiters 

avoid seeing their pain and suffering, and thus perpetuate their own misery 

and the status quo. 

 More to the point, instead of taking all their organs at once, the number 

of donations causes the clones to get weaker with every procedure and, to 
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alleviate their suffering, they explicitly embrace “completion” or death, 

thereby making it bizarrely desirable. Hence, the entire system is purpose-

fully organised to fool the clones, exploit their bodies, and reinforce their 

submission by conditioning them against rebellion for the sole benefit of 

humans, following their minimal interaction with the clones, who are con-

sidered posthuman. In this sense, with its boarding schools and the Cot-

tage, as well as the caring practice, Never Let Me Go corresponds to the 

definition of dystopia as “a utopia that functions only for a particular seg-

ment of society” (Gordin et al. 1). 

2. Preserving the Status Quo through Internalised  

Belief of Inferiority 

The survival of any dystopian society relies on two basic premises that al-

low for the perpetuation of exploitation: the placateness and an internal-

ised sense of inferiority of the group that is being exploited. According to 

Kowalski, the dynamic of the relationship between the clones and the peo-

ple who receive their organs mimics the one between the whites and non-

whites (10). Kowalski draws parallels between Foucault’s biopolitical rac-

ism (The History of Sexuality 139–42; Society Must Be Defended 62) and 

Charles Mills’ The Racial Contract (1997) in order to show that the me-

chanics of exploitation is almost always the same: the exploiter needs to 

placate the exploited ones, and this is most easily done by making the ex-

ploited believe that they somehow “deserve” to be exploited. This, in turn, 

is achieved by instilling a sense of inferiority into them. 

 Namely, despite the fact that the children brought up at Hailsham are 

inculcated with the belief that their childhood and later life conditions are 

largely privileged in comparison to other schools,5 they nevertheless ex-

hibit a strong conviction that they were made from the worst kind of peo-

ple: 

 
We’re modelled from trash. Junkies, prostitutes, winos, tramps. 

Convicts, maybe, just so long as they aren’t psychos. That’s 
what we come from. We all know it, so why don’t we say it? . . 

. Do you think she’d have talked to us like that if she’d known 

what we really were? What do you think she’d have said if 

we’d asked her? “Excuse me, but do you think your friend was 

 
5 “Kathy H., they say, she gets to pick and choose, and she always chooses her own 

kind: people from Hailsham or one of the other privileged estates” (Ishiguro 4); 

“This was a long time ago before us, when the guardians were much stricter, cruel 

even” (Ishiguro 50). 
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ever a clone model?” She’d have thrown us out. We know it, 

so we might as well just say it. If you want to look for possi-

bles, if you want to do it properly, then you look in the gutter. 

You look in rubbish bins. Look down the toilet, that’s where 

you’ll find where we all came from. (Ishiguro 164) 

 

It is exactly this internalised belief, apart from the isolation imposed on the 

clones by means of indoctrinating them for donation purposes, which pre-

vents them from interacting with “normal” humans beyond the most super-

ficial ways. The belief is, again in Foucault’s terms, a micromethod of dis-

ciplining/subduing that has no particular origin nor source;6 the narrator 

neither discloses it to the audience nor can she pinpoint the exact moment 

when and from whom she adopted this belief, but she does not contradict 

Ruth when she claims that all of the clones are aware of it. Kathy even 

confirms this belief due to her sexual urges, which she perceives as unnat-

urally strong – without being taught otherwise – by convincing herself that 

she was modelled after a prostitute and obsessively seeking for her “possi-
ble” in pornographic magazines (Ishiguro 179). Yet, taking into considera-

tion that the teachers at Hailsham – especially Miss Lucy, who openly 

warns the students about their purpose – never once mention having their 

own clones, it is reasonable to conclude that this is not a practice available 

to nor indulged in by all “regular” humans. Hence, there is no logical ex-

planation as to how a drug addict or a prostitute would be able to afford a 

living bank of precious organs for the improvement of their life. Finally, as 

already mentioned, there is no reason why, among all other schools that 

are not perceived as half as nurturing and protective, particularly the stu-

dents of Hailsham would come from the worst kind of people. 

 In his article “The Politics of Recognition,” Charles Taylor explains 

this paradox by means of internalised negative beliefs among members of 

the inferior culture that prove to be even more detrimental to its members 

than the outward prejudice and injustice of the dominant culture: 
 

 
6 “[T]here may be a ‘knowledge’ of the body that is not exactly the science of its 

functioning, and a mastery of its forces that is more than the ability to conquer 

them: this knowledge and this mastery constitute what might be called the political 

technology of the body. Of course, this technology is diffuse, rarely formulated in 

continuous, systematic discourse; it is often made up of bits and pieces; it 

implements a disparate set of tools or methods. In spite of the coherence of its 

results, it is generally no more than a multiform instrumentation. Moreover, it 

cannot be localized in a particular type of institution or state apparatus. For they 

have recourse to it; they use, select or impose certain of its methods” (Foucault, 

Discipline and Punish 26). 
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[N]onrecognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a 

form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, 

and reduced mode of being. . . . They have internalized a pic-

ture of their own inferiority, so that even when some of the ob-

jective obstacles to their advancement fall away, they may be 

incapable of taking advantage of the new opportunities. (25)  

 

Building on the scary stories that surround the clones’ lives at the boarding 

school,7 the revulsion they perceive in Madame Marie Claude and the be-

lief in their own foul origin, and even the fear of unsuccessful completion8 

– which can all be deduced to rumours – the clones effectively forgo every 

opportunity to challenge and escape the organ taking even though there are 

no visible restrictions that limit them in later life. In other words, the al-

leged deadly outcome of their possible foray outside the school perimeter 

and the uncertainty of death scare the clones more than the brutality that is 

actually taking place. Such stories, albeit denied by the guardians, are 

spread among the students from an early age, serving as instruments of 

submission by reinforcing their internalisation of the system rules: “The 

guardians always insisted these stories were nonsense. But then the older 

students would tell us that was exactly what the guardians had told them 

when they were younger, and that we’d be told the ghastly truth soon 

enough, just as they were” (Ishiguro 50). All that creates an imaginary, but 

nonetheless impenetrable, wall between the clones and the “normals” (the 

term the children use when referring to guardians since they know that 

they are different, and which can thus be applied to other humans) and 

their respective ways of life, thereby presenting a debilitating dogma fed to 

the clones to reinforce inferiority and relegation to their own circles. 

 Hand in hand with the dogma that is being circulated among the clones 

 
7 “There were all kinds of horrible stories about the woods. Once, not so long 

before we all got to Hailsham, a boy had had a big row with his friends and run off 

beyond the Hailsham boundaries. His body had been found two days later, up in 

those woods, tied to a tree with the hands and feet chopped off. Another rumour 

had it that a girl’s ghost wandered through those trees. She’d been a Hailsham 

student until one day she’d climbed over a fence just to see what it was like 

outside. . . . she wasn’t allowed [to come back]. But her ghost was always 

wandering about the woods, gazing over Hailsham” (Ishiguro 50). 
8 “You’ll have heard the same talk. How maybe, after the fourth donation, even if 

you’ve technically completed, you’re still conscious in some sort of way; how then 

you find there are more donations, plenty of them, on the other side of that line; 

how there are no more recovery centres, no carers, no friends; how there’s nothing 

to do except watch your remaining donations until they switch you off. It’s horror 

movie stuff” (Ishiguro 274). 
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goes the purposeful omission of actual facts, which results in the clones’ 
ignorance concerning the truth about their lives and the way society func-

tions. This is also in line with Foucault’s ideas about the distribution of 

power and circulation of knowledge. According to him, power and 

knowledge are inextricably connected, as seen in the mutual influence of 

the development of penal law and human sciences. The “epistemologico-

juridical” connection testifies to the fact that power arises from a combina-

tion of “humanization of the penal system and of the knowledge of man” 

(Foucault, Discipline and Punish 23). Due to specific nature of punish-

ment, which is frequently physical, Foucault recognises that “the body it-

self is invested by power relations” (Discipline and Punish 24). This is 

easily translated into the context of the novel: the clones lack both 

knowledge and power, and their bodies are “punished,” that is, exploited 

for the benefit of those who have knowledge and power.  

 To illustrate, the entire story that Kathy narrates is directed at the audi-

ence whom she believes is equal to her – the other clones. When she re-

marks, “I don’t know how it was where you were” (Ishiguro 13) and “I 
know carers, working now . . . If you’re one of them. . .” (Ishiguro 3), the 

narrator testifies of her severely limited experience, proving that her life as 

a clone, and later as a carer, is the only reality she knows, and she feels 

that she cannot surpass it, not even by talking to the normals, thus forever 

remaining “within the parameters of [her] slavery” (Kowalski 11). That is 

precisely why at the Cottages, where the “youngers are not locked up” 

(Toker and Chertoff 171), the adolescents, many of whom even have a 

driving licence, never even entertain the thought of trying to run away de-

spite being allowed to travel around the country without any indication of 

being under surveillance. 

 All that said, the technological foundation of this dystopia, albeit not 

explicated or overly explicit in the text – or maybe precisely due to this – 

further enables the discussion of the novel in terms of post- and transhu-

manism. According to Pramod Nayar,  

 
[e]ven when fiction does not explicitly detail contemporary 

science, it does explore the nature of the human in the age of 

advanced biotechnology, genetic engineering and computers. 

From much of the sci-fi, the dystopian novels and other popu-

lar expressions, we understand that a new cultural history of 

the human needs to deal with the question: what forms of the 

human are now extant and existent? (12, italics in the original) 

 

Never Let Me Go certainly raises the very same question by representing 

human clones as both subhuman (they are literally used for body parts, and 
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they see themselves as inferior) and human (biologically, they belong to 

the human kind and they exhibit the same emotions and artistic expression).  

3. Post- and Transhumanism in Never Let Me Go 

As shown, the fictional world of Never Let Me Go includes a typically 

dystopian motif of the (ab)use of the body, which brings forth the need to 

look at bodies and humanity from the perspective of both post- and trans-

humanism, as the novel’s characters seem to stand for both. Both concepts 

seem to be quite complex and are used differently by different theorists, 

but, broadly speaking, transhumanism represents a continuation, a new 

stage in or of humanism, whereas posthumanism entails a critique of hu-

manism and humanist – anthropocentric – postulates and worldviews. Ac-

cording to Robert Ranisch and Stefan Lorenz Sorgner, transhumanism is 

“a stance that affirms the radical transformation of human’s biological ca-

pacities and social conditions by means of technologies” (7–8), and so, 

when speaking of the novel, the clones represent the technological devel-

opment that allows for the existence of transhuman bodies as a positive 

phenomenon. The “ordinary” humans who receive the clones’ organs 

clearly speak in favour of the “human enhancement or augmentation” 

(Ranisch and Sorgner 8), that is transhumanism. In the broadest posthu-

man sense, however, the clones also stand as a symbol of negative aspects 

of humanism, in particular the attitudes that foster exclusion of “others” – 

those who do not conform to the norm either sexually, economically, or 

from any other point of view. Thus, through the characters of clones, 

whose perspective is dominant and fully colours the story, the novel points 

to the necessary reconsideration of what it means to be human and at what 

price the human species can be allowed to aim for immortality. 

According to Cary Wolfe, “[p]osthumanism . . . generates different and 

even irreconcilable definitions” (xi),9 but, as Ranisch and Sorgner contend, 

 
9 Due to the term’s complexity and its connection to other (equally complex) 

phenomena, such as digital technology or artificial intelligence, different theorists 

may offer varying definitions of the term. For example, Francesca Ferrando argues 

that the term may be defined in seven different ways, depending on the position 

from which one views the “human” – as something that will pass and become 

extinct in time, as something that can be replaced, or modified, and so on, and 

based on the fact that the “posthuman discourse is an ongoing process of different 

standpoints and movements” (32). This is in line with the way the topic is treated 

by Wolfe, who edits a landmark publication series with University of Minnesota 

Press titled Posthumanities to illustrate the inherent plurality of the developing 
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there seems to be a common thread shared by various disciplines and ap-

proaches, namely that “‘posthumanism’ serves as an umbrella term for 

ideas that explain, promote or deal with the crisis of humanism” (14), in 

particular its narrow-minded, exclusive, anthropocentric view of the 

world. In other words, “posthumanists reject the humanist belief that ‘man 

is the measure of all things’ and that a dualist account of human beings is 

an appropriate starting point for further academic investigations” (Ranisch 

and Sorgner 16).10 

 In literature, the posthuman body is frequently represented through 

characters that are “dualist” in nature but that are also marked as abject 

bodies – vampires, zombies, and monsters of all kinds who stand for 

“death infecting life” (Kristeva 4). According to Julia Kristeva, who intro-

duces the concept of abjectness in literary theory, abject bodies are per-

ceived as “neither subject nor object” (1), “improper or unclean” (2), or 

“beyond the unconscious” (6), and this may be literal, in the sense of 

viewing corpses, excrement, or food one is disgusted by (2), or metaphori-

cal, if it refers to the abjectness of the Other – of women, of homosexuals, 

of Oriental people, and so on. Yet, the main reason that such bodies pro-

voke abjection is, according to Kristeva, their tendency to disturb “identi-
ty, system, order,” to disrespect “positions, borders, rules,” to be the “in-

between, the ambiguous, the composite” (4). The implicit criticism of the 

system and rules contained in the idea of the abject is similar to the criti-

cism contained in the idea of the posthuman. Both concepts criticise heter-

onormative anthropocentrism and call for a reassessment of our traditional 

humanist views. In that sense, the clones represent the typical abject or the 

typical posthuman. They are the ambiguous, the dreaded Freudian uncanny, 

as they are recognizably human in appearance, and their intellectual and 

emotional capabilities, and yet they are rejected by society as they are arti-

 
phenomenon, one that is as broad as the traditional “humanities,” which it should 

replace, or at least represent a continuation of.  
10 According to Rosi Braidotti, mainstream culture is predominantly concerned 

with human enhancement and the discourse ranges “from hard-nosed business 

discussions of robotics, prosthetic technologies, neuroscience and bio-genetic 

capital to fuzzier new age visions of trans-humanism and techno-transcendence” 

(2), whereas the academia views posthumanism as a new (exciting or tedious) 

critical and cultural theory. In that sense, Habermas suggests that the posthuman, 

enabled by the “decoding of the human genome opens up the prospect of 

interventions that cast a peculiar light on a condition of our normative self-

understanding, a condition that, although natural and thus far unthematized, now 

turns out nonetheless to be essential” (12–13). Its importance arises from the fact 

that enhancements of any kind imply “the possibility of a serious de-centring of 

‘Man,’ the former measure of all things” (Braidotti 2). 
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ficially produced in the process that includes genetic alterations and ren-

ders them different from ordinary humans as they have a higher resilience 

to (sexually transmitted but also other kinds of) disease and cannot natu-

rally reproduce. Simultaneously, they are both human and “inhuman“; 

their body functions the same way as the human body; it is made of the 

same genetic material; yet, it is not born by a mother and it has been creat-

ed for a specific purpose, which adds to its posthuman quality. Hence, in 

the context of the novel, the posthuman body is created in order to provide 

for a transhuman11 existence of “ordinary” people but presumably only 

those who can afford to buy cloned organs to ensure their longevity and 

good health.  

The issue of class is an aspect that the novel neglects (or fails to ad-

dress explicitly) but which certainly seems pertinent as – for now, at least 

– cloning is a costly and time-consuming procedure unavailable to every-

one. Thus, the implied role of capital as related to both posthumans and 

the process of creating transhumans should not be fully ignored. In the 

context of the novel, a lack of capital affects the creation of both the 

posthuman bodies (clones) and the improved human bodies (transhumans), 

which means that access to money is a prerequisite for the cloning, har-

vesting, and purchase of organs. 

Moreover, money is also important for Hailsham as an institution, 

where the sponsors enable the teachers to sustain their humane practice of 

giving the “students” a childhood and an education, creating a semblance 

of normal life but only for a limited period of time. Afraid of the clones 

and their, as the wider society perceives it, dangerous potential, the hu-

mans effectively cut off the support to Hailsham and other similar board-

ing schools. As Miss Emily reveals: “[W]e were always too fragile, always 

too dependent on the whims of our supporters. So long as the climate was 

in our favour, so long as a corporation or a politician could see a benefit in 

supporting us, then we were able to keep afloat. But it had always been a 

struggle . . . after the climate changed, we had no chance” (Ishiguro 260). 

This highlights the ever-presence of capital as the dominating social force, 

which directly influences both human personal, private lives and scientific 

research as it establishes and influences desirable research areas which are 

largely those that will enable a return of the money invested, rather than 

those that aim exclusively at human spiritual development and growth. 

More importantly, a lack of capital (that is, poverty) renders people to the 

category of the abject posthuman, which is a topic worthy of a separate 

 
11 To add to the terminological confusion, Joel Garreau uses the terms of 

transhuman and posthuman in an opposite way by suggesting that “[t]ranshuman . . . 

[are] those who are in the process of becoming posthuman” (231–32). 
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paper, but which – in the context of this paper – only highlights the inferi-

or social position of the clones. They lack agency, depend on the decisions 

of others, and are both viewed and treated as “not fully human.” 

 From an ethical point of view, such a treatment of the clones, that is, of 

the posthuman body, is unacceptable, and the novel’s focus on the clones’ 
self-awareness, their sense of inferiority, and their muted desire to live an 

“ordinary” life (from which they are systematically prevented) calls for a 

general reconsideration of how people use technology, allocate capital, 

and how they treat other beings on the planet. Without going into the wid-

er issues of ecocriticism and remaining grounded in the context of the 

novel, the representation of human beings that are denied a normal life, 

kept separately from the rest of the world in institutions resembling board-

ing schools, where they are lied to about their purpose and about how the 

world functions, and are bred like cattle only to be slaughtered later on, 

provokes a sense of consternation and abjection in the reader. Thus, the 

appearance of the posthuman “represents the death of the humanist sub-

ject: the qualities that make up that subject depend on a privileged position 

as a special, stand-alone entity that possesses unique characteristics that 

make it exceptional in the universe” (LaGrandeur). In other words, the fact 

that people treat the clones as posthuman (and not human) brings human 

exceptionality into question and highlights the brutality, self-possession, 

and lack of empathy of the “human” subject.  

The ethical complexity of the organ harvesting practice becomes clear 

at the moment when teachers at Hailsham, one of several boarding schools 

for clones, decide to give their students a more humane treatment and edu-

cation that encourages art and artistic creation in order to show to the gen-

eral public that clones are in fact real humans with a soul, just like the 

“originals,” and that they are quite literally being slowly murdered in order 

to improve the lives of other humans. Quite significantly, in such a digital-

ly and technologically advanced society, the means for establishing the 

clones’ “humanity” is their ability for artistic expression.12 They are en-

couraged to create anything they are inclined to: write, paint, draw, and so 

 
12 In connection to this, the cloned protagonists of Never Let Me Go and the 

“ordinary” humans who exploit them can be compared to the discussion on who is 

the true monster in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Namely, Shelley’s unnamed 

Thing also exhibits deep intellectual, spiritual, artistic, and emotional capabilities, 

which, although generally seen as exclusively human in comparison to other forms 

of life, turn out to be more copious in those that are not considered typical humans. 

Thus, Frankenstein uses the posthuman body of the Creature to highlight its 

criticism of human (patriarchal, exclusive) society (for a feminist reading, see: 

Matek and Pataki 82) and calls for a reconsideration of what it means to be human. 
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on, and their works are displayed for Madame, who chooses the best ones 

and displays them in the Gallery (Ishiguro 30). At least that is what the 

young clones believe is happening since they are systematically kept una-

ware of the severe moral dilemma that is at the core of the practice of their 

exploitation and of Miss Emily and Madame’s efforts to prove to the rest 

of society that the children are real humans, thereby elevating the ability 

for creative expression through literature and art into the key human quali-

ty: Miss Emily said “that things like pictures, poetry, all that kind of stuff, 

. . . revealed what you were like inside. She said they revealed your soul” 

(Ishiguro 173). Additionally, their ability to create art is also supposed to 

substantiate their spirituality as it is generally believed that artistic impuls-

es come from the depth of the human soul. Moreover, the clones’ soul and 

their ability to feel testify to the fact that they are indeed human. This be-

comes important as the readers learn the rumour according to which two 

clones, who can prove that they are really in love, can “get a deferral . . . 

by three, even four years” (Ishiguro 150) from donating organs and death. 

Speaking bluntly, if they can prove that they are capable of feeling, they 

can be (temporarily!) exempt from being butchered for parts.  

In the context of rapid changes in Europe’s cultural sensibilities and 

educational policies, and the strong push toward scientific and technical 

thought at the expense of arts and humanities, the novel seems particularly 

relevant as it is based on the premise that emotions, creativity, and art are 

crucial factors, or functions (to use the term more pertinent to posthumanism), 

in establishing human identity. Thus, the dystopian technocratic society 

depicted by Ishiguro seems quite inhuman due to its treatment of clones. 

The uncanniness of clones makes them social pariahs; people avoid them 

as they cannot bear to be near beings that are considered to be “dead” al-

ready upon birth but also because they cannot bear to consider the ethical 

implications of being complicit with the practice of breeding humans for 

slaughter. Namely, the novel suggests that despite the fact that clones have 

no families and have been created in a laboratory, they still operate in the 

same way as humans; they have the same cognitive and emotional abili-

ties, and so, they are in fact human.  

Similarly, in his 1975 essay “Man, Android and Machine,” Philip K. 

Dick considers the appearance of future posthuman beings, largely in the 

context of robotics, and displays an inclusive, accepting attitude that calls 

for everyone who behaves humanly to be treated as a human being: “These 

creatures are among us, although morphologically they do not differ from 

us; we must not posit a difference of essence, but a difference of behav-

ior.” In Dick’s essay, the term “creatures” refers to both androids and hu-

mans who lack empathy. Dick highlights the insignificance of the fact that 
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certain beings may be made in a laboratory – like the clones in Hailsham – 

by saying: “Made in a laboratory – that aspect is not meaningful to me; the 

entire universe is one vast laboratory, and out of it come sly and cruel enti-

ties which smile as they reach out to shake hands.” Clearly, humans can be 

just as “inhuman” as one assumes that androids or clones are. Thus, in line 

with Dick’s argument, the novel challenges the perceived “Otherness” of 

the clones since they behave in the same way as people who are born of 

mothers do. In more technical terms, if processing information is “the es-

sence of all intelligent systems, and materials and bodies are merely sub-

strates that carry the all-important information of life, then there is no 

meaningful difference between humans and intelligent machines – or any 

other kind of intelligent system, such as animals” (LaGrandeur). 

According to Chakraborty, transhumanism may be considered to be a 

derivation (subclass) of posthumanism, as it includes using implants to 

modify human bodies for enhanced senses or brain power, but as posthu-

manism focuses on systems and their components and how they function 

(rejecting thus human exceptionalism), transhumanism fully focuses on 

changing the form and abilities of the present human body. This is done 

not only by means of digital (information) technology but also by “physi-
cally transforming humans with any new technology, including bioengi-

neering, digital technology, genetic engineering and others, to enhance 

their abilities; for example, making them more intelligent, stronger, immor-

tal, and so on” (Chakraborty). Consequently, it may be said that in the 

novel, posthuman bodies are used to create transhumans by improving in-

tellectual, emotional, and above all, physical capabilities of humans, which 

allows for the elimination of illness and deferral of death (Garreau). By 

focusing mainly on the posthuman (the clones’) perspective and the “nor-
mals’” minimal presence, Ishiguro’s novel purports the transhumanist atti-

tude that “there is a distinctive entity identifiable as the ‘human’” (Nayar 

16) but that, in line with posthumanism, it is necessary to adopt a “more 

inclusive definition of life, and a greater moral-ethical response, and re-

sponsibility, to non-human life forms in the age of species blurring and 

species mixing” (Nayar 19). 

4. Conclusion: Reconsidering the Human 

After more than a decade of rethinking and close analyses of the novel 

(and its film adaptation), Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go still provides 

for a fruitful discussion on its generic determination. The familiar dystopi-

an tradition – with recognizable traits of equivocal language, vague set-

ting, and illusory advantages, which only prove to be strategically devel-
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oped methods of systematic exploitation (beneficial for only a fraction of 

the society) – is usually deemed deficient due to a distinct absence of 

technology and the characters’ calculated effort to, at least at one point, 

disrupt the system. However, similarly to Frankenstein, one of the earliest 

texts that questions posthuman existence, even prior to the coining of the 

term, Never Let Me Go’s subdued, cloned protagonists reveal the highly 

subversive nature of the novel by converging dystopian elements and 

posthumanist discourse. 

By unmistakably presenting its protagonists as real human beings, with 

all relevant intellectual – and even more so – emotional and artistic capa-

bilities, who are being isolated from, mercilessly abused, and eventually 

killed for the benefit of “normal” humans, the novel calls for a necessary 

expansion of what it means to be human as the “blurring” of the “human” 

is already and inevitably taking place. As Nayar notes, the “[s]o-called 

‘normal,’ self-contained and sovereign humans are ‘converted’ into life 

forms living on through their incorporation of and blurring corporeal bor-

ders with, other bodies and organs” (10). Despite numerous (and some-

what puzzling) approaches to posthumanism and its main premises, there 

is a parallel to all of them, and that is the burning need for a critical revi-

sion of the human use of technology and exploitation of other forms of life 

with the aim of abandoning the anthropocentric perspective and expanding 

the, as yet, patriarchal and heteronormative notion of humanism.  
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