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Abstract 

 

This thesis is inspired by Susan Sontag’s 1987 Illness as Metaphor, in which she warns 

against the demoralising consequences of using disease metaphorically. Sontag’s 

analysis of the metaphors of illnesses like TB and cancer reveals how certain 

aesthetics, values, and anxieties connected to these illnesses shape the experience of 

those who are literally or figuratively ill. While Sontag’s approach focuses on human 

experience, I will explore the consequences of speaking about non-human and 

posthuman beings through disease metaphor. I aim to bridge the gap between 

ecocriticism, literature, and the medical humanities to explore how disease, as a 

metaphor and discourse, promotes anthropocentric constructions of barriers that 

make it impossible to develop effective approaches to climate change. I have selected 

a range of works that engage speculatively with human ontologies to examine how their 

discursive reconfiguring of disease metaphor provides spaces to imagine a post-

anthropocentric coexistence with nature. This thesis will embark on a journey into the 

speculative worlds of these contemporary works to establish a framework for new 

modes of storytelling that is able to speak to experiences that exist outside the realm of 

our analogies. As the literary tradition into which these new stories will be told is 

constructed upon a foundational discourse of disease that promotes anthropocentric 

attitudes and ‘othering’, these must first be addressed and overcome. As Jeff 

VanderMeer highlights, we must ‘wrench [our] imaginations – and thus [our] analogies 

and metaphors – out of a grooved track that had been running through everyone’s 

minds for hundreds and hundreds of years’ (Authority, 113). 
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Prologue 

 
I have always been horrified and fascinated by the forces of nature and the fragility of 

human life. The threat of climate change has been a spectral, haunting presence 

throughout my life. News reports of industrial and natural disasters that reduced 

human bodies to debris are frequently interspersed in my happy childhood memories. 

There is a running joke that the increasing anxiety levels of my generation, known as 

Millennials, are caused by our almost existential reliance on pricey pumpkin-spiced 

lattes. However, as Marris Adikwu argues, ‘this generation has witnessed a significant 

shift in how humans understand distribution of resources, and they’ve seen the 

precariousness and limitations of the planet’ (2024). The looming threat of climate 

change provides a backdrop of uncertainty and blame that we millennials have had to 

contend with throughout our lifetimes, as corporations shift the responsibility for 

developing sustainable practices onto consumers (Haneş). These feelings of 

uncertainty in times of accelerated change have been exacerbated by other moments 

of crisis, including large-scale humanitarian crises resulting from environmental 

disasters, the global financial crisis, and, most recently, the global pandemic. Nikolaj 

Schultz argues that the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in increasing levels of fear and 

anxiety due to the state of exception it brought to our lives. However, he further 

suggests that, to some, this state of fear brought a feeling of relief, a contrast which can 

only be explained ‘if we understand the social reactions to the novel coronavirus as 

related to the helplessness societies are experiencing in the face of another 

civilizational tragedy: climate change’ (9). The context of being a millennial researcher 

with a background as a grassroots climate activist in Scandinavia is not insignificant, as 
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my youthful idealism was gradually eroded by the lack of tangible legislative change. 

“What’s the point? We’re all gonna die anyway” was a popular mode of thinking among 

my peers during my undergraduate degree, so it is perhaps unsurprising that I felt drawn 

to what will always be my favourite module: Sick Novels: Literature and Disease. 

The module introduced Susan Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor, which describes how 

disease metaphors shape the experience of the patient, as when ‘a particular disease is 

treated as an evil, invincible predator, not just a disease, most people with cancer will 

indeed be demoralized by learning what disease they have’ (8). Sontag argues that 

cancer is popularly discussed in terms of warfare, as patients “fight” the illness. It 

occurred to me that approaches to climate change contain many of the same 

metaphors. When asked to choose a topic for my undergraduate dissertation, I knew I 

wanted to explore the similarities between these metaphors and their extension to 

nonhuman bodies. What happens when disease becomes a discursive tool aimed at 

‘othering’ those who do not conform and are not ill in the traditional sense? My 

undergraduate dissertation, being a relatively short piece of writing, only begins to think 

about the connection between anthropocentric structures and disease as discourse. It 

was clear to me that the concept deserves much more attention, especially as I wrote 

the last parts of the dissertation in early 2020, during the first COVID-19 lockdown. 

During this time, I worked at the university's COVID-19 test centre, and the fears of 

contamination I had been writing about at home were visceral in the makeshift clinic. 

Wearing full PPE and setting up medical equipment in a social space like the freezing 

university sports hall, it occurred to me that the intrusion of medical spaces into former 

social spaces was unexpected yet familiar. I was experiencing scenes from my 

favourite contagion films and novels, such as Contagion (2011) and World War Z (2006), 
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in which the hero protagonist reunites with their lost loved one in an overcrowded, 

makeshift hospital, leading to an epiphany that saves the world. However, my 

perspective as the unidentifiable extra underneath the rubber hazmat suit was one of 

exhausting repetition. We created mountains of debris from the single-use rubber 

gloves and aprons that had to be changed each time we completed a test on a patient, 

in fear of contamination. Fears were amplified by the fact that so much about the 

pandemic was unknown, from the origins of the outbreak to the way it spread and 

mutated. Guesswork shaped the new social rules that dictated how much space and 

physical contact were allowed between humans and how we were allowed to leave the 

parameters of our homes 

While many people, myself included, initially felt a sense of giddiness from the 

disruptive powers of the pandemic, a weariness that does not feature in popular 

narratives of contagion quickly set in. Films like Contagion (2011) contain a level of faith 

in human triumph over the threats of contagion that did not feel quite as certain when 

the UK progressed into second and third lockdowns. The feeling of uncertainty caused 

by the pandemic is not new, given the technological advancements and changes in our 

environmental context over the last 30 years. However, climate change is happening on 

scales and timelines of such size that the threats it poses are much harder to 

comprehend than the tangible consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. In this thesis, 

I will argue that disease metaphors offer a unique frame of reference from which to 

speak about change within ‘the realm of our analogies’ (Authority 113). I suggest that 

disease metaphor, as a framework or discourse, is often wielded to reinforce Western 

ideologies of consumerist and anthropocentric behaviour. As this thesis will illustrate, 

institutional use of disease as a discursive approach to the landscape is not a recent 
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trend, and it is not a phenomenon that has been caused by COVID-19. However, the 

concerning discourse in the media coverage of the pandemic reveals that this topic is 

more important than ever. Speculations that the pandemic originated from zoonotic 

transmission, exchanges of pathogens between animal and human, resulted in 

headlines such as the Guardian’s “Zoonotic’: the Covid-19 origins theory that is not that 

batty” and the Telegraph’s “Bats: man’s new best friend or deadly foe?” The discourse 

of these sensational articles constructs animals as a dangerous and infectious ‘other,’ 

heightening fears of proximity to the nonhuman world. Similar stories are still being 

published in 2025 despite our general “out of sight, out of mind” mentality. A recent 

article by the Guardian reports: ‘Nature paper says ‘zoonotic soup’ of viruses in farmed 

animals much greater than previously reported, raising pandemic spillover fears’ (my 

italics, Newey 2024). It is well established that ‘contagion invites uneasy consideration 

of connections between things - people, animals, organic objects, inanimate objects - 

things with which humans do not know, or always wish to know they are connected' 

(Bashford and Hooker 4). A tension between excitement for advancements in 

technology and feelings of the looming consequences of climate change, interspersed 

with periods of intense anxiety about diseases that exist outside the parameters of 

scientific knowledge, has provided the backdrop to my life over the past 30 years. The 

acceleration of these three major forces culminated in the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

made their intersectional nature more visible. 

In many ways, constant and accelerating change shapes the context of my lived 

experiences and the sense-making stories I tell about the world. This thesis confronts 

the metaphors and discursive approaches to some of the foundational moments of 

crisis or change that have shaped my lived experiences. My research in this thesis has 
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revealed that these feelings of helplessness and anxiety are combated through 

institutional intensifications of discursive practices and rhetoric that reinforce 

structures of ideological control. I hope to highlight how disease metaphor has shaped 

foundational Western cosmological stories during my lifetime, so that we may begin to 

imagine future approaches to change that are not focused on maintaining structures of 

power by creating barriers and ‘othering’ that which no longer complies with tradition. 
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Introduction 
Hence it is with a certain feeling of urgency that I seek the nature, subject, words of the 

other story, the untold one, the life story. (Ursula K. Le Guin 152) 
 

In his article “Generation Anthropocene: How Humans have altered the Planet forever”, 

Robert Macfarlane outlines how our current epoch of geological time has popularly 

been coined the Anthropocene. The term Anthropocene describes a ‘new epoch of time 

in which human activity is considered such a powerful influence on the environment, 

climate and ecology of the planet that it will leave a long-term signature in the strata 

record’ (2016). In other words, the term acknowledges that human activity has set a 

change in motion, the temporal connections of which are elusive and the future 

consequences incalculable. Macfarlane highlights that there is a critical 

countermovement to the Anthropocene, initiated by critics such as Daniel Hartley and 

China Miѐville. They argue: 

[T]he idea of the Anthropocene is arrogant, universalist and capitalist-

technocratic. Arrogant, because the designation of the Anthropocene – the 

“New Age of Humans” – is our crowning act of self-mythologisation (we are the 

super-species, we the Prometheans, we have ended nature), and as such only 

embeds the narcissist delusions that have produced the current crisis. 

Universalist, because the Anthropocene assumes a generalised anthropos, 

whereby all humans are equally implicated and all equally affected. 

(Macfarlane) 

I am inclined to agree with Hartley and Miѐville’s critique of the assumption that human 

beings as a geophysical force are singularly responsible for affecting harmful change 

‘across huge scales of space and vast spans of time’ (Macfarlane). The connotations of 
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blame inherent in the term “Anthropocene” draws on a view of humans as the centre of 

the web of connections that constitute our planetary ecosystem. In other words, 

labelling our current epoch Anthropocene relies on anthropocentric attitudes and 

discursive approaches. Eileen Crist argues ‘that this name is neither a useful 

conceptual move nor an empirical no-brainer, but instead a reflection and 

reinforcement of the anthropocentric actionable worldview that generated “the 

Anthropocene” – with all its looming emergencies – in the first place’ (27), and I am 

likewise troubled by the assumption that the human species is influential enough 

fundamentally to change the climate. I am particularly concerned that one discursive 

consequence of the term “Anthropocene” is that blame is placed equally on all human 

beings. While we all share responsibility for the way we exist in the world, assigning 

equal blame distracts from the harmful social practices and the ideologies that we, as 

citizens, are subsumed under. Implicit in the very term are the contradictions that 

characterize the writing, language, and vocabulary available to us when we talk about 

the changing world around us.  

Monica Mayer and Patrice Kohl argue that ‘[p]romoting narratives that pin responsibility 

and blame on consumers rather than producers and manufacturers has become a well-

worn tactic among industries that create products that pollute the environment or are 

linked to other social ills’ (2). They suggest that issues like plastic pollution are often 

portrayed in ad campaigns by both fossil fuel companies and conservation charities as 

an issue of consumer behaviour. The discursive and moral attitudes behind slogans like 

‘“[w]e bet you did not think your plastic would end up here…”’ (Mayer and Kohl 2) 

represent real-world examples of the kind of ideologically motivated structures of 

control that the texts in this thesis warn against. All of the texts discussed in what 
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follows engage critically with institutional and ideological control; however, they do not 

directly blame these for environmental change or other kinds of harm. Instead, they 

expose the presence and effects of these structures and encourage a critical 

awareness of dogmatic cosmological stories. The texts envision ways to transcend 

ideological power, enabling us as collective citizens to confront ideologies that are 

deeply embedded in our society and almost impossible to grasp, so that we may hold 

these corporations and institutions accountable for their harmful practices. Without 

confronting narratives of control, the discursive practices that project blame and 

responsibility onto the consumer make positive climate action almost impossible to 

implement. Robert Poole argues: 

Unfortunately, and to the dismay and consternation of many, there is now ample 

evidence that resolving the information deficit regarding the clearly human-

made causes and increasingly severe effects of climate crisis does little to 

persuade many people of the gravity of the ecological crisis. (84) 

These challenges are not a result of wilful ignorance or lack of care but instead a 

consequence of the discursive practices that reinforce anthropocentric attitudes and 

restrict transcendental thinking. Collective action on evidence about the climate crisis 

requires a collective reconfiguration of the ideological constraints maintained by 

corporations and institutions that benefit from anthropocentric attitudes. 

I will approach anthropocentrism from the perspective of agrilogistics, as devised by 

Timothy Morton in his 2016 book, Dark Ecology. Morton theorises the fundamental 

nature of anthropocentric attitudes through what he terms the ‘Agrilogistics Project’, a 

philosophical approach to human survival based on the optimisation and expansion of 
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agricultural practices, which constructs the framework for Western agrarian practices. 

The agrilogistics project aims to maximize human survival without consideration for 

quality of existence in a self-replicating loop or algorithm of ‘othering’. Morton argues 

that ‘[t]he agrilogistic algorithm consists of numerous subroutines: eliminate 

contradiction and anomaly, establish boundaries between the human and the 

nonhuman, maximize existence over and above any quality of existence’ (Dark Ecology, 

46). In its desire to eliminate contradiction, anything which is not useful to the 

agrilogistics project is characterised as a dangerous ‘other’ which legitimises its 

eradication. Morton suggests that undomesticated ‘lifeforms that aren’t part of your 

agrilogistic project […] are now defined as pests if they scuttle about or weeds if they 

appear to the human eye to be inanimate and static’ (Dark Ecology 47). This element of 

Morton’s theory offers a compelling perspective on the effects of employing a discourse 

of disease on the natural or nonhuman world. This is because the ‘othering’ effects of 

disease metaphor, combined with anxieties of permeability that invite systems of 

control, are extremely well-positioned to achieve the eradication of or barriers between 

contradictions to the agrilogistics project. Morton does not explicitly address the 

linguistic approaches that enable the project’s barrier formation; however, he does 

identify language as a side-effect of the project. He argues that language is a tool that 

ensures the automation of the project, as the ability to share knowledge improves 

agricultural practices and makes the process of eliminating threats more efficient than 

before. He argues that ‘how we write and what we write about and what we think about 

writing can be found within agrilogistics’ (Dark Ecology 44) and suggests that 

agrilogistics is a ‘thought-virus’ as ‘[w]e hear a compelling phrase and execute its 

supposed command’ (Dark Ecology 68). His portrayal of the viral nature of agrilogistic 
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thought draws on structures of automation and ideological control that are central to 

this thesis. While Morton’s work focuses on a philosophical approach to environmental 

change that exposes language as a part of a wider anthropocentric culture, I aim to 

make visible how this links to institutional power. In doing so, I hope to overcome some 

of the shortcomings of Morton’s theory, for example the blurring of responsibility and 

political paralysing effects of his broad philosophical approach. I will argue that disease 

as discourse is an anthropocentric tool for ideological power that is exceedingly 

difficult to overcome because doing so is not in the best interest of the corporations 

and institutions that benefit from it.  

Dark Ecology also suggests that the concept of disease originated in the agrilogistics 

project, as the refinement of agricultural practices caused a change in behaviour, such 

as washing hands to eliminate germs. Morton suggests that these changes in behaviour 

construct a loop of desire to eliminate dirt and disease that often leads to increased 

risks of illness. In this sense, disease permeates agrilogistics through real-world 

consequences, discursive approaches, and the viral spread of its anthropocentric 

values. Like the pests in the agrilogistics project, illness invites structures of power and 

control because contagious disease represents a threat to the axiom of securing 

maximal human survival. The consequences for the contaminated individual are that 

they are introduced into the cultural realm of health care and are expected to follow the 

social rules and expectations of this new context. Alison Bashford and Claire Hooker 

argue that ‘[t]he uncontrollability and unknowability of contagion, its surprise 

appearance in other bodies, in other places, in other creatures, invites systems of 

control and knowledge' (2). Disease as discourse allows institutions to draw on real-life 
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disease management strategies and systems of control despite the fact that targeted 

subjects, human or nonhuman alike, are rarely actually ill. 

Physical and metaphorical illness alike are managed through structures of biopower. 

Biopower, most notably theorised by Michel Foucault in his The History of Sexuality 

Volume 1 (1976), describes the methods of power, also called biopolitics, used to 

construct frameworks of control over human bodies. Foucault defines biopower as ‘the 

set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human species 

became the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power’ (Security, 

Territory, Population 1). Biopower structures the way that populations exist, from our 

spaces to population health, and laws. Biopower governs its subjects through 

surveillance, discipline, and the creation of behavioural norms and ‘docile’ bodies who 

conform without resistance. Institutional discipline is central to Foucault’s theory of 

how biopower constructs its docile subjects, and he highlights prisons and hospitals as 

powerful sites of control. The structures of institutional biopower are especially crucial 

to my arguments because disease management is a central modality of biopolitics. 

That is because, as Lisa Diedrich argues, ‘[m]edicine is a power - knowledge that can be 

applied to both the body and the population, both the organism and biological 

processes, and it will therefore have both disciplinary effects and regulatory effects’ 

(252). Furthermore, biopolitical frameworks of surveillance and discipline lend 

themselves well to managing disease, as they already track and restrict the movements 

of citizens. Biopower and biopolitics play a significant role in my analysis of disease 

metaphor because these metaphors legitimize methods of control that significantly 

resemble those of biopower. Importantly, fears of viral contagions also intensify 



I n t r o d u c t i o n    | 20 
 

 

institutional power as the bodies of those who are thought to be ill are subjected to 

control either through a restriction of movement or by confinement to sites of 

institutional discipline. In the texts I discuss in the following chapters, few of the 

characters portrayed through metaphors of disease are actually ill; however, 

institutions nonetheless restrict their bodily autonomy and put them through 

correctional treatments. As Susan Sontag argues in her 1978 essay, Illness as 

Metaphor, metaphors of disease demoralise and ‘others’ those spoken about as if they 

are contagious. 

Sontag argues that all illnesses, especially those whose mysteries have not yet been 

deciphered, are often spoken about through metaphor. Disease metaphors impact the 

way patients are perceived, treated, and spoken about, which is why she argues that 

‘illness is not a metaphor, and that the most truthful way of regarding illness – and the 

healthiest way of being ill – is one most purified of, most resistant to, metaphoric 

thinking’ (7). Illness as Metaphor describes the effect that disease metaphors have for 

very real patients whose experiences are shaped by the demoralisation and ‘othering’ 

that forces us to ‘identify ourselves as citizens of [the kingdom of the ill]’ (7). Sontag’s 

2003 essay, Regarding the Pain of Others, suggests that separating illness from 

metaphoric thinking is not easily achieved, if indeed it is possible at all, and may not be 

productive for those trying to make sense of the uncontrollable changes that disease 

causes within their bodies. The tension within representations of disease, identified in 

Sontag’s later reflection on illness caused by her very personal experience of surviving 

breast cancer, between its power to construct the patient as immoral yet also grant 

them access to subjugated knowledge, has informed the line of enquiry in this thesis. 

With a growing awareness of the moral implications of disease metaphors, I began to 
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pay more attention to moments where I encountered them in my daily life, through 

media stories about illness, advertisements for charities or medicines, and as thematic 

approaches in films. I noticed that the metaphors that Sontag describes appear 

frequently in portrayals of the natural world. Examples include the Danish Netflix series 

The Rain, which follows a group of teenagers who survive the toxic rain which killed 

majority of the population, and 2021 Netflix series Sweet Tooth, which explores a world 

where the pollen of a specific flower leads to deathly infections. However, as disease is 

inherently focused on the human experience, very little research has been afforded into 

how disease metaphors impact that which is already ‘other’. 

As this thesis will suggest, disease and its metaphors lend themselves well to 

reinforcing anthropocentric ideologies and hierarchical power, particularly over the 

nonhuman world, because they invite systems of control. Ours is a time where 

anthropocentric ideologies and desires to establish new and stricter biopolitical 

strategies are intersecting and drawing power from each other in more intensified ways 

than ever before. The climate crisis is reaching a point where our landscapes are 

becoming increasingly strange, and consumerist practices are moving towards a state 

of uncontrollable viral automation with the continuing development of online spaces. I 

wrote the very first words of this thesis during one of several lockdowns: government-

mandated periods in which citizens might leave the house only when absolutely 

necessary, during the COVID-19 pandemic. The global approach to the pandemic is 

among the largest-scale biopolitical projects in modern history, imposing quarantines, 

apps that monitor movements and proximity to other citizens, and requiring negative 

tests to be allowed to work or travel, alongside other measures. Tony D. Sampson’s 

2012 assertion that ‘[t]his is an age in which increased contact with the Other has 
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rekindled anxieties concerning the spreading of disease and corruption since 

permeable boundaries of the nation-state can no longer function as a colonial hygiene 

shield’ (2) is now more true than ever. 

It is essential to acknowledge that the tensions Sampson highlights are rooted in 

Western culture, as is Morton’s characterisation of the agricultural practices that shape 

our approach to the nonhuman world. Approaches to animal companionship and 

pastoral agriculture are mutually constitutive of cultural attitudes towards non-human 

beings. Gwenaёl Vourc’h argues that ‘[a]s human beings, we have complex 

relationships with animals. These connections differ across the world, as they are 

shaped by cultural practices, customs, traditions, and religious beliefs. Some animals 

are the objects of our affection. Others terrify us’ (5). As this thesis will argue, some 

animals terrify us because of their refusal to conform to our rigid construction of 

barriers, whilst others ignite anxieties about hierarchical control. Vourc’h argues that 

the domestication of animals, which is necessitated by the agrilogistics project, brings 

humans and animals into a new kind of proximity, which results in an increase of 

zoonotic transmission, ‘diseases caused by pathogens that are naturally transmitted 

between humans and other animals’ (5). Zoonotic fears are often expressed in 

anthropocentric terms that characterise animals as “unclean” or morally 

contaminating, constructing them as inferior to humans. The agrilogistics project 

prioritizes human health above all else, which means that animals that are considered 

literally or morally contagious are expendable or even gladly sacrificed to secure 

human health. I will provide plenty of examples throughout the chapters of real-world 

and fictional instances where zoonotic anxieties legitimize violence against nonhuman 

‘others’. Discourse and narrative that ignite fears of zoonotic transmission are the 
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central tools that transform anthropocentric violence from a disturbing concept to 

material reality. 

This thesis aims to bridge the gap between well-established approaches to discursive 

and narrative practices in the medical humanities and ecocritical theory. A significant 

body of theory within ecocriticism is dedicated to addressing discursive ‘othering’ or 

estrangement, and disease and its metaphors often haunt the periphery of such work. 

However, to my knowledge, no speculations have yet been made on the ‘othering’ 

impact of disease metaphor, when employed by corporations or institutions, to 

construct discursive frameworks that uphold anthropocentric power. The medical 

humanities likewise engage with embodied experience of discursive estrangement, 

however, much of this work centres on human experience. This thesis will focus on 

moments where animals, nonhuman beings, or landscapes are spoken about through 

disease metaphor, to highlight the structures of control, ‘othering’, and violence that 

this discursive approach invites. I will argue that disease metaphor reinforces 

anthropocentric attitudes and restricts our ability to imagine embodied nonhuman 

experiences because these metaphors often place blame or construct the nonhuman 

as ‘evil’ and morally contagious. 

 I will draw on a range of contemporary novels to theorise ways in which speculative 

storytelling confronts discursive approaches that establish control over nature to meet 

ideological ends. All the texts selected for study in this thesis critically engage with 

institutional power wielded through ideological narratives. I argue that these fictional 

institutions use disease metaphors as a discursive approach to nature, which results in 

estrangement that legitimizes violence. As I will highlight throughout, the often-violent 
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consequences of this kind of institutional control are rooted in our contemporary reality 

and expose how anthropocentric attitudes shape the way that we make sense of the 

world around us. It is important for me to note that I will refer to disease as language, 

discourse, and metaphor in various ways, depending on the nature of the language 

used to describe the illness, subject, or object. Although the presence and linguistic 

uses of disease language and metaphor are fluid and often overlapping in 

characteristics, I will define these using the following terms: 

A language of disease refers to the use of medical terms as a descriptor and concerns 

itself with the language used by medical professionals to construct patients as such 

and to communicate the scientific and consequential aspects of disease. 

A discourse of disease, meaning representations of social and cultural structures and 

the construction of identity through metaphorical use of medical theory. A discourse of 

disease is used to categorise that which is unknown or non-conforming, to uphold 

hierarchical power structures through a process of ‘othering’. 

Disease as metaphor describes the use of a language of disease to portray that which 

is ‘other’ or nonconforming, or otherwise morally ‘deviant’. The metaphorical use of 

disease in this instance does not always stem from a belief that the individual is 

actually contaminated or contagious; instead, it draws on medical terminology to 

figuratively highlight or critique the subject. This definition draws inspiration from 

Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor, in which she argues that institutional uses of disease as 

metaphor demoralise patients. She suggests that disease metaphor constructs a 

separation where ‘everyone who is born holds dual citizenship, in the kingdom of the 

well and in the kingdom of the sick […] It is hardly possible to take up one's residence in 
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the kingdom of the ill unprejudiced by the lurid metaphors with which it has been 

landscaped’ (7). I will further draw on her portrayal of illness as “citizenship” to explore 

how disease metaphor ‘others’ and estranges those who are metaphorically ill from 

society, identity, and the spaces in which they orient themselves. 

Sontag's call for the end of disease metaphor has been thoroughly debated and 

critiqued since the publication of Illness as Metaphor. Sontag herself later reflected 

that complete resistance to metaphors leaves patients unable to make sense of their 

experience, and critics like Martha Stoddard Holmes have argued that resisting 

metaphors removes what little power patients have in their illness journey. Holmes 

suggests that had she been more creative with her metaphors through her own cancer 

diagnosis and explored bodily changes that turned out to be a mass on her ovaries 

through their otherness to her body, she might have been diagnosed earlier. She calls it 

'a failure of imagination exacerbated by a paucity of public metaphors for the inner life 

of the body, and particularly for ovaries or ovarian cancer' (269). I agree that Sontag's 

all-or-nothing stance against metaphorical thinking limits embodied knowledge 

because it removes the few tools that patients have to make sense of their experience 

of illness. Like Holmes, I call for a reflective approach to illness metaphors centred in 

embodied experience. Holmes describes how '[w]e can use figurative language to 

approach the body, as verbal pincers to get at the thing itself (or somewhere close to it) 

and express our own embodiment. Figurative language can even give us a better shot at 

proprioception, by materializing what increasingly feels immaterial and disembodied as 

it is reinforced by the multiple immaterialities of the contemporary world' (269). The key 

to drawing on the transgressive powers of illness metaphors is 'to rethink metaphor as a 
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site of self-direction rather than one of interpellation by medical discourse' (Holmes 

266), and to recognise that disease metaphor has limitations and sometimes harmful 

consequences as a discursive framework because the experience of illness is dynamic 

and individual.   

Responses to Sontag's call to abolish disease metaphors often focus on the experience 

of real-world patients and approaches to treatment. However, my approach draws on 

the theoretical framework of Sontag's theory to examine what happens when this is 

applied to non-human 'others' who cannot communicate their experience of their 

perceived illness through disease metaphors and thus subvert their destructive powers 

to reclaim their illness narratives. Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain offers an interesting 

post-Sontag perspective to discussions about transgressive illness narratives. Scarry 

argues that ‘[p]hysical pain does not simply resist language but actively destroys it, 

bringing about an immediate reversion to a state anterior to language, to the sounds 

and cries a human being makes before language is learned’ (4). Scarry’s analysis of the 

incommunicability of pain is interesting because it highlights that shared experience 

between humans and animals exist in ways that resist representation and language.  

As will become evident throughout the following chapters, not all who are portrayed 

through illness metaphors are diagnostically ill. In Jeff VanderMeer's Southern Reach 

Trilogy, disease metaphors and language in general become refracted beyond the point 

of recognition, suggesting that a post-metaphorical world may be possible. While many 

works engage with disease in various ways, in fact, this thesis argues that disease 

metaphor has permeated our language to such an extent that it is present in all 

storytelling; the texts chosen for the focus of this thesis are uniquely linked. Although 
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they all belong to different genres and approach disease metaphor in different ways, 

they all contend that disease language frames our way of being in the world. These 

works grapple with the very foundational question of how we can make sense of our 

spatial reality in a way that is authentic to our individual selves without causing harm to 

those spaces and the nonhuman beings who inhabit them. Furthermore, this collection 

of authors draws on and subverts disease metaphor to highlight the anthropocentrism 

of the barrier formation within disease as discourse. They all construct a critique of 

institutional and ideological control enabled by and maintained through a discourse of 

disease to argue that our experience of the landscape is shaped by these structures. 

We relate to the world around us through the authorised narratives controlled by 

power-hungry institutions such as capitalist corporations or religious groups, and it is 

only by reconfiguring these narratives that we can begin to experience the world in an 

unmediated way.  

For me, the term ‘ideology’ describes the ways in which the stories that shape how we 

exist in the world and what we believe connect to the power structures of society. My 

analysis of ideological systems of power departs from foundational Marxist 

engagements with the distortions of ideology, towards a cultural and hermeneutic view 

of ideology as systems of cultural meaning and power. For example, in the case of 

Christianity, the cosmological story of God as our creator and saviour constructs a 

shared experience of the world. This shared cosmology is reinforced by a system made 

up of shared laws and moral practices, rituals, discursive and linguistic practices, and 

hierarchies. My approach aligns with Clifford Geertz cultural view of ideology, in which 

he describes ideology as cognitive symbol-systems that are ‘extrinsic sources of 
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information in terms of which human life can be patterned- extra personal mechanisms 

for the perception, understanding, judgment, and manipulation of the world’ (Eagleton 

284). My chosen texts portray ideologies that are varied and often contrasting, and the 

aims and desires of the institutions that promote them are equally diverse. However, 

they are all connected by the fact that their ideological frameworks are constructed 

through a discourse of disease, which perpetuates anthropocentric attitudes and 

results in violence against non-human ‘others’. As I will argue, disease as discourse is 

an especially potent force in establishing structures of ideological power, because it 

legitimises and reinforces structures of control. Anxieties about transmission construct 

a ‘common enemy’ that presents such control as necessary, thereby obscuring the 

ideological motivation behind these structures.  

Teun Van Dijk argues that ideologies are not inherently 'positive' or 'negative' or 

necessarily dominant and I agree. In fact, many of my chosen texts illustrate that 

ideologies are inevitable and often useful in protecting their followers against viral 

interpellation into ideologies that are harmful to them or the world around them. This 

thesis is not against ideology as a concept, and I am cautiously optimistic that many 

anthropocentric Western ideologies can be reconfigured to be less harmful towards the 

beings around us. Van Dijk suggests that ‘[i]deologies are expressed and generally 

reproduced in the social practices of their members, and more particularly acquired, 

confirmed, changed and perpetuated through discourse’ (115). As I will argue, disease 

as discourse results in anthropocentric attitudes, not because the institution's ideology 

necessarily contains anthropocentric values, but because the disease metaphors invite 

anxieties about the 'other' and perceived literal and moral contagions. Disease 

metaphors legitimise constructions of barriers and violence against humans and 
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nonhumans who are perceived as contagious, which is an extremely useful tool for 

reinforcing structures of power. Our Western preoccupation with avoiding death at all 

costs means that anxieties about disease construct uniquely self-perpetuating systems 

of control, as it is our duty to be vigilant and create barriers to potential contagion. If we 

begin to reconfigure disease as discourse, ideologies may transform. However, as Louis 

Althusser argues, the nature of ideology is that it is hidden and naturalised. He states 

that ‘[i]deology never says "I am ideological”. One has to be outside ideology, in other 

words, in scientific knowledge, to be able to say "I am in ideology" (131). It is my hope 

that, in my engagement with disease as discourse and metaphor, this thesis will 

provide an approach towards making ideological structures visible. As Terry Eagleton 

suggests, language is ‘the very material medium of ideology, since without them no 

values or ideas could exist’ (102). Arran Stibbe draws on David Korten’s identification of 

the stories of Western imperial civilization to argue that there are four central stories 

that make up our Western anthropocentric society. Stibbe recounts: 

There is the ‘prosperity story,’ which promotes worship of material acquisition 

and money; the ‘biblical story,’ which focuses on the afterlife rather than the 

world around us; the ‘security story,’ which builds up the military and police to 

protect relationships of domination; and the ‘secular meaning story,’ which 

reduces life to matter and mechanism. These stories, he maintains, perpetuate 

injustice and lead to both alienation from life and environmental destruction. For 

Paul Kingsnorth and Dougald Hine (2009), the most dangerous story of all is ‘the 

story of human centrality, of a species destined to be lord of all it surveys, 

unconfined by the limits that apply to other, lesser creatures’ (3).  
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Stibbe highlights that these foundational stories, which together make up the story of 

anthropocentrism, are not ‘stories in the usual sense of narratives. They are not told in 

novels, read to children at bedtime, shared around a fire, or conveyed through 

anecdotes in formal speeches’ (20). Instead, they exist in the texts that comprise our 

cultural and social contexts, and they shape the way we engage with the world around 

us. 

I initially chose the texts for study in this thesis because they each exemplified different 

key aspects of Western culture and ideologies, whilst sharing a critical approach to 

post-anthropocentric storytelling. After reading Stibbe’s summary of Korten’s theory 

above, I realised that each of my four chapters aligns with one of the four categories. My 

approach resonates with Stibbe’s argument that the ‘stories we live by’ exist in the 

ideologically motivated constructions of morality that shape our experience of the 

world in elusive and concealed ways. All the texts in this thesis engage with ideological 

power and discourse in, at times, quite different ways. However, they all share a 

dedication to revealing how ideology shapes the framework in which we tell our sense-

making stories and, in making these structures visible, they offer a space to transgress 

these structures of power. 

The biblical story prioritizes the afterlife over the world around us and wields the 

promise of an idealised landscape as a reward for obedience. The first chapter of this 

thesis will focus on moments of contamination and patienthood in Philip Pullman’s His 

Dark Materials and explore ways that storytelling shapes attitudes towards the ‘other’. 

The trilogy tells the story of the orphan, Lyra, as she embarks on a journey to rescue her 

best friend from a mysterious group of child snatchers. She finds out that her friend has 



I n t r o d u c t i o n    | 31 
 

 

been kidnapped by a secret sub-division of a religious institution, called the 

Magisterium, whose influence over society is absolute, which means that their 

constructions of morality censor knowledge that they perceive as a threat to their 

power. Lyra is captured and taken to a hospital-like facility where the children are kept, 

and she discovers that they are conducting medical experiments to find ways of 

separating the children from their dæmons, which are extensions of the soul that take 

on animal form and live as inseparable companions.  

The Magisterium frequently draws on a discourse of disease to construct undesired 

behaviour as evil and to indoctrinate the children under its structures of control through 

the promise of healing and salvation. I will argue that His Dark Materials exposes 

embedded metaphors of disease within Western cosmological stories that distort our 

relationship with nature by portraying the ‘other’ as immoral and constructing barriers 

that prevent a peaceful coexistence between humans and nature. Pullman consciously 

engages with literary traditions through Lyra’s experience of different interpretations of 

cosmological stories. His critical engagement with dogmatic religion reveals that such 

approaches to storytelling reinforce anthropocentric ideologies and function as 

measures of institutional control. Lyra’s journey allows her to gain knowledge outside 

of that which is authorised by the Magisterium, and this allows her to reflect on the truth 

of their cosmological stories. Her reflective approach highlights the transformative 

powers of storytelling as she draws on existing stories and her transgressive 

experiential knowledge to make sense of the world around her. In Daemon Voices, 

Pullman suggests: 
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The oral traditions of storytelling once seemed to be on the verge of dying out, 

but they didn’t die; they’re being kept alive by new generations of storytellers. 

[…] And there’s nothing exclusive about stories, nothing snobbish, nothing 

stand-offish. They make themselves at home anywhere. (22) 

I suggest that Pullman’s ecocritical discussion of cosmological stories does not 

encourage the dismantling of religious institutions or a scepticism of storytelling. 

Instead, it addresses a deeper discursive problem that distorts our relationship with 

nature and imagines how religious, and storytelling practices can be reconfigured to 

envision a world of connection between humans and the ‘other’. Lyra's openness to 

different modes of storytelling, from reading the mysterious symbols on her 

alethiometer to learning about the magic of the Witches, is central to her ability to 

understand and empathise with the beings she meets on her journey. Her embodied 

experience of many different worlds and friendships teaches her about love, which 

offers a kind of knowledge and rootedness that she is unable to put into words. She 

realises that her sense of self is intimately connected to the world and beings around 

her, and that love comes with the commitment of care and responsibility towards these 

spaces. Mary Evelyn Tucker argues that religions can ‘refer to those cosmological 

stories, symbol systems, ritual practices, ethical norms, historical processes, and 

institutional structures that transmit a view of the human as embedded in a world of 

meaning and responsibility, transformation and celebration’ (Routledge Religion and 

Ecology 33). Lyra vows to remember the harmful consequences of exploitative 

institutions that market their ideologies as religious cosmologies and commits to 

protecting those who are ‘othered’. 
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The prosperity story in this thesis takes the form of accelerated exploitation of human 

bodies in our contemporary age of technological advancement. Neal Stephenson’s 

1994 novel, Snow Crash, is the earliest work that I have chosen for study, but its 

comparative age is part of what makes it particularly potent for my line of enquiry. Snow 

Crash tells the story of a hacker working to uncover a corporation’s plot to establish 

world domination by infecting the population with a virus that ensures complete 

obedience. This chapter will highlight how Stephenson’s uncanny precision in 

predicting a future technological reality that almost exactly fits our contemporary 

reality exposes shortcomings in our legislative and biopolitical approaches to 

unprecedented change, such as technological development or climate change. Snow 

Crash reveals how that which is new and rapidly developing is often discursively 

connected to disease language because it contains a potent ability to convey anxieties 

of change. I will draw on Tony D. Sampson’s Virality in the Age of Networks to explore 

the novel’s engagement with the mutual acceleration of biopower and capitalism in 

online spaces. Stephenson reveals how technology becomes a discursive extension of 

the human body, constructing it as a tool for the viral spread of capitalist ideology and 

control. The conflation of humans and technology enables the intensification of 

biopower, as individuals become part of biopolitical surveillance and data collection 

measures simply by existing in online spaces. 

The virus that spreads through the metaverse and into the bodies of its users is a 

linguistic virus transmitted through binary code, causing infected hosts to spread the 

virus by speaking in tongues. Stephenson suggests: 
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We’ve got two kinds of language in our heads. The kind we’re using now is 

acquired. It patterns our brains as we’re learning it. But there’s also a tongue 

that’s based in the deep structures of the brain, that everyone shares. These 

structures consist of basic neural circuits that have to exist in order to allow our 

brains to acquire higher language. (453) 

Snow Crash imagines that the linguistic virus “hacks” the brain, granting access to a 

universally shared language and making the individual a docile, passive recipient of 

viral information. The connection between a universal language and control suggests 

that humans are biologically susceptible to ideological control because we are able to 

transmit information through speech. If we all shared a single universal language, the 

scale of control would be absolute. Stephenson’s engagement with “information 

hygiene” is noteworthy because it reveals that diverging linguistic traditions, 

cosmological narratives, and religious beliefs are central defences against 

universalised ideology. The novel highlights that critical engagement with different 

ideologies and structures of control makes us immune to it, because ‘your brain has an 

immune system, just like your body. The more you use it – the more viruses you get 

exposed to – the better your immune system becomes’ (492). To Stephenson, ideology 

is not only inevitable, but also an important aspect of our experience and ability to learn 

to transgress. 

This lesson is perhaps most important for the novel’s characters, who exist in various 

stages of technological integration. These hybrid figures suggest that technological 

advancements offer the potential of a new hybridity where technology is neither ‘other’ 

nor reduced to an extension of the human. Instead, they are inseparably connected to 
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technology and online spaces, and these make up an equal part of their embodied lived 

experience. I will draw on Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto to explore how the 

cyborg characters in Snow Crash imagine new modes of storytelling by becoming 

embodied archives. Haraway argues for a reconfiguration of politics to encompass the 

imaginative and material reality of cyborgs. Stephenson’s cyborgs highlight why such a 

reconfiguration is urgently needed, as they are disproportionately exposed to risks of 

contagion and ideological control because they inhabit spaces with unstable governing 

strategies and intensified biopolitics. His concern for Techno Capitalism’s construction 

of docile bodies, particularly the bodies of those who have no choice but to exist in 

online spaces, reflects a wider attention to anthropocentric attitudes that shape how 

humans exist in both technological and natural spaces. Sherryl Vint argues that 

‘science fiction participates as a material technology in the construction of the 

posthuman’ (170) because it ‘offers us ways to engage with these technologies 

imaginatively and to choose the types of selves and the type of social that we will allow 

such technologies to create’ (170). Stephenson’s integrated cyborgs represent the 

possibility for sociopolitical reconfigurations in times of significant change because 

their existence in multiple spaces makes them more proficient in informational hygiene 

and caring for the spaces they rely on. Their embodied reality also allows them to tell 

new stories that construct a potent framework for approaches to environmental 

change, as, like technological advancement, the changes to our contextual spaces 

make moments of hybridity possible. 

The security story permeates all the texts in this thesis, but it is most central to Jeff 

VanderMeer’s critique of anthropocentric ideologies in his Southern Reach trilogy. It is 

worth noting here that I will be referring to the works in the series as a trilogy despite the 
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2024 publication of the fourth novel, Absolution, because this latest atemporal 

prequel/sequel arrived after my completion of this chapter. While the chapter will focus 

mainly on the biologist’s journey across a pristine and uncanny wilderness in 

Annihilation, and bring in occasional perspectives from Authority and Acceptance, non-

linear and transformative storytelling is at the heart of this thesis. It seems a fitting 

conclusion that these stories continue to transform and develop even as I attempt to 

pinpoint their value in shaping contemporary ecocritical approaches. VanderMeer’s 

Area X, a landscape trapped in a constant state of transformation, highlights that 

change is paradoxically both the challenge to and the point of storytelling. Area X 

violently dismantles the discursive approaches that the Southern Reach has instructed 

its expedition members to use for categorising the phenomenon. As the expedition 

encounters increasingly strange and uncanny beings inside Area X, the biologist begins 

to realise that the Southern Reach’s prescribed approach is actively hindering their 

ability to make observations about them. The landscape’s resistance of categorisation 

calls logocentrism into question in a way that exposes the Southern Reach’s discursive 

methods of control over the expedition members through hypnotic commands, and 

over the ‘truth’ about Area X. VanderMeer’s critical engagement with institutional 

protection of relationships of domination, for example the Southern Reach’s use of 

disease metaphor to legitimize violence against nonhuman beings, exposes that the 

stories we tell about nonhuman ‘others’ are directed by anthropocentric ideologies. I 

argue that VanderMeer’s speculative landscape makes visible the limitations of human 

knowledge and highlights how our discursive barrier-formation restricts possibilities of 

imagining that which exists outside of these barriers. 
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The trilogy is highly suspicious of logocentric attempts to describe the changes to the 

landscape, and these almost always result in violence or disorientation. The Southern 

Reach reduces its expedition members to their mission functions by ordering them to 

leave anything personal behind. This is a significant example of the Southern Reach’s 

methods of control, as they interpellate the expedition members into their scientific 

functions and discursive realm by forcing them to adopt new names. I will draw on 

Judith Butler’s approach to language as a part of power systems that enables 

institutions to interpellate individuals into their ideologies, which 'forms a crucial part of 

the juridical and social formation of the subject' (118). Characters in the trilogy often 

find themselves questioning the very words they are speaking, and they eventually 

discover that they have been subjected to conditioning and hypnosis. Hypnotism offers 

an interesting framework to explore the Southern Reach’s discursive control, as these 

are subliminal linguistic commands. In Virality in the Age of Networks, Tony D. Sampson 

argues that hypnotic commands can spread virally across crowds because of social 

imitation. He argues that ‘[o]nce immersed in the crowd, an individual becomes 

paralyzed by its “magnetic influence.” He becomes a hypnotized subject “slave”’ (79). 

The Southern Reach’s hypnotic commands are designed to create a reciprocal and self-

reinforcing framework for the expedition members to conduct their investigations. They 

also construct any knowledge or ideas that threaten the power structures of the 

institutions as hysterical or paranoid, to ensure that expedition members do not put the 

Southern Reach’s position of authority at risk. However, the spores of Area X make the 

expedition members resistant to such influence, exposing these institutional structures 

of power as artifice.  
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Area X frees those who enter from anthropocentric security stories and allows them to 

experience the landscape without discursive and hierarchical barriers. The blurred 

boundaries between human bodies and the transformative landscape highlight that 

security stories and hierarchical power obscure attempts to understand that which 

exists beyond our knowledge. Only in becoming part of the ‘other’ and existing 

peacefully connected to the ecosystems and cycles of the landscape can those who 

enter Area X begin to understand the connections between its beings. VanderMeer 

urges an engagement with natural spaces centred on experience and connection, 

which transcends language and communication. This approach to learning offers a 

unique perspective to speculative storytelling because it acknowledges that our current 

medium of storytelling is limited. It also suggests that our analogies can expand and 

transform as long as we remain aware that individual experiences differ from text and 

that storytelling is a form of translation that always has representational, discursive, 

and ideological implications. 

The secular meaning story ‘reduces life to matter and mechanism’ (Stibbe 3), which 

suggests that it is a story of agrilogistics. The project ensures the maximum possible 

quantity of surviving human matter through mechanistic rules and automated reactions 

to external conditions or threats. Laline Paull’s The Bees imagines this kind of 

automated biopolitical management as a Hive-Mind that instructs the bees of Flora 

77’s hive on how to defend themselves when they are attacked by a wasp. The Hive-

Mind has direct access to the minds of its’ citizens and the power to bypass any 

autonomous response or decision-making when the hive is in danger. The hives’ 

foundational focus on managing threats has resulted in a culture that is based on a 
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cosmology of health. The bees that do not meet the normalized criteria for health, for 

example, those with wing deformities or larger sizes, like Flora, are portrayed as evil and 

morally contagious. The biopolitical structures of the hive are intrinsically linked to its 

dogmatic cosmological narrative, parts of which citizens are made to recite throughout 

the novel. Unprecedented environmental change has led to increased levels of death 

and starvation within the hive, so Flora’s life is spared despite her deformity, because 

her labour is a valuable resource. She is frequently permitted to perform roles above 

her station, as her low kin means that she is more expendable than those of higher kin. 

While she gains mobility within the hive, she and the rest of her kin are also subjected to 

increased scrutiny 'othering’. Her transgressive abilities highlight how, in times of 

unprecedented change, some biopolitical structures are relaxed while others are 

intensified. The biopolitical instabilities reveal that the hive’s institutional structures of 

control are not rigid and unquestionable, as laws are relaxed when it is deemed 

beneficial to the needs of the higher kin. Flora’s experience of using her body in ways 

that her kin are prohibited from enables her to understand the artifice of the disease 

imagery employed to legitimize violence against non-conforming bees. Her bodily 

abilities also enhance her intuition and instincts, for example, her love for her larvae 

and survival instincts, which are restricted by the hive. This transgressive knowledge 

enables her actively to defy the hive’s hierarchical control, and she shares it with her 

kin. This eventually results in her and her daughter departing the hive to establish a new 

hive where even the lowest kin are equal citizens. 

Knowledge exchange is also central to Amal El-Mohtar and Max Gladstone’s This is How 

You Lose the Time War. The novel portrays a love story across time, as soldiers Red and 

Blue begin exchanging a series of letters, scattered across their many battlefields. In 



I n t r o d u c t i o n    | 40 
 

 

the letters, the two soldiers share details of their embodied experiences and describe 

their mutual desire to find a permanent home in space and time where they can make 

real embodied connections. Their letters and words become part of their biologies, 

irrevocably contaminating them with new perspectives and estranging them from their 

factions’ ideologies. Their exchange of embodied stories physically transforms the 

matter of their bodies and the spaces around them, granting them the autonomy and 

power to observe the effects of their faction’s disembodied, anthropocentric 

ideologies, which have ordered them to destroy worlds and landscapes for too long. 

The novel positions critical thinking and knowledge exchange as an ethical 

responsibility. It also highlights how collaborative writing and storytelling transcend 

discursive and ideological barriers, as it creates space for diverse experiences and 

reflection. Mohtar and Gladstone work self-consciously with genre and literary tradition 

to explore how storytelling practices transform through positionality and collaboration. 

They leave a trail of literary and historical breadcrumbs that are purposely vague. It is 

not essential for the reader to pick up on all of these references; however, the 

knowledge they bring into the novel shapes its meaning. Historical details rely on the 

reader’s, at times, fractional recollections and positional understanding, leaving 

moments of historical events in the narrative as blank spaces devoid of description into 

which the reader projects understanding. In contrast, El-Mohtar and Gladstone 

carefully details the landscape, providing rich description of smells, tastes, and other 

embodied experiences. This contrast suggests that the value of spatial connection lies 

not in the anthropocentric narratives written onto them or in which they play a minor 

role; the point is to experience and know the landscape intimately and to write stories 

with and about it, so that others can learn to make connections too. 
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In The Stories We Live By, Stibbe explores how language influences the stories we tell 

about the world. He argues that ‘[t]he link between ecology and language is that how 

humans treat each other and the natural world is influenced by our thoughts, concepts, 

ideas, ideologies and worldviews, and these in turn are shaped through language’ (2). 

Stibbe’s stories we live by are not ‘stories in the usual sense of narratives’ (3). He 

argues: 

We are exposed to them without consciously selecting them or necessarily 

being aware that they are just stories. They appear between the lines of the texts 

which surround us in everyday life: in news reports, advertisements, 

conversations with friends, the weather forecast, instruction manuals or 

textbooks. They appear in educational, political, professional, medical, legal and 

other institutional contexts without announcing themselves as stories. (5) 

The texts that surround us are shaped by social and cultural expectations and attitudes, 

discursive approaches, and mental modes that influence our behaviour. Stibbe’s 

critical engagement with metaphor as a frame of reference for the elusive nature of 

climate change is particularly significant given Sontag’s identification of the ‘othering’ 

effects of disease metaphor. Stibbe argues that metaphor structures how climate 

change is theorised and constructs reasoning patterns through the assumption that 

climate change behaves like its metaphorical counterpart and should be approached in 

similar ways. I argue that the metaphorical reasoning pattern of ‘nature-as-disease’ 

legitimizes violence by invoking anxieties of barrier formation and contamination. My 

theoretical approach in this thesis will make visible the discursive practices that shape 
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the stories we live by, since, as Stibbe puts it, ‘the stories we live by influence how we 

act in the world – if nature is seen as a resource then we may be more likely to exploit it, 

or if economic growth is seen as the primary goal of politics then people’s wellbeing 

and environmental concerns may be overlooked’ (Stibbe 6). Stibbe’s assertion that 

stories shape our way of existing in the world reveals that all knowledge and innovative 

efforts dedicated to “solving” the climate crisis, from a science and intervention 

perspective, will prove ineffective in the face of our anthropocentric, capitalist Western 

values. Only by resisting the narratives of corporations that tell us that climate action is 

a consumer habit issue, or of the media circulating horror stories of zoonotic threats, 

can we find new stories that do not aim to separate us from the world and beings 

around us. Such stories can be told in a symbiotic manner with scientific interventions 

and engage in interdisciplinary critical reflection. However, such stories must not be 

told using disease as metaphor and discourse, as ‘[a] people are as healthy and 

confident as the stories they tell themselves. Sick storytellers can make nations sick’ 

(Ben Okri, “The Joys of Storytelling III” 4). As the chapters of this thesis will identify, 

stories of disease incite anxieties about hygiene that intensify barrier formation and 

justify violent measures. These anxieties couple especially well with anthropocentric 

modes of control due to their existing framework of control, which encompasses 

barriers, species hierarchies, and biopolitical management of spaces. 

While the term Anthropocene inadvertently aids in the concealment of power 

structures, it does offer a useful point of departure from which to theorise the ‘after’ 

because, as the term suggests, its continuation is predicated on the persistence of 

anthropocentric attitudes. The Anthropocene, rather than describing some god-like 

human power to transform the world around us, is indicative of ideological and 
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discursive attitudes that position the human at the centre of experience. I will refer to 

the concept of this future state of being as post-anthropocentric, which describes the 

end of anthropocentric ideology rather than acting as a label for a new epoch. I will 

engage with the term “post-anthropocentric” to engage with this future. Post-

anthropocentrism requires a reconfiguration of our cultural values to encompass an 

existence in which our ethics ceases to legitimize violence against and the 

commodification of nonhumans to secure human survival. It is not a moment in time, 

but rather a gradual, critical movement that does not prioritise human existence above 

the well-being of the landscape but instead sees the two as intertwining and symbiotic. 

This thesis ultimately argues for a reconfiguration of our storytelling practices to 

encompass an existence in which human experience is embedded in a network of 

connections and spatial belonging. My approach is inspired by Minna Salami’s 

identification of the transformative powers of storytelling. She suggests: 

Stories turn into knowledge, and knowledge transforms into matter. The dualist 

worldview separates matter from story, but narrative is the matter from which 

we build our worldview, which in turn becomes physical objects: books, 

buildings, borders, and so on. In our bodies, knowledge also transforms into 

matter. Just as the first structure that forms in the human embryo is the spinal 

cord, so too is knowledge the spine of all other ideas that shape our lives. How 

we move and feel in the world, the air we breathe, the health of our trees, the 

food we eat, the ideologies we support, the way we dance and make love are all 

reflections of what we know. (21) 
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Stories transform the matter of our worlds and our embodied experiences because they 

shape our flow of knowledge, our relationships, and behaviours. This thesis argues that 

storytelling possesses a unique power to disassemble and reconstruct matter in new 

and transformative ways, prompting us to reflect on our embodied and lived 

experiences. 

Doreen Massey argues that space is always tied to imagination. She suggests that 

representations of space, particularly through universal or dogmatic narratives, contain 

and conceal power structures that prioritize certain ideological approaches and silence 

other stories. She is particularly concerned that these dominant stories employ 

representational strategies that view space as static and managed, which limits 

possibilities for transformation. She calls for a reconfiguration of our approach to 

space, which understands that space ‘is a product of relations-between, relations 

which are necessarily embedded material practices which have to be carried out, it is 

always in the process of being made. It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we 

could imagine space as simultaneity of stories-so-far’ (9). Massey’s description of the 

ethical, representational, and embodied portrays space as a kind of collective text. The 

concept of space-as-text offers a compelling analogy for the kinds of storytelling that 

the chapters will focus on. On the one hand, space-as-text invites questions about 

authorship and representation, suggesting that humans have an anthropocentric 

authority over space because we write space in a textual manner. On the other hand, 

the analogy allows us to not only expose such structures of power but also to reimagine 

our roles and representational traditions. The relational and transformative 

understanding of space that Massey encourages suggests that we are, at once, 
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collaborative authors and characters, and that space writes us just as much as we 

write it. Our contributions to the collective space stories stem from our individual, 

embodied experiences of connection with space and beings. 

However, our ability to contribute meaningfully to this collective story depends on our 

knowledge and the discursive approaches we employ. Barthes suggests that ‘[a]ny text 

is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of codes, formulae, rhythmic models, fragments of 

social languages, etc., pass into the text and are redistributed within it, for there is 

always language before and around the text’ (Theory of the Text 39). The stories we tell 

about our spaces are constitutive of our language and the existing stories we draw on to 

make sense of our experiences. It is crucial that we address the linguistic and 

discursive structures foundational to our literary tradition, which complicate or impede 

this project. Macfarlane suggests that, given the rapid changes to the world around us, 

we can no longer adequately represent the landscape through current analogies. He 

states that ‘as the notion of a world beyond us has become difficult to sustain, so a 

need has grown for fresh vocabularies and narratives that might account for the kinds 

of relation and responsibility in which we find ourselves entangled’ (Macfarlane). Our 

changing environment necessitates new discursive approaches. His call for fresh 

vocabularies resonates with the purpose of this thesis, in which I aim to expose 

connections between disease as discourse and the structures of ideological power. I 

will draw on a range of novels that engage critically with disease as discourse to 

illustrate how disease metaphor ‘others’ or estranges its subjects and subsumes them 

under institutional and ideological control. 
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Macfarlane’s identification that nature has transformed to a point where our analogies 

have become inadequate offers a productive model for technological changes to 

human ontology. At the same time that climate change has altered our spaces and, as a 

result, the way we inhabit them, technology has also altered human biology. Hybrids 

and cyborgs are prominent figures in this thesis, as the speculative landscapes in my 

selection of texts actively fight against attempts at establishing ‘order’ through barrier 

formation. The protagonists become less and less recognisably human as we move 

from Pullman’s parallel worlds in His Dark Materials, through Stephenson’s 

technological Metaverse in Snow Crash, and towards VanderMeer’s refracting 

landscape in his Southern Reach trilogy. I have chosen not to engage with these novels 

in chronological order of publication, because I feel that Pullman’s trilogy posits 

foundational questions about what it means to exist in a world informed by universal 

cosmological narratives that frames the line of enquiry in this thesis. Lyra’s transition 

into adulthood is a process of learning through which she begins to think critically 

about cosmological narratives and constructs her own sense-making stories based on 

embodied experiences. Her journey allows her to develop a sense of self that is 

embedded in experience and a commitment to care for the world around her. As this 

this thesis will argue, the stories and texts we engage with have the power to influence 

our lived experiences and the way we exist in the world. Lyra’s reflective learning 

models the kind of critical engagement, openness, and reflection that the texts and this 

thesis asks the reader to engage with. I have decided to introduce the critical concepts 

of this thesis through Pullman’s trilogy in the hopes that Lyra’s path to transgression 

will offer a clearer sense of the embodied estrangement necessary to grasp the 

implications of structures of power that construct our anthropocentric context. 
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On this journey, the landscapes will provoke uncomfortable reflections on what 

constitutes the human as their uncanny ‘otherness’ contaminates human forms and 

structures of authority. Human and nonhuman bodies brought into the metaphorical 

realm of illness likewise become ‘othered’ hybrids in ways that invite control. However, 

in Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto, hybrid figures challenge the fiction of social reality. She 

terms this intersectional being cyborg, ‘a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and 

organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction’ (A Cyborg 

Manifesto 5). She argues that the figure of the cyborg demands a reconfiguring of 

politics by making disintegrating barriers visible and exposing the artifice of rigid social 

structures. The cyborg is also an agent of change that invites creative imagination and 

new stories about future modes of coexistence. She argues that ‘a cyborg world might 

be about lived social and bodily realities in which people are not afraid of their joint 

kinship with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and 

contradictory standpoint’ (14). The power of the cyborg lies in its web of connections, 

through which it can access knowledge that transcends anthropocentric barriers and 

learn to transgress structures of control. The absence of human forms in El-Mohtar and 

Gladstone’s Time War, and Paull’s The Bees serve as a reminder that there are many 

other stories and ways of existing that currently exist outside human comprehension. 

The human population makes up 0.01% of life on this planet (Ritchie 2019), and yet we 

claim ownership over spaces and shape them to accommodate our needs. However, 

the figure of the cyborg represents a future possibility of kinship and collective space. 

Acknowledging that humans are increasingly becoming cyborgs in the sense in which 

Haraway uses the term, intersecting with technology and nature, these texts allow us to 
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perceive a little more of the hyperobject that environmental change undoubtedly is. 

Morton coined the term hyperobject, which refers to ‘things that are massively 

distributed in time and space relative to humans’ (Hyperobjects 1). He describes 

hyperobjects as things that are viscous and nonlocal, suggesting that while we can see 

the effects of them in our local spaces and they manifest in relations to beings involved 

with them, the nature of the thing itself remains elusive and obscured. Climate change 

is a hyperobject because it occurs simultaneously at multiple locations and timelines, 

and its effects span many human lifetimes. No single person can perceive the full 

reality of the phenomenon itself. Ursula K. Heise argues that hyperobjects result in a 

kind of ecological quietism because acknowledging that the scale of environmental 

change is outside the scope of human perception does not help us take action. I argue 

that speculative fiction offers a way to bring climate change out of the shadows and 

make it into something tangible and urgent by situating it in the realm of our analogies. 

They also highlight structures that allow these issues to continue to appear non-

threatening while they snowball out of control. I have decided to focus my attention on 

works of speculative fiction that are contemporary to my lifetime, the earliest published 

in 1992, a couple of years before my birth, and the most recent publication taking place 

in 2024. This is because these stories, which I have engaged with at various stages of 

my life, have offered ways for me to make sense of my experience growing up in a world 

haunted by the uncanny threat of climate change. These texts have been foundational 

to my embodied experience of the spaces that I call home, from Pullman’s reminder 

that ‘we have to build the republic of heaven where we are, because for us there is no 

elsewhere’ (The Amber Spyglass 364), to VanderMeer’s reminder that the 

monstrousness says more about the threat of those who label a being as such than the 



I n t r o d u c t i o n    | 49 
 

 

monster itself. Alongside my lived experience of climate activism and periods of 

endemic and pandemic contagions, as my taught academic insight into illness as 

metaphor, these stories have inspired this new theoretical approach to discursive 

environmental ‘othering’. 

Speculative fiction serves as an essential tool for conceptualising climate change 

because it allows us to transcend the spatial and temporal scales of our imagination. 

Speculative works, like those studied in the following chapters, bring these everyday, 

invisible stories to the forefront of the narratives, forcing us to confront the 

uncomfortable reality of our passive automation. Marek C. Oziewicz argues that 

speculative fiction is a fuzzy term that includes non-mimetic genres like the gothic, 

dystopian, postapocalyptic, and many others, all of which are ‘characterized by 

extended thought-experiments that involve the hypothetical, the supernatural, or the 

impossible’ (4). They make visible and engage critically with the stories we live by, and 

then they offer speculations of what the world would look like if these stories changed. 

Oziewicz suggests: 

Where realistic fiction works metonymically, describing representative 

examples, speculative fiction is “inescapably metaphoric” (Attebery, Stories 21). 

[…] In its capacity to describe the alternative past, the alternative present, and 

the inherently alternative—i.e. not-yet-realized—future, speculative fiction is […] 

as essential to our humanness as conditionals, past, and future tenses are for 

our language. They keep our dreaming alive, including the dream of justice. (4) 

It may seem counterintuitive, given my critical engagement with discursive and 

metaphoric ‘othering’, that the genre that offers potential for resistance is one 
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characterised as “inescapably metaphoric”. In many ways, my engagement with 

language, discourse, and metaphors of disease aligns with the postmodernist views of 

Baudrillard, Derrida, and Lakoff, who argue that there is no language that can convey 

“true” and fixed meaning; language is always representational and metaphorical. 

Speculative fiction’s metaphorical systems construct cognitive estrangements that 

allow these works to engage critically with contemporary issues. Its metaphorical 

engagement uncovers systems of power within our common tropes and metaphors that 

allow us to recognise their violent and ‘othering’ effects and begin to transform our 

stories and metaphors towards more ethical approaches. As Morton suggests, ‘some 

metaphors are better than others’ (Hyperobjects 4), and speculative fiction imagines 

both the potentials for harm (through anthropocentric attitudes or ideological control), 

and transgression. The genre also brings an elusive reality into focus, making issues of 

environmental change and nonhuman ethics immediate and relatable by drawing on 

portrayals of lived experience that are estranged from our contemporary reality. 

I will draw on Roland Barthes’ Mythologies to explore the connection between 

storytelling and ideology through his identification that ‘myth is a system of 

communication, that it is a message […] This allows one to perceive that myth cannot 

possibly be an object, a concept, or an idea; It is a mode of signification, a form’ 

(Mythologies 131). Barthes suggests that because myth is historical, it conceals the 

ideologies behind its message and presents it as an unquestionable truth. Given 

Barthes' warning about the hidden nature of ideology and myths’ suitability for 

concealing propaganda as knowledge, it might seem counterintuitive to suggest that 

literature is a solution to reshaping damaging narratives about ‘othered’ bodies. The 

works selected for this thesis all share a commitment to reflective storytelling by 
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engaging critically with literary traditions and language through intertextuality. Their 

kind of storying interrogates, subverts, and exposes without drawing explicit 

conclusions or offering moral lessons. Their speculative ambiguity forces the reader to 

confront the structures that shape their context for literary engagement and challenge 

their critical and reflective thinking practices. According to Salami, experiential 

knowledge transcends the structures that conceal propaganda as knowledge. She 

suggests that storytelling offers a way to share knowledge which is not ‘tainted’ by 

ideology, as ‘[s]tories turn into knowledge, and knowledge transforms into matter’ (16). 

She terms the knowledge created through storytelling practices ‘sensuous knowledge’, 

knowledge that is both of the interior and exterior and transgresses across the dualist 

separation of mind over matter. This thesis advocates for a similar approach, proposing 

that critical engagement with discursive practices through storytelling provides a 

framework for establishing a post-anthropocentric, ethical form of coexistence with the 

nonhuman. Where Salami argues that ‘[w]e need an approach to knowledge that 

synthesizes the imaginative and rational, the quantifiable and immeasurable, the 

intellectual and the emotional’ (17), my interdisciplinary approach to theory achieves 

this by using literature as the medium in which this new approach can be 

actualised. Salami argues that ‘[t]he truly hard problem is that the fragmented 

knowledge system in use today is unable to deal with the real issues confronting 

humanity because it neglects the experienced side of reality’ (19). I will draw on the 

texts mentioned above to explore ways that experiential storytelling can grant access to 

transgressive knowledge and allow us to think critically about and challenge those 

structures of anthropocentric power designed to prevent us from wrenching our 

imagination ‘– and thus [our] analogies and metaphors – out of a grooved track that had 
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been running through everyone’s minds for hundreds and hundreds of years’ (Authority 

111). While I identify discursive and ideological approaches that are harmful to the 

‘other’ in various ways, I do not argue for a non-ideological or anti-discourse mode of 

being. Instead, I suggest that experiential embodied stories of hybridity create 

embodied archives that make knowledge of the ‘other’ a foundational part of our 

biology.
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Contagious Cosmologies: Morality, Patienthood, and “Truth”-
telling in Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials. 

 

Introduction 
 

Through cosmological stories, humans narrate and experience the larger matrix of 

mystery in which life arises, unfolds, and flourishes. These are what we call religious 

cosmologies. These two, namely religious ecologies and religious cosmologies, can be 

distinguished but not separated. Together they provide a context for navigating life’s 

challenges and affirming the rich spiritual value of human–Earth relations. (Tucker & 

Grim 8) 

Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy focuses on the orphan Lyra’s discovery of 

variations of cosmological stories and the gradual development of her understanding of 

the importance of narrating her experiences and relations to the world. Her 

investigation into the disappearance of several local children, including her friend 

Roger, sends her on a journey through different worlds where she uncovers that the 

reason behind the kidnappings is a mysterious substance called Dust. Wherever she 

goes, the people she meets have their own cosmological stories about Dust and its 

effect on the world, stories that refuse to construct Dust as taboo as the authority of her 

world demands. Her engagement with a mesh of cosmological stories that often 

contradict, or overlap reveals the centrality of storytelling for the human experience and 

relationships with nonhuman ‘others’. 
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This thesis aims to expose the discourse of disease embedded within Western 

language and to theorise its reconfiguration through literature, using literature as a 

medium of cultural change. This chapter will focus on the different and overlapping 

ways that Pullman engages with disease to construct his critique of ‘othering’ 

structures within religious dogmatism. Pullman's critical engagement with religion is a 

popular line of enquiry in critical publications on His Dark Materials. However, while 

many critics examine his reconfiguration of cosmological narratives through the lens of 

Christianity or Catholicism, this is notably argued by Robert Morgan and Naomi Wood, 

other scholars speak about Pullman's engagement in more vague terms. Chantal Oliver 

argues that Pullman's semantic destabilisation creates an uncertainty that allows him 

to construct a broader criticism of religious control. Oliver draws on the angel's 

explanation of the Authority's many different names to argue that they ‘not only expand 

the interpretive possibilities of defining God, but also serve to link the powerful deity of 

Lyra’s world with the God of Christianity and, significantly, other religions too, most 

notably Judaism. (296). This chapter will take a similar approach and examine 

Pullman's engagement with religion through his portrayal of Lyra’s experience of 

different interpretations of a single cosmological story that evolves and transforms 

through engagement. I will argue that Pullman’s portrayal of varied engagements with 

cosmological stories, biblical texts, and religious rituals constructs a critique of the 

hierarchical structures of institutional power made possible by dogmatic religions. 

Pullman’s trilogy highlights the systems of ideological power that organised religion 

makes possible and explores the harmful consequences that dogmatism has for worlds 

that are not encompassed within the dominant cosmologies. I will further argue that His 

Dark Materials exposes embedded metaphors of disease within Western cosmological 
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stories that distort our relationship with nature and construct barriers that prevent a 

peaceful coexistence between humans and nature. I will draw on his portrayal of the 

fall as an exchange of transgressive knowledge to argue that a reconfiguration of 

disease metaphors within cosmological stories can help towards developing 

mythopoeic religions focused on collective storytelling that encourages embodied 

knowledge. 

I will focus on Pullman’s use of disease in His Dark Materials to explore ways that 

disease metaphor conceals ideology as universal truth and legitimises violence against 

those ‘othered’ by this discursive approach. Roland Barthes argues that myth is a 

system of meaning and signification, and a valuable tool for ideological power, because 

‘the fundamental character of the mythical concept is to be appropriated’ (Mythologies 

143). He further suggests that universalised myths naturalise ideological conventions, 

so that they appear as natural or spontaneously invented truths. While Barthes’ 

identification of the process by which myth becomes fact does not straightforwardly 

apply to religious cosmologies, this is nonetheless an illuminating perspective to 

consider in relation to Pullman’s critique of institutional ontocracies. Pullman’s 

portrayal of the Magisterium, the authority who rules the Holy Church in Lyra’s world, 

highlights frequent internal conflicts about interpretations of their religious texts in 

response to new scientific developments. The discovery of Dust, a mysterious 

substance invisible to the naked eye that clings to adults, causes the Magisterium to 

fracture into subgroups with differing opinions on whether it is good or evil. Their 

different interpretations of how these discoveries relate to their religious and moral 

practices reveal a difference in ideology. It is in this ideological context that a discourse 
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of disease is employed to construct a narrative around Dust that portrays it as evil and 

contaminating. It is also in this context that their religious cosmologies become part of 

a mythological system, as Mrs Coulter’s branch of the Magisterium draws on stories 

about illness to support their ideology and present it as natural and unquestionable. 

It is significant that the Magisterium draws on disease to construct Dust as evil 

because, as Susan Sontag argues, disease as metaphor often portrays those who are ill 

as immoral. She reveals that disease metaphor’s presence within religion has 

consequences for cultural values and ethics, as ‘with the advent of Christianity, which 

imposed more moralized notions of disease, as of everything else, a closer fit between 

disease and 'victim' gradually evolved’ (33). She argues that metaphorical use of a 

discourse of disease has severe and often violent consequences. When integrated into 

the cosmological narratives and rituals within organised religion, metaphors of disease 

have the power to justify violence on an unprecedented scale. The moralised discourse 

of disease is used both as a tool to maintain barriers through the fear of the ‘other' and 

to enforce a monitoring of morality central to the Christian ethos. Sontag suggests that 

combining disease metaphor with the language of warfare is particularly damaging to 

the patient. She argues: 

The metaphor implements the way particularly dreaded diseases are envisaged 

as an alien ‘other,’ as enemies are in modern war; and the move from the 

demonization of the illness to the attribution of fault to the patient is an 

inevitable one, no matter if patients are thought of as victims. Victims suggest 

innocence. And innocence, by the inexorable logic that governs all relational 

terms, suggests guilt. (35) 
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The fight against evil necessitates vigilant monitoring of barriers, as anything 

constructed as an ‘other’ becomes taboo through the representation of the propensity 

for their evil nature as a contagion that may permeate our barriers. Alison Bashford and 

Claire Hooker argue that 'contagion requires contact, but it always implies more than 

this: it implies absorption, invasion, vulnerability, the breaking of a boundary imagined 

secure, in which the other becomes part of the self' (4). The individual who has had 

inappropriate proximity to the ‘other’ constructed as immoral, as ‘contact with 

someone afflicted with a disease regarded as a mysterious malevolency inevitably feels 

like a trespass; worse, like the violation of a taboo’ (Sontag 8). The physical 

manifestation of disease represents an uncanny return of the repressed that reveals the 

permeability of barriers. Sontag’s exposure of the harmful effects of disease used as 

metaphor allows for a crucial nuance in developments of a critical approach towards 

the relationship between dogmatic cosmologies and anthropocentrism. 

Lyra’s world is governed by the Magisterium’s engagement with cosmological stories in 

ways that resemble Catholicism in our world, which means that Pullman’s fictional 

cosmologies and those recognisable to our Western culture intertwine in strange and 

unpredictable ways. His use of real and fictional biblical quotes and cosmological 

narratives reveals the cycle of narration and interpretation that enables the characters 

to make sense of their existence in time and space. Religion, then, describes a cultural 

and behavioural adaptation to an ideological interpretation of narratives, presented as 

universal truths, to help the individual orient themselves in the world. Pullman’s 

reworking of the Bible reveals his interest in ways that scriptural religions engage with 
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interpretatively with their texts to establish the fundamental structure of ethics to which 

the individual must adhere in order to conform within its dogma. 

Anthropocentric attitudes and fears of human proximity to the non-human are central 

concerns within Pullman’s critique of scriptural engagement within dogmatic religions. 

Ronald A. Simkins identifies that Enlightenment ethics led to an increased scrutiny of 

Western Christianity’s role in the encouragement of anthropocentric practices. He 

argues that the Enlightenment imposed an anthropocentric discourse onto 

interpretative practices, which changes how the agrarian roots of the Bible are 

understood and incorporated into culture. He suggests: 

Anthropocentric readings of the Bible are imposed upon the text, reflecting 

cultural assumptions, rather than the result of understanding the text in its own 

sociohistorical context. Western Christianity may indeed be the most 

anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen, as White claims, but only 

because Western culture, the offspring of the Enlightenment, is so 

anthropocentric. (399) 

Simkins' suggestion that anthropocentric readings are imposed onto the Bible calls into 

question the construction of universal ethics by religious institutions that read it 

dogmatically. If, as Simkins suggests, cosmological stories are contingent on the use of 

whichever discourse is culturally prevalent at any given time, these exist in a negative 

loop through which the discourse is continually reinforced and projected onto the 

world. 
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Lynn White reveals that the result is an anthropocentric discourse that makes 

exploitation of nature possible as Christianity now encourages a belief that ‘although 

man’s body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in God’s image 

[…] man shares, in great measure, God’s transcendence of nature’ (6). He further 

argues that science and technology originated from a desire to examine religious 

constructions and suggests that because Christianity instils an ethos of 

anthropocentrism that maintains the dualism of human and nature, the foundation of 

science is influenced by anthropocentric structures. He argues that ‘scientists during 

the long formative centuries of Western science said that the task and the reward of the 

scientist were ‘to think God's thoughts after him’ […] a realization of the Christian 

dogma of man's transcendence of, and rightful mastery over, nature’ (7). He asserts 

that the cultural motivation for scientific discovery was formed by the desire to position 

the human as a reflection of God’s image, and as such, the anthropocentric discourse 

of Christianity is embedded within scientific discovery. As such, ‘more science and 

more technology are not going to get us out of the present ecologic crisis, until we find a 

new religion, or rethink our old one’ (8). Pullman’s trilogy hints at a similar 

understanding of the social responsibility of religion. Critics such as Santiago Colás 

have discussed Pullman’s portrayal of religious discipline to a great extent, revealing 

that his construction of Dust is a ‘story that imagines a certain relationship between 

matter and spirit, body and mind’ (47), a story that can help transform religious 

narratives to bring back proximity to that which was previously ‘othered’ by the 

anthropocentrism of post-enlightenment Christianity. Pullman’s critique of religion 

does not encourage its destruction; rather, it offers examples of the dangers of 

dogmatic cosmological narratives and highlights how these can be reconfigured. 
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To understand how Pullman’s ecocritical approach to storytelling can offer a positive 

response to the climate disaster of our geological era, it is crucial to examine the 

process in which anthropocentric values become part of our cosmological narratives. 

Timothy Morton argues that the agrilogistics project, the development of agricultural 

practices for the continued survival of the human species, is the root cause of negative 

environmental change caused by humans as a geophysical force. He describes the 

motivation of agrilogistics as a method that maintains ‘the minimal condition of 

happiness: being alive instead of dead. Since existing is better than anything, more 

existence must be what we Mesopotamians should aim for. Compared with the 

injunction to flee from death and eventually even from the mention of death, everything 

else is just accidental’ (Dark Ecology 51). The agrilogistics project relies on the 

construction of rigid barriers and hierarchies to categorise the subject according to its 

usefulness to human survival. Morton argues that ‘this split is a product of agrilogistic 

subroutines, establishing necessary violent and arbitrary difference between itself and 

what it 'conquers' or delimits’ (Dark Ecology 43), which suggests that any subject who 

transcends straightforward categorisation faces violent consequences. Morton’s view 

of the agrarian origins of the Bible is somewhat reductive as it portrays it as a stable text 

and does not account for the ways engagement fluctuates with cultural changes. His 

perspective does, however, highlight how the values of the agrilogistics project become 

deeply embedded in cosmological narrative that exist to make sense of the human 

experience of agricultural practices and culture. Theology scholars such as Raewynne 

Whiteley disagree with Morton’s assertion that the Bible contains anthropocentric 

attitudes and suggest instead that its agrarian roots offer ‘a way of thinking and ordering 

life in community that is based on the health of the land and living creatures’ (1). To her, 
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the Bible is an example of a cosmology that encourages positive agrarian practices and 

eco-centric values. She argues that the prevalent discourse of the time of interpretation 

determines views on the Bible’s environmental ethos. This offers a noteworthy context 

for Pullman’s engagement with the Bible, as Lyra encounters different versions of 

biblical stories and ultimately forms her own opinion about their meaning. Her journey 

towards understanding suggests that Pullman does not construct cosmological or 

biblical narratives as environmentally damaging. Instead, he highlights how these 

stories are brought into systems of ideological power where they become tools of 

control and justification.  

In response to anxieties about the unknown qualities of Dust, the Magisterium draws on 

biblical stories combined with a discourse of disease to portray Dust as evil. 

Constructing Dust as immoral in this way resembles the argilogistic project’s ‘othering’ 

of that which is not useful, and it becomes a literal and figurative evil to be fought or 

repressed. Interestingly, several different transmission modes are created or amplified 

in the agrilogistics project. Bryony E. Jones et al. argue that 'the change from small 

hunter-gatherer to large agricultural communities was associated with the emergence 

of human contagious diseases, many of which are of animal origin' (8399). They suggest 

that the establishment of agricultural practices created more intensive interactions 

between humans, livestock, and wildlife, and thereby increased the emergence and 

amplification of zoonotic diseases (i.e., diseases that can be transmitted from animals 

to humans). The agrilogistics project represents a reconfiguration of human-nonhuman 

interaction as anthropocentric hierarchical structures colonise wild animals into 

livestock, serving both as a workforce for the project and as sustenance. This 

colonization increases the proximity between human and animal, exposing them 'to 
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sylvatic disease cycles and the risk of spillover of potential pathogens' (8399). The 

sylvatic disease cycle which refers to the pathogen’s lifespan spent cycling between 

wild animals and vectors, in which livestock acts as an intermediate or amplifier host, 

allows pathogens to evolve and transmit to humans. Anthropogenic environmental 

change, such as the emergence or expansion of the agrilogistic project, increases the 

risk of zoonotic disease, and protecting humans from disease becomes a central 

strategy to achieve the project’s main axiom. Morton identifies miasma, the 

transmission of disease through polluted air, as an unintended side effect of the 

proximity between humans and animals necessitated by agricultural practices. Miasma 

threatens the effectiveness of the agrilogistics project and transcends the strict 

categorisation used to organise the world and determine how useful or dangerous a 

subject is. He suggests that 'agrilogistic space is a war against the accidental. Weeds 

and pests are nasty accidents to minimize or eliminate […] You can observe miasmic 

phenomena haunting the edges of your temporal tunnel vision. You see them as 

accidental, and you try to get rid of them' (Dark Ecology 50). The threat of miasma grows 

in parallel with the expansion of the agrilogistics project, and a fear of contagion follows 

the increased sense of safety provided by its effectiveness. Morton argues that the 

discourse of disease is inherent to the very foundation of the agrilogistics project, as 

disease is the ultimate threat to its success.  

The Magisterium portrays the accumulation of Dust as a zoonotic transmission through 

their suggestion that the sinful dæmon contaminates the child because it exposes 

them to Dust in an actualisation of the Fall myth. Andrew Crislip argues that in the Fall 

myth, 'this perversion—an autonomic change in humanity rather than a punishment 
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from God—was set in motion by the devil, driven by envy at the sight of humanity’s 

health in paradise' (89). The primary idealist aspect of Eden, and the most severe 

consequence of the Fall's punishment, is the threat to human health. It is only logical 

that the Bible, as an agricultural cosmology, portrays health and disease through the 

sin/salvation binary, as the concept of disease emerged alongside the agrilogistics 

project. The desire to be granted entry into the realm of God depends on the individual’s 

ability to reflect His idealised qualities – that is, to be absolved of sin and to restore 

health. Disease, in this model, represents both a physical manifestation of sin and a 

consequence of sin upon the body, and it is imperative to rid the world of it to ascend to 

the divine. The dualism of theological discourse, which employs a discourse of disease 

to construct anthropocentric barriers, reinforces the monitoring of borders, where the 

agrilogistic model of estrangement from the nonhuman expands to embody the fight 

against evil. As such, ‘othered’ beings become associated with disease, evil, or with the 

devil himself and present a threat to be eradicated or defeated. Rituals, such as 

baptism, are designed to utilise the idealism of anthropomorphism to indoctrinate the 

individual into continual oppression of the ‘other,’ to protect the human entitlement to 

the divine realm from contamination. Dayna S. Kalleres argues that 'through baptismal 

training, Christians learn the antidemonic rituals of spiritual warfare. In baptism, the 

Holy Spirit grants them exorcistic authority against the devil. In their postbaptismal life, 

they are now 'soldiers of Christ' and obligated to enrol in spiritual warfare against the 

demons in their environment' (54). The religious war on evil becomes a war on the 

‘other’ and, by extension, a war on disease. In the hands of institutions like the 

Magisterium, the Bible becomes a justification for violence against nonhuman ‘others’, 

as anthropocentric values are given precedence over moments of compassion and 
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care. The presence of agricultural practices within the Bible legitimises structures of 

‘othering’ and the construction of binaries within religious institutions. Their teachings 

become anthropocentric and form a reciprocal cycle that reinforces moralised ideals 

that help protect the success of the agrilogistics project by portraying the ‘other’ as evil 

or sinful. Ernst M. Conradie argues that ‘such domination is reinforced and ideologically 

justified through a system of interlocking dualisms based on the binaries of 

male/female, culture/nature, soul/body, transcendence/immanence and 

heaven/earth’ (74). The establishment of barriers is ingrained in culture as religious 

conformity and attempts to trespass against these categories is subjected to a 

moralisation that positions the ‘other’ and the transgressor as an ‘evil’ opposition to the 

‘good’ obedient follower.  

Pullman subverts the expectation of Eve’s temptation as evil and suggests instead that 

her pursuit of knowledge outside of what is authorised by the Magisterium allows her to 

understand her coexistence with the nonhuman.  I will argue that Lyra’s journey through 

different worlds enables her to experience diverse cultures and new ways of coexisting 

with nonhumans, which forever alter her understanding of the world. Because she 

listens to a wealth of cosmological stories, many of which do not position human 

experience at the centre, she begins to re-examine the anthropocentric binaries of the 

biblical stories. Her reflective engagement allows her to see the damage that she and 

Will have caused in using the subtle knife to open portals to other worlds. She 

understands that human desires to be superior to the spatial confines of their world 

and to colonize a multiverse of ‘others’ have caused irreversible damage to nature 

across many worlds. The only way to stop further destruction is for her and Will to 

return to their worlds and close the portals forever. While their separation is deeply 
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painful, to care for the world in this way is not a punishment. Instead, the care and 

empathy they show towards the landscapes and beings across these worlds is a 

privilege and an extension of their love. Pullman’s construction of this emotional 

realisation represents a new eco-centric worldview that imagines love for and 

embodied connections to the world as a foundational part of what it means to be 

human. His critique of the process of interpretation and knowledge formation through 

cosmological narratives and ritual practices provides a crucial understanding of the 

cultural and discursive limitations in the development of an ethic of care towards 

nature. Tucker identifies the limitation of the focus on technology and economy in the 

face of climate change, as ‘however ecologically informed, they are largely shaped by 

the limits of mechanistic and economy-oriented worldviews. Instead, we need a deeper 

understanding of the cultural dimensions of anthropogenic environmental change – to 

which the study of religion and ecology makes substantial contributions’ (14). I suggest 

that Pullman’s highly ecocritical discussion of dogmatic religion does not encourage 

the dismantling of religious institutions; rather, it addresses a deeper discursive 

problem and imagines how reconfigured religious discourse allows it to make valuable 

contributions to approaches to climate change. 

Cosmological narratives are both the problem and the solution; the key is the cultural 

and linguistic interpretations of these narratives. Our current anthropocentric 

discourse has shaped our narratives and behaviour into a toxic, hierarchical oppression 

of nature that can only be rectified through the development of new narratives. Paul 

Waldau argues that linguistic dualisms construct a separation of human and animal 

that can only be reconfigured if we 'acknowledge humbly that our human languages, 
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though truly marvellous, can bewitch our minds and thereby create false illusions' 

(298). Waldau presents his identification of these false illusions alongside Conradie’s 

question of 'how much our assumption of knowledge [has] obscured our vision, 

prevented us from seeing, feeling, loving what is continually unfolding before us?' (234). 

Pullman calls for an openness in communication with the nonhuman to develop 

knowledge unobscured by our language. One of his story’s most compelling qualities is 

that it reconfigures expectations of religion, away from institutional ideologies that 

draw on dogmatic cosmological narratives and discourse to reinforce control. Instead, 

his construction of religion resembles Mary Evelyn Tucker’s argument that ‘[r]eligion 

thus refer to those cosmological stories, symbol systems, ritual practices, ethical 

norms, historical processes, and institutional structures that transmit a view of the 

human as embedded in a world of meaning and responsibility, transformation and 

celebration’ (33). This kind of religion does not draw power from cosmological 

narratives that construct a universal truth. Instead, it is composed of a wealth of 

experiential stories rooted in a sense of place that allow all beings to become part of a 

community. To tell these stories, we must begin to think critically about universal 

cosmological narratives and dismantle the discursive tendencies that prevent us from 

being able to develop productive communication with the nonhuman. 
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Conflations of the Spiritual and Medical 
 

Pullman’s use of intertext is clear and acknowledged. Critics like William A. Oram has 

discussed the ways in which His Dark Materials makes intertextual references to 

Milton’s Paradise Lost, highlighting similarities in their religious attributes. Oram’s 

article treats themes of disease within the trilogy as a subsection of Pullman’s critique 

of religious institutions, when at all featured. However, I argue that Pullman’s portrayal 

of Lyra’s experiences of being subjected to patienthood reveals strong structural and 

metaphorical similarities to other fictional illness narratives, such as Sylvia Plath’s The 

Bell Jar (1963). Plath’s novel is a notable example that explores power structures in 

illness and its treatment, including institutional control of the body. While Plath’s 

portrayal of illness is realist, Pullman draws on speculative and fantastical elements to 

address exploitative institutional hierarchies. I wish to begin this close reading of 

Pullman’s trilogy with a comparative analysis of His Dark Materials and The Bell Jar. In 

comparing Pullman’s fantastical worlds to this more traditional illness narrative, I hope 

to illustrate that Lyra’s journey is in many ways an experiential story about patienthood 

and institutional control over bodies, space, and knowledge. 

Plath portrays Esther’s experience of being admitted and treated in several psychiatric 

hospitals against her will. She struggles with the loss of autonomy in the physical 

treatment of her disease, which manifests only in her mind. When the nurse tells her to 

stay in bed, she asks: 'why can’t I get up? I’m not sick' (169), revealing the clinical 

approach to mental illness as conflicting with the patient’s experience. The clinical 

setting of her recovery represents an assault on Esther’s senses as the blank uniformity 

of the buildings, 'the lawn […] white with doctors' (172), and the nurses from whose 
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flesh 'a vague, medicinal stench emanated' (138), makes her body physically ill. There 

is an uncanny echo of Esther’s experience of patienthood within Pullman’s portrayal of 

Lyra’s confinement at Bolvangar, which helps expose the institutional structures of 

power that Lyra’s world is subjected to by the Magisterium. When Lyra arrives at 

Bolvangar, the nurse presents her with a set of pyjamas to wear instead of her regular 

clothes. She describes that '[t]hey were clean, and of good quality […] but again there 

was a second-hand air about them. Lyra felt very uneasy' (Northern Lights 239). Like 

Esther, Lyra’s experience of her patient status manifests as a physical sensation 

despite the “condition” being purely of the mind. She describes her sense of 

dehumanisation as being stripped of her personal items and changing into second-

hand pyjamas reminds her that she is now just another number on the nurse’s 

clipboard. Despite having no knowledge of the purpose of Bolvangar, Lyra instantly 

notices the clinical feeling of the building itself, with corridors to the right and left and in 

front of her the sort of reception desk you might see in a hospital. Everything was 

brilliantly lit, with the glint of shiny white surfaces and stainless steel' (Northern Lights 

237). Her experience of the facility is saturated with images of disease, from the 

constant measuring and inspection of the children to 'the smell of food in the air, 

familiar food, bacon and coffee, and under it a faint perpetual hospital-medical smell' 

(Northern Lights 236). She finds herself treated as a patient, despite not having a 

diagnosis or prior knowledge of the institution's clinical function. Her use of images of 

disease reveals the social construction of patienthood as the nurses interpellate her 

into her role through their clinical treatment of her body. Bolvangar is a stop in Lyra’s 

journey towards understanding her physical experience of the world, where she learns 
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to navigate the discourse of disease projected onto her body and the cultural 

restrictions of her perceived illness. 

The staff at Bolvangar hides the nature of the disease that they are treating the children 

for, and when Lyra asks about the purpose of the facility, she is specifically instructed 

not to speak about it again. The level of secrecy surrounding Bolvangar’s study of Dust 

enforces a cultural perception of Dust as contagious and taboo. Sontag suggests that 

patients 'are lied to, not just because the disease is (or is thought to be) a death 

sentence, but because it is felt to be obscene – in the original meaning of that word: ill-

omened, abominable, repugnant to the senses' (10). The Magisterium’s secrecy 

suggests that they view Dust as obscene and morally contagious. Their use of taboo 

legitimizes punishment and mystifies the perceived evil of Dust into a disease, 

projecting blame onto the patient as they 'will be felt to be morally, if not literally 

contagious’ (Sontag 8). The contagion metaphor works on multiple levels, as it 

simultaneously refers to a visible scientific contagion and a metaphysical 

contamination of the mind. New technology has revealed that Dust gathers around 

adults and their dæmons, and the church mistakes this natural occurrence for 

evidence of contagion. Moreover, in their desire to cure this perceived contagion, they 

observe that children attract less Dust, which leads them to the conclusion that Dust is 

a contagion that brings about the loss of the child’s innocence. Their construction of 

Dust as a moral contagion means that the “disease” is equated with sin and portrayed 

as evil. 

The Magisterium employs a literary interpretation of the Bible to justify the use of 

extreme measures to ‘save’ the individual from its corrupting influence. Using 
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cosmological narrative to reinforce the construction of the ‘other’ through a discourse 

of disease portrays Dust figuratively and literally as a manifestation of sin. Lord Asriel 

reads from the book of Genesis, 'for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return…’ 

(Northern Lights 371), to explain why Dust has been named as such. He tells Lyra that 

the particle’s attraction to humans mirrors the Church’s interpretation of the dust 

mentioned in the bible, and they have taken its existence as proof of the truth of their 

interpretation. He offers an exegesis of the effect of using cosmological narrative as a 

dictation of one universal truth, as he explains:  

Some say it should read not ‘unto dust shalt thou return’ but ‘thou shalt be 

subjected to dust’, and others say the whole verse is a kind of pun on the words 

‘ground’ and ‘dust’, and it really means that God’s admitting his own nature to 

be partly sinful. No one agrees. No one can because the text is corrupt. 

(Northern Lights 371)  

His attention to the interpretative engagement with texts highlights how problematic it 

can be to use literature as a prescriptive tool. Characters legitimise their actions 

through their corrupt reading of the bible, which they have interpreted as God’s will. The 

Magisterium draws on a discourse of disease that portrays Dust as a substance to 

which humans become subjected, leading to a compromised sense of morality. Their 

use of a discourse of disease in approaching the unknown serves two functions in 

legitimising the desire to maintain distance between those who conform and those who 

do not. The Magisterium’s need for the discourse of disease to aid the construction of 

barriers between the ‘worshipper’ and the ‘other’ draws on the assumption that 

'illnesses exist by no evil intent on the part of god but solely because of the choice 
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made by humanity through their free will […] This perversion – an autonomic change in 

humanity rather than a punishment from God – was set in motion by the devil, driven by 

envy at the sight of humanity’s health in paradise' (Crislip 89). The desire to be granted 

entry into the realm of God depends on the individual’s ability to reflect His idealised 

qualities – that is, to be absolved of sin and restore health. Disease represents both a 

physical manifestation of sin and a consequence of sin on the body, and it is imperative 

to rid the world of it in order to ascend to the divine. To protect the community from 

contamination of sin by non-religious people, the Magisterium deems it necessary to 

establish a sense of discipline to force those who do not identify as a part of this 

community to partake in authorised behaviour. 

The Church understands the contagion that Dust carries as a repetition of the fall 

narrative and focuses its efforts on preserving the mind from the corrupting presence of 

Dust by removing children from society before they can be corrupted. Michel Foucault 

argues that historically, structures of exclusion of patients within religious communities 

arose as a reaction to the spread of leprosy. He suggests that the leper is 'hieratic 

witnesses of evil, they accomplish their salvation in and by their very exclusion [...] the 

sinner who abandons the leper at his door opens his way to heaven' (Madness and 

Civilization 4). Although science has developed and many diseases are common and 

curable, the structures are still present within many religions in the 'form of a rigorous 

division which is social exclusion but spiritual reintegration' (Madness and Civilization 

5). His identification of the historical roots of the separation of the devotee and the 

sinner through illness metaphors reveals a duality within the religious community. The 

healthy are required to exclude the infected to protect the religious community and 
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observe God’s will, whilst the infected become a part of the sin/salvation nexus through 

which they must repent for their sins to be cured of their illness before they can re-enter 

religious society. As such, there is a primary community of followers that are free of 

disease and considered ‘pure’ and a secondary community of those who are on the 

path to salvation. Foucault uses this analysis to preface his discussion of contemporary 

approaches to disease and the institutions to which patients are admitted. 

Bolvangar follows a similar practice of exclusion, as the children are removed from 

society to be cured of sin before returning as reformed citizens. Bolvangar functions as 

a central site for the subjugation of non-religious children to the Church’s dogma. It is a 

school, hospital, and church, and the Magisterium’s control encompasses all aspects 

of the children’s lives. The institution teaches children to conform to their authority and 

to silence that which upsets this structure, before sending them back into society as 

‘reformed’ citizens. Mrs Coulter legitimises the experiments on children by blaming the 

dæmons who ‘bring all sort of troublesome thoughts and feelings’ (Northern Lights 

283), portraying them as a corrupting influence. Foucault argues that the treatment of 

illness is a site for subjection to discipline, as the hospital resembles the structure and 

hierarchy of the prison. He argues that ‘“[d]iscipline” may be identified neither with an 

institution nor with an apparatus; it is a type of power, a modality for its exercise, 

comprising a whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, 

targets; it is a ‘physics’ or an ‘anatomy’ of power, a technology’ (Discipline and Punish 

89). The hospital, and especially the asylum, is an institution that disciplines subjects 

through surveillance, punishment, and strict scheduling. This power makes the cared-

for body intelligible and docile. Foucault suggests that ‘a body is docile that may be 
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subjected, used, transformed and improved’ (Discipline and Punish 59), which opens 

the docile body to correction under institutionally authorised behaviours and values. 

He aligns military facilities, schools, prisons, and hospitals in the mass production of 

docile bodies. Bolvangar embodies all these aspects, from the surveillance to 

timetabled exercises and medical observations. Pullman’s reflection of the facility 

theorises the effect of religious authority employing strategies of discipline to create 

pure, docile followers.  

The Church’s secrecy surrounding the nature of Dust draws on a well-crafted system of 

disease metaphor, silencing, and stigmatising to construct Dust as a dangerous side 

effect of human proximity to their companion animals, called dæmons. Mrs Coulter 

tells Lyra that the ‘troublesome thoughts’ (Northern Lights 283) that the dæmon brings 

are what let Dust into the human body. She suggests that it is safer to go through ‘[a] 

quick little operation […] and you’re never troubled again. And your dæmon stays with 

you, only… just not connected. Like a… like a wonderful pet’ (Northern Lights 283). Mrs 

Coulter’s conflation of dæmons, puberty, and ‘troublesome thoughts’ allows a sense 

that the unwilling ‘infection’ of adolescents by unauthorised thoughts or feelings arises 

from an anxiety about human proximity to the animal ‘other’. She attributes the dæmon 

and its animal form with malign agency, through which they corrupt human morality via 

zoonotic transmission, passing moral corruption from animal to human. The 

Magisterium seeks to counter the understanding of dæmons as extensions of the body 

and incite zoonotic fears by characterising them as alien, diseased, and ‘other’. The 

experimental intercision procedure is developed as a religious ritual which follows 

Dayna S. Kalleres’ argument that ‘through baptismal training Christians learn the 
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antidemonic rituals of spiritual warfare. In baptism the Holy Spirit grants them 

exorcistic authority against the devil. In their postbaptismal life they are now ‘soldiers of 

Christ’ and obligated to enroll in spiritual warfare against the demons in their 

environment’ (54). The General Oblation Board portrays the medical procedure as an 

extension of the baptismal ritual, removing the child’s subjection to ‘evil’ whilst 

enforcing a self-regulatory ethic in which becoming an adult means learning to repress 

or destroy the ‘other.’ Intercision is a ritualistic, medical indoctrination into the 

institutional control of the Church as the children undergo a final physical 

transformation of surrendering even their bodily autonomy to its power and distancing 

themselves from the animal ‘other.’ 

The Magisterium’s desire to domesticate dæmons under anthropocentric hierarchical 

structures reveals that the Church uses a discourse of disease to put words to their 

anxiety of the ‘untamed’ non-conformity of the ‘othered’ subject. They fear that human 

proximity to these animal ‘others’ will empower the children to resist social 

constructions and the discipline of its authority. Pullman’s portrayal of the Church’s 

mystification of Dust reveals the transgressive power in the connection between 

humans and their dæmons, as knowing the truth about intercision will expose the 

artifice of the Magisterium’s anthropocentric justifications of violence. The cut’s effect 

on the dæmon’s ability to change shape acts as a metaphor for the docility created by 

the religious instating of the process of self-monitoring, as it medically exorcises the 

transcendent possibilities within the child’s relation to the animal ‘other.' The dualism 

of theological discourse, employing a discourse of disease to construct 

anthropocentric barriers, reinforces the monitoring of borders, where the 
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anthropocentric model of estrangement from the nonhuman expands to encompass 

the fight against evil. As such, ‘othered’ beings are constructed as infectious and evil or 

aligned with the devil himself and are sought to be eradicated or defeated. The 

successful process of ‘othering’ relies on the configuration of the subject as estranged 

or non-conforming.  

The intersection between the religious and medical practices in intercision invites 

comparison to circumcision, which is also carried out on children to form a covenant 

with God or later in life as a ritual of salvation. One of the girls tells Lyra that she 

overheard a nurse saying: 

"It’s just a little operation. Just a little cut. It won’t even hurt, but we put you to 

sleep to make sure […] It’s something to make you more grown up." She said 

everyone had to have it, that’s why grown-ups’ dæmons don’t change like ours 

do. So they have a cut to make them one shape for ever, and that’s how you get 

grown up. (Northern Lights 250) 

The procedure becomes a ritual that serves as a rite of passage from childhood 

innocence into a life of sin-free obedience. The structural similarities between 

circumcision and Pullman’s portrayal of intercision reveal how medical interventions 

are used ritualistically by religious institutions to form an authorised construction of 

sexuality. Audre Lorde argues that women can find power in the Erotic, as ‘[i]t is an 

internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it, we know we can 

aspire’ (206). The Magisterium seeks to control the Erotic because it is a source of 

power that can provide energy for change and free the body from docility through 
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embodied experience. The prophecy of Lyra's fall comes true as she begins to form an 

understanding of her sexuality and the way her love for Will feels in her body. These 

kinds of experiences construct her moral compass, as the goodness of the 

relationships she makes on her journey allows her to see clearly the harm that the 

Magisterium is causing. Pullman portrays the loss of innocence as a source of power 

that allows the adolescent child to engage in critical and transcendent thinking and 

form relationships outside of those authorised by anthropocentric institutions. 

Intercision also draws on a similar language to that used in the description of 

electroconvulsive therapy in The Bell Jar. This is striking because electroconvulsive 

therapy is a treatment for madness of hysteria, which highlights Pullman’s critique of 

institutional desires to control embodied knowledge. To control information, the 

Magisterium treats anyone who obtains knowledge outside of the Church’s ideology as 

dangerous madmen, a reasoning that is used to pursue both Lord Asriel and Lyra across 

worlds. In The Bell Jar, Esther describes the extreme pain of ECT as ‘something bent 

down and took hold of me and shook me like the end of the world. Whee-ee-ee-ee-ee-

ee, it shrilled ad with each flash a great jolt drubbed through me till I thought my bones 

would break’ (135). The description of lightning and energy shooting through her body 

until she feels as if the electricity will tear her apart reflects the moment Roger is torn 

from his dæmon:  

Roger cried and twisted […] Lyra knew that heart-convulsing pain and tried to 

stop […] A jet of light, a jet of pure energy released like an arrow from a great 

bow, shot upwards. The sheets of light and colour that were the Aurora tore 
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apart; a great rending, grinding, crunching, tearing sound reached from one end 

of the universe to the other. (Northern Lights 391)  

Intercision and ECT share the aim of ripping the non-conformity and moral corruption 

from the patient and forcibly correcting the mind through the body. Many of the 

children, like Roger, die as a result of the procedure, and those who do not appear 

changed and empty. Dæmons are ‘people's souls […] visible to themselves and others 

taking the form of animals’ (Frost 148), which means that removing them is the medical 

equivalent of ECT or a lobotomy, which removes unwanted thoughts and knowledge 

from the patient. Pullman portrays the surviving children as zombies or ghosts who 

aimlessly wander in search of the lost part of their soul. 

The nurses of Bolvangar have all had the intercision performed as an initiation into the 

institution, and Lyra senses that something is different about them. She describes:  

The nurse was about as old as Mrs Coulter, Lyra guessed, with a brisk, blank, 

sensible air; she would be able to stitch a wound or change a bandage, but never 

to tell a story. Her dæmon (and Lyra had a moment of strange chill when she 

noticed) was a little white trotting dog (and after a moment she had no idea why 

it had chilled her). (Northern Lights 238)  

The blankness of the nurse foreshadows her institutionalisation under what the church 

has determined as ‘appropriate’ behaviour. The successful salvation of the nurses 

reveals the Church’s desire to find a way to indoctrinate the children to model the 

desired behaviour before they become ‘tainted’ by the evil Dust. The procedure 

becomes preventative rather than corrective, suggesting a shift from the sin/salvation 
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nexus towards a utopian model of behavioural self-monitoring. Lyra is aware that 

dæmons are unable to lie in the same way as humans and continuously draws on 

observations of other people’s dæmons to gauge their true feelings. Similarly, when 

faced with situations where she needs to conceal the truth, Pantalaimon takes ‘his 

most inexpressive shape, a moth, and couldn’t betray her feelings’ (Northern Lights 96). 

Lyra’s unease at the nurse’s dæmon stems from its obedience and lack of individuality, 

as something unexplainable is missing from both the dæmon and its human 

companion. The blankness of the nurse and her dæmon offers another point of 

comparison to the language of patients who have undergone a lobotomy in The Bell Jar. 

Esther describes that ‘there was a uniformity to their faces, as if they had lain for a long 

time on a shelf, out of the sunlight, under siftings of pale, fine dust’ (135). In becoming 

model citizens, the lobotomy patients, much like the nurses at Bolvangar, have lost all 

sense of individuality. The description of their lying unmoving on a shelf suggests a 

severing of the connection between the post-treatment patient and the world outside of 

the facility. The nurse, through the separation from her dæmon, loses touch with the 

world outside of the religious community. Lyra’s reflection of her inability to tell a story 

suggests that her disconnection from her sense of place and the limitation of 

independent thought make her unable to participate in the social act of storytelling. The 

procedure has limited her freedom of expression, creativity, and ability to think outside 

the institution.  

Pullman’s emphasis on the importance of storytelling draws attention to Lyra’s 

narration of the experience as a patient. Lisa Diedrich argues that illness narratives 

articulate what Foucault terms ‘subjugated knowledge’, the naïve or low-ranking 
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knowledge marginal to institutional knowledge. Within illness narratives, subjugated 

knowledge takes the form of the patient's personal experience of illness and its 

treatment, which is central to the patient but unproductive within the institutional 

knowledge used to treat them. Diedrich argues that ‘subjugated knowledges always 

threaten to disrupt the power/knowledge nexus; they are something of a Freudian 

‘return of the repressed’ in terms of socio-cultural rather than individual histories’ (2). 

Lyra’s performance in the role of the patient provides her with insight into the language 

used by the Magisterium to subvert patients under their power structures. She gains 

subjugated knowledge by contrasting her knowledge of Dust with her experience of the 

horrors taking place at Bolvangar. She realises that her perceived ‘illness’, which the 

Magisterium tells her has corrupting influences, could never be as evil as the medical 

experiments conducted at Bolvangar. She rejects Mrs Coulter’s reasoning of the 

separation of the bond between human and dæmon as necessary to maintain the strict 

barriers between the human and the ‘other.’ Mrs Coulter’s attempts to assuage Lyra’s 

disgust by explaining that ‘your dæmon stays with you, only … just not connected. Like 

a … like a wonderful pet, if you like. The best pet in the world!’ (Northern Lights 283). 

She presents the separation of human and ‘other’ as an idealised form of detachment, 

through which the human is closer to the divine. The consequence for the dæmon is 

that it loses its subject status and becomes subject to anthropocentric power. Lyra’s 

experience as a patient reveals the physical dangers of using a discourse of disease to 

justify ideological control of morality, and it allows her to remain critical of authorities 

that claim to be acting based on a universal truth.  Her illness narrative is one of many 

embedded personal stories within the trilogy that work together to expose the 
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importance of a cyclical and reciprocal process of storytelling that allows us to learn 

from one another and be receptive to those stories not told through language.  

What makes Lyra’s narrative compelling is Pullman’s emphasis on the importance of 

subjugated knowledge and its ability to unsettle structures of power within the 

institutions that claim authority through knowledge. She gains her knowledge through 

experience, which makes her more empathetic and open when faced with that which 

exists outside of the rhetoric of her world. As such, she begins to see connections that 

none of the scholars or religious authorities from her world could have possibly 

conceived of. Pullman’s portrayal of the Church’s fear of Lyra’s transcendent abilities 

draws on similar structures to Foucault’s identification of the socially contingent 

construction of madness as nonconformity. Her curiosity reveals a Renaissance notion 

of madness as a facilitator of wisdom or knowledge, as Foucault suggests that the 

madman ‘tempted by [knowledge] is not a victim of the violence of desire but of the 

much more insidious lure of curiosity’ (Madness and Civilization 19). Lyra’s curiosity is 

central to her development of knowledge, as it allows her to think beyond the fear of 

contagion and proximity to the non-human. The Church perceives her non-conformity 

as an ultimate moral degeneracy, which is reflected through the language of madness 

and morality in the interpretation of Lyra as the new Eve. The representation of Dust as 

a form of madness reveals fears of her hyper-patient-hood as she continues to gain 

knowledge outside of what is deemed acceptable by the Magisterium, which presents 

the threat that she may use her subjugated knowledge to contaminate the rest of the 

community with her ‘madness’. Foucault argues that ‘[m]adness deals not so much 

with the truth and the world, as with man and whatever truth about himself he is able to 
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perceive’ (Madness and Civilization 23), revealing the nature of the knowledge gained by 

the mad as a form of self-reflection. Lyra’s knowledge does not represent a universal 

truth; it is knowledge of herself and her place in the world, complete with socially 

contingent structures of authority. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



C h a p t e r  1 :  C o n t a g i o u s  C o s m o l o g i e s  | 82 
 

 

Other Worlds; Other Stories 
 

The transgressive knowledge that Lyra obtains despite the Magisterium’s efforts to 

control and silence her reveals a need for new approaches to that which exists outside 

the limits of our collective knowledge. Pullman’s vision of a post-anthropocentric 

intellectual partnership with the nonhuman becomes possible as Lyra herself begins to 

tell experiential stories and urge the souls in purgatory to share their stories too. Mary 

witnesses a procession of ghosts as they depart from purgatory, and one of them turns 

to tell her that the key is to ‘[t]ell [the harpies] stories. That’s what we didn’t know. All 

this time, and we never knew! But they need the truth. That’s what nourishes them. You 

must tell them true stories, and everything will be well, everything. Just tell them 

stories’ (The Amber Spyglass 433). Storytelling about experiences and places is an act 

of care that demonstrates the readiness of the souls to become part of a collective 

knowledge, curiosity, and care for the world. Mary describes: 

They took a few steps in the world of grass and air and silver light, and looked 

around, their faces transformed with joy […] and held out their arms as if they 

were embracing the whole universe; and then, as if they were made of mist or 

smoke, they simply drifted away, becoming part of the earth and the dew and the 

night breeze. (The Amber Spyglass 433) 

The souls’ joy when they rejoin the world and become part of nature inverts the promise 

of an idealised landscape in the afterlife, as Pullman’s Eden is the landscape that the 

souls have cared for and missed while in purgatory. 
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This second part of the chapter will focus on Pullman’s speculative engagement with 

storytelling to explore his use of experiential storytelling as a means to reconfigure 

anthropocentric attitudes. His narrative contains an experimental reflection of what it 

means to subject individuals to various institutional discourses. One example is the 

discourse of disease used by the Magisterium to construct their authorised morality, as 

they continuously portray Lyra as immoral and finds herself the unwilling protagonist of 

their fall myth. Henri Bergson argues that ‘[t]he morality of a human society may indeed 

be compared to its language […] our languages are the product of customs. Nothing in 

the vocabulary, or even in the syntax, comes from nature’ (28). I suggest that in 

Pullman’s writing, language and morality are not merely comparative in nature; they are 

inseparably linked, and their relationship is cyclical. Morality could not exist without a 

language to define and uphold its boundaries, and its cultural construction means that 

morality, in turn, influences the development of language. Pullman’s reflection of the 

discourse of disease within the Magisterium’s construction of morality reveals that 

language and morality reinforce each other cyclically through the construction of 

barriers through fabulation. Fabulation, which Ronald Bogue describes as a form of 

myth-making central to the construction and religions of human societies, creates 

‘closed societies’ structured around a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them.’ Bouge suggests that 

traditionally, ‘fabulation and religion together function as fundamental means of 

reinforcing social cohesion in closed societies’ (15). Bergson positions the use of 

fabulation as a social narrative that organises closed societies through a construction 

of morality, which suggests that religious mythmaking draws on a system of ‘othering.’ 

His critique of the anthropocentric structures of closed societies centres on the notion 

that human society is an unstable construction that derives from a sense of moral 
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obligation to humankind rather than a fixed, natural instinct for existing in society as a 

species. Bouge and Bergson’s separation of language and morality resembles the 

consequences of disease metaphors. Both inevitably create barriers and closed 

societies through their discursive influence on constructions of morality. Lyra’s 

experience of different communities across worlds highlights a connection between 

discursive ‘othering’ through fabulation and anthropocentric attitudes. The Magisterium 

draws on disease as discourse to construct barriers between humans and nonhumans 

and to form a closed society where the human population has hierarchical power over 

space and resources. 

The Authority, the first angel who has positioned himself as a god-like figure, similarly 

draws on fabulation to assert his hierarchical power over the other angels and humans. 

The angels tell Will that the Authority ‘was never the creator. He was an angel like 

ourselves – the first angel, true, the most powerful, but he was formed of Dust as we 

are, and Dust is only a name for what happens when matter begins to understand itself’ 

(The Amber Spyglass 31). The Authority lied to those who came after him to establish 

himself as their creator and God. He has created the Underworld and his Kingdom of 

Heaven to control humanity through the promise of an idealised afterlife, which can be 

traded for a prison-like punishment if his subjects do not conform to his will. He 

constructs an illusion of power through the enforcement of taboo and strict notions of 

morality, which resemble the epistemological superiority within dogmatic religions. 

Pullman's portrayal of the Authority’s dishonesty offers a broader criticism aimed at the 

cultural institutions that use fabulation and morally instructive narratives to reinforce 

their structures of power. Pullman draws on a reconfiguration of the Bible to highlight 
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how cosmological stories become parts of ideological systems of control. Lord Asriel 

reads:  

For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, 

and your dæmon shall assume their true forms […] But when the man and 

woman knew their own dæmons, they knew that a great change had come upon 

them, for until that moment it had seemed that they were at one with all the 

creatures of the earth and the air, and there was no difference between them: 

and they saw the difference, and they knew good and evil; and they were 

ashamed. (Northern Lights 369)  

Pullman’s inclusion of the separation of humans from the rest of the creatures of Earth 

suggests that the Authority’s fall narrative legitimises an anthropocentric hierarchy. The 

introduction of morality positions the ‘other’ as evil, based on a construction of shame, 

which results from the sudden awareness of transgressive possibilities. He emphasises 

the overwhelming shame that Adam and Eve feel as a consequence of their sexual 

awakening because they now see difference and begin to categorise the world 

according to the good/evil binary. The Authority uses morality and shame to establish 

his control over them as he positions himself as their saviour through fabrication of a 

‘sin’ that necessitates punishment. Kathleen Kellet argues that ‘the narratives of the 

Authority’s Bible delineate the boundaries of acceptable expressions of subjectivity, 

and they mandate the abjection of those whose knowledge and experience stray 

outside these boundaries’ (158). His Dark Materials highlights the dangers of dogmatic 

storytelling, as all texts are subjected to interpretation and possibly appropriation. 

Engagements with cosmological stories like the Bible as dogmatic restricts knowledge 



C h a p t e r  1 :  C o n t a g i o u s  C o s m o l o g i e s  | 86 
 

 

and experience outside of that which aligns with the ideology of the institution. The 

Authority and Magisterium, which utilize biblical stories and discourse to reinforce 

anthropocentric attitudes, offer examples of how real-world religious institutions limit 

our ability to reconfigure our environmental ethics. 

Lyra’s prophesied temptation represents a threat to the Authority because it allows her 

to engage with and learn from stories that exist outside of his authorised narrative. The 

prophecy states that ‘if it comes about that the child is tempted, as Eve was, then she is 

likely to fall. On the outcome will depend… everything. And if this temptation does take 

place, and if the child gives in, then Dust and sin will triumph’ (The Amber Spyglass 68). 

The Authority uses fabulation to construct a single cosmological narrative that cannot 

be reconfigured, as anyone who questions it is branded a ‘heretic’. Lyra’s fall, however, 

highlights the transformative powers of fabulation as she draws on interpretation and 

subjectivity to inform her worldview, and exposes that original sin is a lie told by 

religious institutions to uphold their position of power. Pullman’s reconstruction of the 

fall can be read through Gilles Deleuze's theory of the positive use of fabulation. 

Deleuze argues that the challenge and aim of art ‘is to wrest the percept from 

perceptions of objects and the states of a perceiving subject, to wrest the affect from 

affections as the transition from one state to another: to extract a bloc of sensations, a 

pure being of sensations’ (167). According to Deleuze, the storyteller must remove 

themselves from the story to create a monument that can preserve the ‘being of 

sensation’. Deleuze's perspective suggests that although a storyteller cannot fully 

remove their subjectivity, fabulation can be used positively through acknowledgments 

that the story can never dictate a truth; it can only offer perspective. Reading Pullman's 
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trilogy alongside Deleuze's theory of fabulation reveals that cosmological stories hold 

positive potential. However, Pullman's use of fabulation does not straightforwardly 

align with Deleuze’s theory. His portrayal of Lyra’s experiential storytelling suggests that 

although the storyteller must remove themselves from the story, the story continues to 

be influenced by them and that through critical engagement with and reinventions of 

these stories, they provide essential tools for understanding the world that we live in.  

Lyra details the consequences of the restrictive uses of fabulation within a narrative 

that contains its transcendent possibilities. Throughout her journey, she engages with 

cosmological stories through cyclical interpretative strategies. As she learns more 

about the true nature of Dust, she revisits stories that she has been told along the way 

and welcomes a multitude of different versions of the same myth. Lyra’s narrative, as 

an intertextual rewriting, and her simultaneous engagement with interpretation reflect 

the benefits of her cyclical approach to storytelling, as it enables her to transcend the 

limitations of the Authority's narrative. She learns the final truth about Dust after the 

prophecy of her fall comes true. The shadows tell Mary Malone, a former nun who left 

the church to become a scientist, that she must help Lyra and Will because they are the 

only ones who can stop the Dust from being absorbed into the void between the worlds. 

While she reflects on how she will be able to guide the children, she sees a procession 

of ghosts as they leave the underworld, and one of them tells her that ‘[y]ou must tell 

them true stories, and everything will be well, everything. Just tell them stories’ (The 

Amber Spyglass 434). The ghost refers to the Harpies and the deal that Lyra made with 

them, which allows the souls to leave the underworld in exchange for true stories. 

Unaware of the events in the underworld, Mary interprets it as an injunction to tell the 

children true stories of her life. When she returns, she tells them of her first love and 
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how her gradual awareness of her feelings awakened something hidden within her that 

led her to reject the Catholic Church. As Lyra listens to her story, a similar awareness 

begins to form in her and ‘[s]he felt as though she had been handed the keys to a great 

house she hadn’t known was there, a house that was somehow inside her, and, as she 

turned the key, deep in the darkness of the building she felt other doors opening too, 

and lights come on’ (The Amber Spyglass 445). The metaphor suggests that she slowly 

forms a knowledge of the world constituted by her self-awareness. Amitav Ghosh 

argues: 

Recognition is famously a passage from ignorance to knowledge. To recognize, 

then, is not the same as an initial introduction. Nor does recognition require an 

exchange of words: more often than not we recognize mutely. And to recognize 

is by no means to understand that which meets the eye; comprehension need 

play no part in a moment of recognition. (4)  

Ghosh’s argument that language and comprehension are not needed for the passage 

from ignorance to knowledge suggests that knowledge formation is based on patterns 

of recognition. Mary’s use of storytelling sparks recognition within Lyra, and she begins 

a transition from ignorance to knowledge without full comprehension of what this new 

knowledge means. This suggests that, rather than understanding Mary’s story as a 

reflection of societal truth, she experiences the ‘being of sensation’ as she relates to 

the story through her own knowledge. In doing so, she is able to experience and make 

sense of the emotions of the story, without the storyteller’s removal. 

Pullman imagines the eco-centric potentials of positive fabulation, as key figures within 

the trilogy find themselves able to communicate with the nonhuman. A notable 
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example is his portrayal of Lyra’s ability to read the alethiometer. It represents a form of 

symbol-based language, and she reads the ‘truth’ by positioning its dials on three 

chosen symbols. When she enquires about the origin of the symbols, the envoy of the 

Witches tells her that this was normal at the time of the alethiometer's creation:  

Symbols and emblems were everywhere. Buildings and pictures were designed 

to be read like books. Everything stood for something else; if you had the right 

dictionary, you could read Nature itself. It was hardly surprising to find 

philosophers using the symbolisms of their time to interpret knowledge that 

came from a mysterious source. (Northern Lights 173) 

His reference to a kind of ‘Nature dictionary’ reveals that a process of learning is 

necessary for comprehensions of the languages of place, as the human communicator 

must learn to translate non-human information into symbols that capture the essence 

of its meaning. As such, the alethiometer is a device that facilitates human 

communication with the non-human, as it allows both parties to point the dials toward 

a symbol to construct meaning. To understand the symbols, Lyra needs to enter a 

trance-like state. She explains that ‘I kind of see ‘em. Or feel ‘em rather, like climbing 

downing a ladder at night, you put your foot down and there’s another rung. Well, I put 

my mind down and there’s another meaning’ (Northern Lights 152). Her initial 

understanding of the state of mind suggests that she reads the alethiometer intuitively, 

but she must drown out the distractions around her to follow her intuition. 

She later describes this to Will as ‘negative capability’, referencing the term invented by 

John Keats, which he uses to describe a non-egocentric aesthetic in poetry (Ou 10). 

Suzanne L. Barnett argues that negative capability in postmodernity has become 
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understood as empathy or an existence ‘in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without 

any irritable reaching after fact and reason results in empathy, or, to put it another way, 

that the absence of a firmly rooted selfhood necessarily leads to more visceral 

connections with other people or the ability to see the world from their perspectives’ 

(206). Lyra describes that reaching a state of negative capability has always come 

naturally to her, and the symbols of the alethiometer reveal themselves as images in 

her mind. Her natural ability to interpret the meaning of symbols without the aid of 

books that scholars use for this purpose sets her apart from the rest of her world. The 

trilogy’s thematic focus on ‘the special child’ does not distinguish whether Lyra is 

special because of her ability to read the alethiometer or the prophecy of her fall. 

Arguably, these are not so easy to separate. Her ability to employ negative capability 

depends on her curiosity and openness, which challenge her knowledge of the world, 

and ultimately drives her downfall. Her use of negative capability subverts its 

postmodern simplification to empathy, as Lyra is motivated by understanding the 

cosmological stories of different peoples and beings, but also readily questions the 

ethics of these stories. 

Barnett suggests that Pullman’s use of negative capability encompasses a ‘self-

annihilation, or the complete dissolution of one’s ego so that a higher power (Dust, 

destiny, or doom, as it were) can fill the empty space’ (211). I, however, argue that 

Pullman’s engagement with negative capability contains a more radical understanding 

of knowledge formation. Lyra’s upbringing as an orphan who lives amongst the scholars 

in Jordan College means that she is unable to construct a stable sense of self in a space 

where she is not entirely at home. The trilogy emphasises the familial role in the 

continuation of cosmological stories. Lyra briefly belongs to various family structures 
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where she hears the stories that their children grow up with, and she experiences 

firsthand the importance of family for the ability to form a relation to space. Her lack of 

kinship means that she has not inherited a knowledge of her place in the world and has 

a sense of self that fluctuates. Gradually, as she finds her place among many different 

human and non-human beings, she gains her cultural education from them in place of 

her parents. She learns to believe in the mystical from the Gyptians, bravery and 

honesty from the bears, and a compassion for nature from the witches. Her ability to 

disregard her sense of self when she reads the alethiometer is not self-annihilation, but 

rather an ability to transcend one's position within the barriers that obscure the ability 

to see beyond cultural institutions. Pullman’s choice to name the mental state that Lyra 

needs to reach in order to read the alethiometer, along with his intertextual references 

to Keats, seems somewhat paradoxical. Arguably, naming is a process of constructing 

relations between the thing and its social and cultural context, which defy what 

negative capability aims to achieve. His reference to Keats is significant in the way he 

uses intertext to construct positive uses of fabulation, as it indicates that engaging with 

cosmological stories and the process of learning is productive for negative capability. 

Learning to recognise without making conclusions forms a central part of the exchange 

of knowledge. Ghosh argues:  

To look into the tiger’s eyes is to recognize a presence of which you are already 

aware; and in that moment of contact you realize that this presence possesses a 

similar awareness of you, even though it is not human. This mute exchange of 

gazes is the only communication that is possible between you and this 

presence— yet communication it undoubtedly is. (29)  
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He suggests that mutual recognition, the passage from ignorance to knowledge, is a 

form of communication itself. Lyra’s communication with Dust, through the 

alethiometer, similarly relies on her recognition of the symbols in their combinations 

without necessarily providing a full understanding. 

Several characters refer to the alethiometer as the ‘truth teller’, but Lyra’s interpretative 

engagement with it challenges this assumption. When the alethiometer tells her that 

there is a ghost in a village near their camp, Lyra convinces Iorek to help her find out the 

truth. She tells him that she ‘“thought [the child] was a ghost, but the symbol-reader 

might be telling me something I can’t understand” […] The alethiometer had indicated 

something uncanny and unnatural’ (Northern Lights 210). She recognises the general 

meaning and urgency of what the alethiometer communicates but does not fully 

understand what has happened to the child. The irony of her misreading of the ‘truth 

teller’ targets institutions that promise a universal ‘truth’ as no such thing exists in 

Pullman’s universe. He frames the ethos of using knowledge cyclically to inform our 

decisions. Lyra must learn from her past mistakes and continue to challenge and build 

on the knowledge she has already formed through observations of the impact of her 

actions. This is addressed more explicitly in the passage at the end of the American 

version of Northern Lights (renamed The Golden Compass), which contains a section 

that does not appear in the UK edition. Lyra says, ‘we got it wrong, though, Pan. We got 

it all wrong about Roger. We thought we were helping him [...] Next time we will check 

everything and ask all the questions we can think of, then. We'll do better next time’ 

(The Golden Compass 101). The added passage acknowledges her imperfections and 

that her actions have had unintentional, devastating consequences for her friend. This 
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realisation is a pivotal moment of self-development as she begins to reflect on the self-

assured, almost blasé approach that led her here. Pullman’s inclusion of this reflection 

in the American version of the novel constructs it as a cautionary tale with a clear 

directive on how to improve in the future: ask questions.  

After Lyra’s vow to ask questions, her ability to read the alethiometer gradually 

becomes impeded. She describes that ‘her last few readings had been so difficult, and 

her mind felt awkward and tentative as she stepped down through the branches of 

understanding’ (The Amber Spyglass 424). Her difficulties suggest that her ability to see 

the world from the perspective of others increasingly becomes a challenge as she 

develops a more rooted sense of self and questions the structures of authority around 

her. The first time she realises that she has lost the ability to read the alethiometer, she 

feels a sense of loss. Pullman hints at the increased difficulty of setting aside a sense of 

self as part of growing up, as the child becomes settled in their understanding of the 

world, which is often shaped by social and religious institutions. However, this is 

foreshadowed by Lord Asriel’s reminder that ‘we we’re wrong; we learned to see the 

world up there. If light can cross, so can we. And we have to learn to see it, Lyra, just as 

you learned to use the alethiometer’ (Northern Lights 374). He accepts the presence of 

knowledge that exists outside of the limitations of the Magisterium’s control and that 

they label them ‘mystical’, ‘supernatural’, or even ‘heretical’ to control their subversive 

potential. He suggests that learning to see beyond these limitations is essential for 

being able to transcend the ‘othering’ effects of human culture, which allows us to 

practice the structures of negative capability necessary for communication with the 

non-human. Lyra will be able to continue to read the alethiometer if she remains aware 

of the limitations of her cultural and social context and shows willingness to work 
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increasingly harder to disregard her sense of self and what she considers ‘truth’. 

Pullman juxtaposes Lyra’s natural instinct for reading the alethiometer with that of the 

Magisterium scholar, who continuously struggles to make sense of his own readings. 

When asked to find Lyra’s location, he determines her to be somewhere in the 

Himalayas and tells the court that ‘[s]o far, that is all I have been able to tell. I shall go at 

once and ask for a more precise location, and as soon as I have it I shall tell the court’ 

(The Amber Spyglass 68). His progress in discerning meaning, in comparison to Lyra’s 

instant ability to understand the symbols, suggests that his ability to see the truth is 

severely hindered by discursive control of the Magisterium. When they force their 

worldview upon the readings, it makes them inaccurate, so he must first work to 

disregard the assumptions that their authority has taught him, to eventually make 

sense of the information. His process of reading the alethiometer is not unlike the 

scholarly engagement that Lyra will adopt in the future, but he is further restricted by 

his position within the Magisterium's agenda. Pullman’s emphasis on the labour 

necessary to maintain the ability to communicate with the non-human suggests that 

our path to reconfigure or transcend the structures that separate the human from the 

non-human will require continuous hard work. 

Lyra’s awareness of negative capability enables her to construct a creative engagement 

with stories, which allows individuals to learn, reinvent, and teach in a cyclical manner. 

Her narrative’s intertextual engagement foregrounds the benefits of reading and 

interpreting one's own life creatively through non-dogmatic oral and written narratives, 

which Pullman emphasises in Dæmon Voices: Essays on Storytelling. He suggests here 

that the crucial benefit of storytelling is that it invokes excitement and inspiration. He 

reflects on his inspiration drawn from Paradise Lost and reveals the value that keeping 
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these stories alive through retelling and reinvention has for knowledge formation. He 

portrays Milton’s focus on making sense of the world as ‘the central story of our lives, 

the story that more than any other tells us what it means to be human’ (56). His focus 

on the temptation-and-Fall theme as a positive part of the human experience reveals 

his emphasis on the connection between storytelling and a sense of place. Like Milton, 

he inverts the expectation of God as ‘good’ and the devil as his ‘evil’ counterpart. 

Pullman’s story preserves the essence of Paradise Lost to honour the cultural impact of 

Milton’s story, but he also transforms parts to highlight other themes that are less 

central to Milton’s narrative. His intertextual engagement portrays storytelling as a 

cyclical process in which knowledge is formed through telling and retelling, as each 

storyteller adds their own knowledge to the narrative. Ioana-Gianina Haneş suggests: 

As an intertextual phenomenon with a wide range of significations, rewriting 

encompasses the idea of the need to make corrections: you rewrite when what 

has already been written is not correct, complete or requires amendments […] In 

this manner, the old becomes the new [and] the past is brought face to face with 

the present. (9) 

Haneş’s identification of the need to amend historical writing suggests that narrative 

interpretation is culturally contingent. Pullman subverts the oppressive language of 

disease as he positions his Milton-esque reconfiguration of the Fall narrative in 

opposition to the ‘othering’ power structures of the Magisterium. 

Pullman’s focus on Lyra’s establishment of a sense of place is particularly important 

for his identification of the consequences of fabulation. The parallels between Paradise 

Lost and His Dark Materials are evident in the refusal each text makes of the ‘modern 
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sensibilities which reject thinking of ourselves as planted in place’ (Hiltner, 1), as Milton 

and Pullman imagine instead a rootedness in Earth that comes with a deep 

commitment to place. Ken Hiltner argues that ‘when a confused Eve learns that she is 

to be exiled from her place (the Garden), she cannot help emote the bond she has with 

her place […] Eve’s response to the news of her exile may seem more the reaction of a 

plant faced with being uprooted than a human confronting the prospect of moving’ (1). 

Milton’s rewriting of Genesis emphasises the horror of displacement and also highlights 

the forced separation of Eve from her connection to nature, which portrays the story of 

the Fall as an inherently environmental narrative. Hiltner argues that Milton’s portrayal 

of the Fall reveals a notion of the original construction of consumerism, as Eve ‘viewed 

the forbidden tree immediately after her Fall as some-thing to be consumed’ (20). The 

repositioning of Eve’s observation of nature from rooted in nature to a subject who 

views her place as an object suggests that her displacement has caused her to perceive 

Earth in anthropocentric terms. Hiltner further suggests that Adam’s despair of the 

strange landscape reveals a ‘reciprocal relation of knowledge, to say nothing of the fact 

that place is understood as knower of its inhabitants, makes clear what Adam and Eve 

have lost with Paradise: that a horrific change in their relation to the place has 

occurred’ (20). Lyra’s journey reflects a similar loss of place as she journeys across 

unknown worlds. Each novel in the trilogy contains a rewriting of the Fall, as Lyra 

continues to choose her path based on her desire for knowledge, which results in 

punishment and displacement, foreshadowing the prophecy of her true role. In 

Northern Lights, her pursuit of the truth about Dust leads her to her father’s prison, 

where she unknowingly ensures the death of her friend Roger. Roger’s death teaches 

her to question the intentions of those who promote a narrative of Dust as evil. Pan 
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reminds her that they ‘believed them, even though we could see that what they were 

doing was wicked and evil and wrong... We thought Dust must be bad too, because they 

were grown-up and they said so. But what if it isn’t?’ (Northern Lights 395). He plays a 

significant role in Lyra’s Fall, as he encourages her to challenge structures of authority 

to form her own understanding of the world. His role as a spiritual guide is confirmed by 

Serefina Pekela, as she reminds Pan and Kirjava that they ‘must help [Lyra and Will] and 

guide them and encourage them towards wisdom. That’s what dæmons are for’ (The 

Amber Spyglass 476). It is revealing that Pullman constructs dæmons as spirit guides, 

as this subverts anthropocentric hierarchies and portrays humans as children of 

nature, nurtured by and able to learn from wise natural forces. 

The settlement of the child’s dæmon into their permanent form portrays the Fall as a 

necessary passage from childhood into adulthood – and from innocence into 

experience. It reflects the knowledge gained through the Fall, as Adam and Eve ‘knew 

their own dæmons’ (Northern Lights 370), which suggests that they learn the value of 

their connection to nature. Lyra’s anxiety about Pan’s permanent shape is a recurrent 

theme throughout the trilogy, and she often enquires about the experience from others 

that she meets along the way. On board the gyptian ship, one of the seamen, Jerry, tells 

her the story of a man whose dæmon settled as a dolphin, which forced him to spend 

the rest of his life at sea. When she remarks that she wishes that Pantalaimon would be 

able to change forever, he tells her:  

[T]here’s compensations for a settled from […] Knowing what kind of person you 

are. Take old Belesaria. She’s a seagull, and that means I’m kind of seagull too. 

I’m not grand and splendid or beautiful, but I’m a tough old thing and I can 
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survive anywhere and always find a bit of food and company. That’s worth 

knowing, that is. And when your dæmon settles, you’ll know the sort of person 

you are (Northern Lights 167). 

Jerry’s story suggests that the dæmon’s settled shape reflects the individual’s 

connection to place. The dæmon’s form reveals the truth about their human 

counterpart’s true understanding of self, but also their connection to nature. The 

permanent form of a dæmon is determined by factors such as the pair’s profession, 

their temperament, connection to place, and many other aspects of identity formation. 

This suggests that the permanent form offers a grounding in the child’s knowledge of 

place, as their engagement with the world around them informs the passage into 

adulthood. The Magisterium’s separation of dæmon and human reveals a desire to 

control this process through institutional constructions of subjectivity and personhood 

to exploit ‘the fragility of an embodied human being’s abilities to perceive, to think, and 

to latch onto a stable sense of true knowledge in a fluctuating sensory world’ (Kalleres, 

54). I suggest that the dæmon represents the human’s embodied connection to nature, 

as their animal shapes settle in the form that makes the most sense for the child’s 

spatial and embodied context. 

The dæmons’ embodied knowledge threatens the ideologies of the Authority and the 

Magisterium, as these promote a separation of mind over matter. Laura Frost argues 

that ‘the Authority is an ancient IDEA of God, kept alive artificially by those who benefit 

from his continued existence’ (11), as he is formed from Dust into a placeless being that 

has no power over the physical realm. She further suggests that he develop a 

cosmological narrative in which he is the creator of the angels to establish control over 
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them. His control extends to the human realm, where he creates a separation of mind 

over matter to emphasise his hierarchical superiority. The Kingdom of Heaven is the 

concept of his power base on which the illusion of his divinity is constructed. The angel, 

Balthamos, tells Will that the kingdom is also called the Chariot as ‘[i]t’s not fixed […] it 

moves from place to place. Wherever it goes, there is the heart of the kingdom, his 

citadel, his palace’ (The Amber Spyglass 32). Because the Authority has no control over 

the physical realm and his kingdom is fully mobile, it renders its inhabitants fully 

placeless. His human subjects consume the promise of an idealised existence free 

from the toils and dangers of the material world, which encourages them to abandon 

their ethical responsibilities towards their place in favour of this promise. Lord Asriel 

identifies the problematic effect that the separation of mind over matter has on the 

environment. He tells Lyra that ‘[h]uman beings can’t see anything without wanting to 

destroy it’ (Northern Lights 375), which reveals his identification of the Authority’s 

cosmological narrative as the source of the anthropocentric desires of humanity. He 

declares that ‘[s]omewhere out there is the origin of all the Dust, all the death, the sin, 

the misery, the destructiveness in the world […] And I’m going to destroy it. Death is 

going to die’ (Northern Lights 375). Lord Asriel seeks to disrupt the Authority’s 

interference with natural cycles, as he identifies his anthropocentric hierarchy as the 

root cause of the human inability to peacefully coexist with the nonhuman. His war 

exposes the ideology that the Magisterium bases its beliefs on as an illusion and 

portrays the need to challenge harmful cultural structures that shape the way we 

engage with the world around us. Despite the Authority’s defeat, his interference with 

the natural order of life remains in place as those who have been transformed into 

matterless beings remain imprisoned in the underworld. Lord Asriel’s war against the 



C h a p t e r  1 :  C o n t a g i o u s  C o s m o l o g i e s  | 100 
 

 

Authority’s idealised disembodiment reveals that to fight these ideologies is only a first 

step in healing the spaces that have been irrevocably altered. 

After the war, Lyra vows to help heal the trail the trail of environmental damage left by 

both sides of the war. The Authority has created the ‘artificial world of the dead, in 

which spirits persist in everlasting stasis, robbed of their ability to reconnect with the 

natural world’ (Kellett 163), to maintain his illusion that humans have a monopoly on 

the spiritual world. Only humans are allowed to enter the underworld, and their bonds 

to their dæmons are separated in death. These terms are reiterated when Tony 

Makerios dies and Farder Coram tells Lyra that ‘he closed his eyes finally and fell still, 

and that was the first time he looked peaceful, for he was like any other dead person 

then, with their dæmon gone in the course of nature’ (Northern Lights 218). His 

emphasis on the natural occurrence of the separation of human and dæmon in death 

reveals his anthropocentric juxtaposition of the human, whose connection to the 

intellectual and spiritual realms makes him superior to the embodied animal. He 

constructs the underworld to prove the existence of the Kingdom of Heaven, as the 

material body is left behind as evidence of the soul's departure. His Kingdom of Heaven 

offers an idealised sense of place in which the human is freed from their bodily 

restrictions. This promise has severe consequences for environmental ethics, as it 

encourages followers to dedicate their attention to a mystical, utopian landscape, 

rather than care for the spaces around them. No human knows that the promise is false 

until they are trapped in the underworld as eternal disembodied prisoners. As Lyra and 

Will approach the world of the dead, they observe that ‘the edges of things were losing 

their definition as well and becoming blurred […] the colour was slowly seeping out of 

the world’ (The Amber Spyglass 248), the place around them slowly melting into grey 
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fog. Once they get inside the gates of the world of the dead, they find themselves ‘on a 

great plain that extended far ahead into the mist. The light by which they saw was a dull 

self-luminescence that seemed to exist everywhere equally, so that there were no true 

shadows and no true light, and everything was the same dingy colour’ (The Amber 

Spyglass 294). Rather than transcending to some lush garden, the souls are trapped in 

a space of claustrophobic nothingness, where they spend their days longing for fresh 

air and embodied experiences. 

As Lyra and Will walk amongst the souls, they begin to reach out for their warmth and 

ask them to talk about the world. The harpies, bird-like prison guards, are fascinated by 

Lyra’s stories and demand more stories in exchange for safe passage. In Northern 

Lights, Lyra outwits the king of the armoured bears when she pretends to be a dæmon, 

which gains her the nickname Silvertongue, as armoured bears are known for their 

ability to see through lies. Given her previous success with lies, she again decides to 

rely on her ability to construct convincing stories to trick the harpy into letting her go. 

This time, the harpy attacks her and screams that she is a liar, ‘[a]nd it sounded as if her 

voice was coming from everywhere, and the word echoed back from the great wall in 

the fog, muffled and changed, so that she seemed to be screaming Lyra’s name, so that 

Lyra and liar were one and the same thing’ (The Amber Spyglass 293). The scream 

enacts a second renaming in which the positive connotations of skill and aptitude of the 

name Silvertongue are inverted and positioned alongside the negative and shameful 

word ‘liar’. The harpies teach Lyra that storytelling is a valuable skill, but that they must 

reflect the storyteller’s understanding of the truth to pass on knowledge to the listeners. 

Their identification of the centrality of the individual’s engagement with the world 

around them for the production of knowledge suggests that valuable stories are 
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grounded in a sense of place. They form an agreement with Lyra to guide the souls out 

of the underworld in exchange for true stories, as they are nourished by the knowledge 

transmitted in embodied stories. Their condition is that they ‘have the right to refuse to 

guide them if they lie, or if they hold anything back, or if they have nothing to tell us. If 

they live in the world, they should see and touch and hear and love and learn things’ 

(The Amber Spyglass 319). Pullman’s focus on place within storytelling denies the 

Cartesian subjectivist movement in favour of a reading of biblical cosmology as a story 

about the enlightenment found in the connection between the individual and a sense of 

place. He rejects the notion of ‘mind as its own place’ and the expectations of borders 

between intellectual and physical constructions of place, as those who tell the harpies 

stories that are not grounded in place will be denied help in re-joining the world after 

purgatory. Pullman’s portrayal of storytelling reflects Ghosh’s argument that ‘it is 

through the imposition of these boundaries, in time and space, that the world of a novel 

is created: like the margins of a page, these borders render places into texts, so that 

they can be read’ (59). Storytelling in Pullman’s worlds is both useful for making place 

intelligible but also for coexistence with the non-human ‘by thinking and feeling and 

reflecting, by gaining wisdom and passing it on’ (The Amber Spyglass 496). Stories are 

the intersection of communication, knowledge formation, and the construction of a 

sense of self – and they inform the way we engage with the world and beings around us.  

The cosmological stories used by the Authority to maintain control would not be 

sufficient to allow passage through the underworld, as they attempt to promote 

ideologies as ‘truth’. In Dæmon Voices, Pullman states that ‘the kingdom of heaven 

promised us certain things... But now that, for me anyway, the King is dead, I find that I 

still need these things that heaven promised’ (146). The Authority’s use of cosmological 
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stories to construct an authorised morality leaves his followers with a lasting want for 

an absolution that never existed. What exactly is owed is difficult to identify. From a 

Christian perspective, the kingdom of heaven promises an escape from the physical 

reality of disease and mortality, an existence free of fear. His Dark Materials reveals that 

there is no such escape because the construction of barriers and a fear of the ‘other’ is 

foundational to institutional control. The very things that the Magisterium promises are 

used against its followers to scare them into submission. However, the embodied 

stories of the souls contain more truth and knowledge from the individual’s 

connections to place. They reveal that the meaning and connectedness that religious 

institutions offer can also be found in nature. John Parry’s warning to Lyra that ‘we have 

to build the republic of heaven where we are, because for us there is no elsewhere’ (The 

Amber Spyglass 364) reveals Pullman’s encouragement to refocus our efforts to make 

change in our contemporary moment rather than spend our energy on the promise of 

some undefined possibility of a future existence. 

Lyra discovers that the natural lifecycle of humankind is one of transformation, which 

requires an ethic of care towards nature, as we rejoin the world as Dust in death. Her 

newfound knowledge that telling embodied stories about place offers a way for the soul 

to become part of the world is what eventually leads her to ‘Fall’. Her experiences have 

taught her to trust her intuition, which tells her that despite the Magisterium’s many 

warnings, to explore her love for Will cannot be ‘evil’ or wrong. Pullman’s portrayal of 

their Fall reveals the power of love as an embodied experience, as the knowledge she 

gains from the Fall teaches her about its rootedness in place. Mary describes that ‘[t]he 

Dust pouring down from the stars had found a living home again, and these children-no-

longer-children, saturated with love, were the cause of it all’ (The Amber Spyglass 473), 
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which suggests that love is an essential emotion that allows the individual to make 

sense of place and make a home there. Through her love for Will, Lyra discovers her 

love for all living things as she is forced to choose between staying with him at the cost 

of environmental devastation or returning to their separate worlds, never to see each 

other again. As strong as their love is for each other, they both realise that their sense of 

self is intrinsically connected to place and the community with non-human ‘others’. To 

consciously cause them harm would be to go against the wisdom and love they have 

found through their Fall. Instead, Lyra redefines the expectations of love, as she 

promises Will that in death, they will ‘cling together so tight that nothing and no one’ll 

ever tear us apart. Every atom of me and every atom of you... We’ll live in birds and 

flowers and dragonflies and pine trees and in clouds and in those little specks of light 

you see floating in sunbeams’ (The Amber Spyglass 501). Her newfound knowledge of 

love has enabled her to think outside its anthropocentric constructions, and she is able 

to imagine a different way to maintain their relationship that encompasses both their 

love for each other and for the world. Pullman's metaphor of the great house within Lyra 

reveals recognition as a sense of place, or a rootedness that exists within her. Her Fall 

has opened her eyes to its presence, and she understands that her developing self-

awareness is rooted in a sense of place. Rather than a separation from place, her Fall is 

a way to obtain knowledge of her place in nature and our duty to actively use our 

knowledge to preserve and care for it
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Conclusion 
 

Dust enriches us and is nurtured in turn by us; it brings wisdom and is kept alive by love 

and curiosity and diligent enquiry and kindness and patience and hope. The relationship 

we have with Dust is mutually beneficial. Instead of being the dependent children of an 

all-powerful king, we are partners and equals with Dust in the great project of keeping 

the universe alive. (Pullman, Dæmon Voices 320) 

 

Pullman’s trilogy highlights how manufactured truth becomes universal and 

internalised, through Lyra’s experience of patienthood. Her journey reveals a clear 

connection between disease as discourse and cosmological narratives as systems of 

ideological control that create docile bodies and restrict knowledge formation, as it 

deems anything outside of the institution morally corrupt. These themes advance the 

line of enquiry in this thesis as they highlight the suitability of disease metaphor to 

reinforce anthropocentric attitudes. Lyra’s ability to challenge internalised 

assumptions about truth suggests that embodied storytelling has the power to 

transform the matter of our worlds, once we learn to transgress. The trilogy reflects 

structural and metaphorical similarities to realist illness narratives that add experiential 

context to physical and discursive control over bodies. Pullman’s portrayal of Bolvangar 

as a site for medical interventions that prevent children from exposure to sin reveals 

that disease as a discourse blurs the line between metaphorical and visceral realms. 

His reflection of the damaging effect that the moral perception of disease has on Lyra’s 

body reveals the potentially dangerous consequences of reverting to a discourse of 

disease in the face of the unknown. The General Oblation Board carries out excruciating 
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and often lethal procedures on children to ‘cure’ the moral contagion of Dust. Their 

name '[m]eans a sacrifice, an offering, something of that sort' (Northern Lights 91), 

which reveals the intersection between religious interpretation and medical practice. 

The discourse of disease has become embroiled in the salvation/sin nexus, which 

causes the Magisterium to perceive Dust as an actual disease of morality that they can 

treat through the body. Pullman’s representation of Lyra’s experience through a similar 

use of language of contagion and contamination reveals how using a language of 

disease as metaphor has violent, bodily consequences for those targeted. Pullman’s 

satirical use of disease metaphor exposes its presence within the foundation of 

religious engagement with the ‘other’ and targets the construction of good/evil binaries. 

Lyra’s description of the horrors at Bolvangar constructs the Magisterium as villains, 

because she mirrors the language they use to reinforce the ‘othering’ of that which 

threatens not to conform to their authority. Pullman also highlights similarities between 

the interpellation of patients as immoral within the treatment of patients and the 

salvation of sinners. In both instances, the discourse of disease instils self-monitoring 

in the individual, which makes them reliant on the institution for salvation and restricts 

their access to knowledge outside of their dogma. Pullman reconfigures real-world 

religious discourse, and incorporates metaphors of disease, to expose ideological 

control over embodied knowledge through Lyra’s lived experience of patienthood. Her 

experiences of being treated as sinful and the violence that patients suffer allow her to 

‘see that what they were doing was wicked and evil and wrong’ (Northern Lights 396). 

This knowledge makes her question the stories that she has lived by her entire life, and 

she and Pan vow that ‘[n]ext time we will check everything and ask all the questions we 

can think of, then. We'll do better next time’ (The Golden Compass 101). Her 
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transgressive knowledge has enabled her to see that the universal narrative the 

Magisterium presents as truth is an artifice constructed on fears of the non-human 

‘other’. 

Pullman’s engagement with disease metaphor exposes the anthropocentric desires 

and zoonotic fears within Western culture. His speculative portrayal of portals into 

parallel worlds imagines the very real and violent consequences that anthropocentric 

attitudes have on the world around us. The Miltonian influence, which positions the Fall 

as a positive eco-centric event, that transpires from Eve’s desire to gain knowledge, 

shifts the ethos of the myth away from an idealised utopian landscape onto the space 

in front of us to which we have a duty of care. The revelation of the nature of Dust 

emphasises the importance of communication with the non-human to continue the 

cycle of knowledge acquisition and mediation that is not corrupted by anthropocentric 

structures. Cosmological stories are central to the continuation of this cycle. Pullman’s 

portrayal of positive storytelling suggests that literature can contribute to the 

reconfiguration of a more productive discourse that can begin to mitigate the harmful 

consequences of ideological anthropocentric discourse. His critique of dogmatic 

religious institutions points towards the possibilities of positive reconfigurations 

towards mythopoetic traditions that can encourage followers to use their knowledge of 

the world to create new stories. However, Lyra’s experience at Bolvangar serves as a 

warning that the discursive control by these religious institutions are powerful tools that 

allow them to control bodies and knowledge. Metaphors of disease are a central part of 

the construction of the ‘other’ within the trilogy, both as a tool to expose the violence 

inherent in anthropocentric religious morality and a representation of the fear of the 

nonhuman. To develop eco-centric religious practices, we must first, as Pullman does 
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in this trilogy, engage critically with the ways institutions appropriate religious texts or 

rituals to promote their ideologies as truth. If the focus on dogmatic ritualistic practices 

and storytelling within religious institutions can be reconfigured to engage with a 

multitude of stories, these can become part of a cyclical cosmology to teach 

generations to care for their space. 

His Dark Materials offers a reconfiguration of the climate crisis, one that is more 

tangible than ours, to explore how the stories we live by shape our environmental ethics 

and the way we make sense of the world around us. Lyra’s journey is underpinned by a 

desire to find her place in the world as she is swept from the place that took her in as an 

orphan, which she has never fully felt was a home. Her desire to belong is perhaps why 

she is initially so prepared to believe Mrs Coulter’s stories despite her instincts which 

tell her that something is not right. On her journey to find Roger, she lives with many 

different people who all tell different stories about the world, stories that are centred 

around a sense of place. She reflects on these different stories and approaches, which 

makes her more empathetic and open when faced with that which exists outside of the 

rhetoric of her world. Erin Schlesinger argues that learning ‘involves taking action, as 

well as talking about it […] Change is essentially a process involving learning and 

action. Without learning there can be no action; without action, there can be no proof of 

learning’ (32). Lyra continuously reflects on her experiences and adjusts her actions 

accordingly, even when it comes at a great personal cost. She makes mistakes along 

the way, as she inadvertently leads her friend Roger to his death and causes 

environmental damage in the worlds she travels through, but she always takes 

responsibility, learns from her mistakes, and reconsiders her approach. It is this 

commitment and openness to learning that allows her to discover the truth about Dust. 
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Lyra’s ability to read the alethiometer by reaching a state of ‘negative capability’— 

stepping outside of selfhood to see the world from different perspectives—offers an 

illuminating perspective on Pullman’s portrayal of storytelling. As she develops a 

stronger sense of self, she finds it increasingly difficult to reach this state of neutrality. 

As I have argued, her struggles do not suggest that to develop a sense of self rooted in a 

connection to place is counterproductive to the de-anthropocentric mode of negative 

capability. The increasing energy required to find meaning reveals that to take on the 

role of an impartial observer and step outside our own positionalities becomes 

increasingly difficult once the child moves into adulthood. This is because, as 

Pullman’s reconfiguring of the Fall suggests, the loss of childhood innocence means to 

navigate the social and ideological structures that determine how we exist in our spatial 

contexts. Lyra’s commitment to continue her work with the alethiometer reveals the 

necessity of taking responsibility and dedicate our energy to setting aside our biases 

and thinking critically about our place within social and ideological structures. It is in 

this focus on one’s place that Pullman’s storytelling diverges from Keats' concept of 

negative capability. While Pullman celebrates the openness and resistance of full 

comprehension in negative capability, his encouragement to tell ‘true’ stories highlights 

a need to include embodied experiences in our truth-telling practices. He portrays 

storytelling as a reflective process in which the narrator commits to cultivating and 

sharing embodied knowledge about the world, while also remaining open to and 

learning from other stories with different perspectives. He illustrates this kind of 

reflective engagement through his references to biblical narratives, as he draws on 

intertextual references to various biblical readings and reworkings, such as Paradise 
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Lost, to offer a perspective that reflects his experiential reality of living through 

environmental change. 

John Parry’s warning to Lyra that ‘we have to build the republic of heaven where we are, 

because for us there is no elsewhere’ (The Amber Spyglass 364) highlights Pullman’s 

encouragement to care for our worlds while we can. His notion of ‘building the republic 

of heaven’ on a localised scale alludes to the harmful consequences of universal 

cosmological narratives that construct idealised spiritual spaces. While the trilogy 

critiques the ways biblical stories are used by ideological institutions to maintain 

anthropocentric values, Pullman engages in a similar reconfiguration of myth. However, 

instead of using biblical stories to construct a singular notion of truth, he reconfigures 

them repeatedly until they reveal a multitude of truths and interpretations. Lyra’s final 

acceptance of the Eve prophecy reveals that her Fall was ultimately an awakening from 

anthropocentric ideology, which allows her to reflect on the destruction caused by both 

sides of the war. Her journey reveals the power in the redirection of attention and 

worship away from these idealised mythical spaces and onto our local space, and to 

use these forces to become familiar with and care for the space around us. To direct 

religious worship towards our local spaces allows for a multitude of new experiential 

stories to be told. Lyra’s knowledge does not represent a universal truth; it is knowledge 

of herself and her place in the world, complete with socially contingent structures of 

authority. Pullman’s portrayal of Lyra’s reflective storytelling suggests that there is no 

‘pure’ form of storytelling that allows one to step outside social and cultural contexts to 

construct a true, objective story. He warns against blind faith in universal narratives 

that promise to contain a singular truth, as logocentrism is tied to ideological myth 
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systems that promote anthropocentric practices. The communities that Lyra draws her 

knowledge from coexist with the world and its beings in peaceful harmony. There is no 

species hierarchy in the world of the witches or the Mulefa, elephant-like beings who 

teach Mary about their world. The Mulefa depend on pods that fall from trees in their 

local areas as a means of travel, and as they use these pods, they sow their seeds, 

which makes them available to other beings that rely on them for their survival. This 

symbiotic relationship shapes the stories they tell about the world, and their knowledge 

of nature goes beyond its usefulness for survival. Lyra’s reflective engagement allows 

her to observe the peaceful coexistence of the Mulefa and the beings around them and 

reflect on the damage that she and Will caused when they used the subtle knife to open 

portals to other worlds. She understands that human desires to be superior to the 

spatial confines of their world and to colonize a multiverse of ‘others’ have caused 

irreversible damage to nature across many worlds. The only way to stop further 

destruction is for her and Will to return to their worlds and close the portals forever. 

While their separation is deeply painful, caring for the world in this way is not a 

punishment. Instead, the care and empathy they show towards the landscapes and 

beings across these worlds is a privilege and an extension of their love. 

Their decision to sacrifice being together in life to care for their worlds is a direct 

opposition to the Authority’s promised kingdom of heaven, which encouraged followers 

to disregard their commitment to place in favour of the promise of a utopian landscape 

in the afterlife. Lyra’s decision suggests that love – an embodied feeling of compassion, 

trust, truthfulness, and mutual care - teaches us about ourselves and the world around 

us. bell hooks argues that ‘[w]hen we choose to love we choose to move against fear—

against alienation and separation. The choice to love is a choice to connect—to find 
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ourselves in the other. (All About Love 93). Pullman similarly advocates for a 

coexistence with the ‘other’ based on curiosity and connection. The harpies’ instruction 

to the souls of the underworld to tell true stories portrays modes of embodied 

storytelling and highlights their transformative powers. The trilogy’s focus on 

experiential, embodied stories constructs an approach to post-anthropocentric ways of 

coexisting with the ‘other’. Minna Salami argues: 

Stories turn into knowledge, and knowledge transforms into matter. The dualist 

worldview separates matter from story, but narrative is the matter from which 

we build our worldview, which in turn becomes physical objects: books, 

buildings, borders, and so on. In our bodies, knowledge also transforms into 

matter. Just as the first structure that forms in the human embryo is the spinal 

cord, so too is knowledge the spine of all other ideas that shape our lives. How 

we move and feel in the world, the air we breathe, the health of our trees, the 

food we eat, the ideologies we support, the way we dance and make love are all 

reflections of what we know. (21) 

Pullman’s engagement with transgressive knowledge and storytelling as matter greatly 

resembles Salami’s view of knowledge. In this sense, His Dark Materials itself is matter 

and a building block for generations of new stories that will incorporate pieces of 

Pullman’s approach, combined with new perspectives and knowledge. To share 

embodied stories offers a different way of knowing and being. After she instructs the 

lost souls to tell true stories, Lyra explains: 

When you go out of here, all the particles that make you up will loosen and float 

apart, just like your dæmons did. If you’ve seen people dying, you know what 



C h a p t e r  1 :  C o n t a g i o u s  C o s m o l o g i e s  | 113 
 

 

that looks like. But your dæmons en’t just nothing now; they’re part of 

everything. All the atoms that were them, they’ve gone into the air and the wind 

and the trees and the earth and all the living things. They’ll never vanish. They’re 

just part of everything. And that’s exactly what’ll happen to you, I swear to you, I 

promise on my honor. You’ll drift apart, it’s true, but you’ll be out in the open, 

part of everything alive again. (The Amber Spyglass 319) 

To tell embodied stories heals the damage of the dualist separation of mind over matter 

and re-establishes the souls’ sense of belonging and connection to the world. It is 

significant that Pullman imagines the afterlife as a transformation into a state of pure 

matter and complete oneness with the world, as Western culture is often concerned 

with the establishment of human realms. Lyra’s promise that their atoms will become 

part of all the living things suggests that the natural order of life is to transform and exist 

in harmony with the world. While their lives as humans might have come to an end, they 

continue to live by becoming a part of nature as Dust. In this sense, all beings live on 

both in the story matter they create through engagement with experiential storytelling 

and in the pure matter they transform into upon death. Mary realises that Dust exists in 

harmony with beings and that ‘[m]atter loved Dust. It didn’t want to see it go’ (The 

Amber Spyglass 454). Lyra’s alethiometer and Mary’s I Ching box reveal that Dust 

speaks to us if only we can find a way to listen. Pullman’s reflection of an eternal life in 

peaceful coexistence proposes a shift in ascetic practices and the focus of our 

cosmological stories, from the idealised and anthropomorphised realm of God to our 

everyday connection to place. Even in her sadness of her separation from Will, Lyra 

notices ‘the little breeze and the sun’s warmth, and she heard the little insect-scrapings 
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and the bell-song of that bird high above. It was all good. She had forgotten how good 

the world was’ (The Amber Spyglass 421).
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Informational Hygiene and Magical Speech: Automation and 
Anthropocentric Spaces in Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash 

 

Introduction 
 

The previous chapter focused on a discourse of disease within cosmological narratives, 

such as those prevalent in religions that take a dogmatic approach to their 

interpretation of scriptures and asked how these narratives might reinforce and 

challenge the exploitative hierarchies and political control of religious institutions. 

Philip Pullman’s trilogy highlights similarities between institutional use of disease 

discourse that interpellates patients as occupying an immoral position and the 

salvation of sinners. The discourse of disease instils self-monitoring in the individual, 

which makes them reliant on the institution for salvation. This chapter will continue this 

line of enquiry to examine different perspectives of the connection between narrative, 

disease metaphor, and ideologies. I will draw on Neal Stephenson’s 1992 novel, Snow 

Crash, to argue that the structures of power and control within disease and its 

metaphors, as discussed in Chapter 1, persist in discursive approaches to new and 

unfamiliar spaces, such as the online world. Focusing on disease management and the 

biopolitical management of information, this chapter will begin to establish how these 

processes become embedded in human spaces through discursive approaches to 

technological advancements. While nature is decidedly absent in this novel, 

Stephenson’s attention to methods of ideological colonisation of space offers a 

valuable perspective on the anthropocentric attitudes and damaging effects of 

biopolitical strategies and automation. 
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Snow Crash tells the story of hacker Hiro Protagonist and his business partner and 

skateboard courier, Y.T., who uncover a plot to infect the world with a virus that makes 

it possible to gain complete control of people’s thoughts. Stephenson satirically 

undermines the tropes of the cyberpunk genre through his rebel hacker’s self-

consciously literal name, Hiro Protagonist, and sidekick Y.T.’s full name, which is Yours 

Truly – both names that draw attention to their textual embodiment. Their names are 

directive, framing the characters’ trajectories in the text, and they add a performative 

dimension to their heroic actions, which portrays them as professional services. This 

undermines cyberpunk constructions of idealised warrior hackers and reveals that even 

heroism becomes subsumed under corporate values in Techocapitalism. The term 

describes ‘how capitalism and technological development co- evolve with each 

manifesting material changes upon the other’ (Thomas, 39), which leads to an 

increased commodification of knowledge. Knowledge and informational hygiene are 

central to Stephenson’s consciously self-reflexive engagement with utopian cyberpunk 

ideals about technology. The novel presents a hyperbolic portrayal of various types of 

viral contagion, including a computer virus that can spread from the Metaverse to 

humans. Stephenson presents computer viruses as disruptive and transgressive in 

often conflicting ways, a portrayal that compares to significant and fluctuating literary 

traditions that express hopes and anxieties about the human species’ relationship with 

technology. I will explore Stephenson’s portrayal of virality through the context of 

literary genres that have developed over the past 30 years, alongside the increasingly 

normalised use of computers. This chapter will highlight how Snow Crash draws on 
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disease metaphors to inform and critique various forms of incursion into the human 

body, such as technological integration, devices, and the translation of human 

interaction into technological and material forms.  

In A Cyborg Manifesto, Donna Haraway reflects on political strategies, such as 

biopolitics, to argue that as the ontology of the human has undergone such profound 

changes due to the technological progress of the twentieth century, political discourse 

does not adequately reflect our social reality. She suggests that we are all ‘theorized 

and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism—in short, cyborgs. The cyborg is our 

ontology; it gives us our politics. The cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination 

and material reality, the two joined centres structuring any possibility of historical 

transformation’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 7). Haraway’s theory of the changing ontology of 

the human offers a perspective from which I will re-interrogate the genre traits of 

Stephenson’s novel. The presence of cyborgs and transformed human bodies indicates 

a deliberate distancing from cyberpunk tropes. Stephenson employs cyborg figures to 

critically engage with cyberpunk tropes that suggest humans are in control of 

technology, and he draws on images of hybrids and bodies in transformation to 

envision a posthuman reconfiguration of space, politics, and anthropocentrism. His 

cyborg figures offer examples of how the realm of the human can become part of the 

‘other’ rather than colonisers. His cyborgs call for a new kind of engagement with 

spatial and body-politics, illuminating the discussion of post-anthropocentric bodies 

and language in this thesis. 

The genre traits of Stephenson’s novel are central to his critique of anthropocentric 

colonisation of space because they construct a cognitive estrangement that allows the 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 118 
 

 

reader to reflect on the contemporary and future real-world ethics of technology. 

However, as society has developed in an uncannily similar direction to his predictions, 

the context in which we read these traits has become somewhat complicated. Sean 

McQueen argues that one of the foundational genre traits of Science Fiction, of which 

cyberpunk is a subcategory, is a ‘perspective from which to critique the mutations of 

capitalism’ (1). He draws on Darko Suvin’s 1979 Metamorphoses in which he identifies 

SF as a genre of “cognitive estrangement”. Sukin explains that SF engages with real-

world technological, social, or scientific structures through estrangement, where 

spaces, temporalities, or the structures themselves feature in novel or innovative ways 

that do not reflect reality. McQueen highlights capitalism as an example that supports 

Suvin’s theory, as he states that there is a ‘necessity of a dialectic between 

estrangement and cognition' (1), through which SF engages in critical discussions of 

capitalism from a point of estrangement that allows the reader to step outside their 

own subjective experience of capitalism. Snow Crash certainly distances itself from 

what constituted its contemporary reality at the time of publication; however, the 

development of technology has accelerated over the 30 years since the novel was 

published. Does Snow Crash still recognisably uphold the dialectic between 

estrangement and cognition? The lines seem to become less defined as more of 

Stephenson’s predictions become reality. Even the seemingly most far-fetched 

scenario in the novel, that technologically engineered attacks can be used to target the 

human body, is now a potential reality. In 2008, the prolific hacker group Anonymous 

targeted an epilepsy support message board using flashing computer animations to 

trigger seizures and migraines in several users who engaged with the material on the 

site (Poulsen 2008). A 2008 article on the online news forum Wired describes how ‘a 33-
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year-old woman who suffers from pattern-sensitive epilepsy, says she clicked on a 

forum post with a legitimate-sounding title on Sunday. Her browser window resized to 

fill her screen, which was then taken over by a pattern of squares rapidly flashing in 

different colors’ (Poulsen 2008). The flashing images triggered the woman’s epilepsy, 

and her body seized up, which made her unable to look away from the flashing images 

until her son came and physically drew her gaze away from the screen. Poulsen alleges 

that the attack was the group’s attempt to punish the Church of Scientology for 

allegedly silencing anti-Scientology material on the internet by through manipulations 

of various search engines. This real-life attack, motivated by ideological differences, 

bears a striking resemblance to a scene from Stephenson’s novel. The 2008 attack 

mirrors the moment when Hiro’s hacker friend is exposed to the Snow Crash virus, as 

‘he’s staring straight ahead, eyes frozen in their sockets […] Da5id’s paralyzed face has 

taken on a blueish tinge as it reflects light coming out of the scroll […] It’s a living wall of 

light’ (87). In our contemporary moment, many SF anxieties have become plausible, 

and as the barriers between human and technology become less distinct, the context in 

which we read cyberpunk novels has also changed significantly. While reading Snow 

Crash through its cyberpunk traits continues to be productive for gaining insight into the 

social implications of the anxieties of transmission and networks within the novel, I will 

adopt a more bio-centric approach here. I will examine Stephenson’s novel as biopunk, 

or biopunk-flavoured, to shift the focus from networks as separate entities over which 

humans have god-like powers, towards understanding computers as a biological 

extension of the human. 

Christopher D. Kilgore argues that Snow Crash, whilst ambivalent in its position on the 

value and dangers of computers, belongs to the “post-cyberpunk” genre. He suggests 
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that post-cyberpunk has moved away from the original computer virus schema of 

cyberpunk, ‘from a viral “foreign intruder” model and toward a cancerous “internal 

neoplastic” model’ (166). Kilgore’s portrayal of a disease originating and replicating 

within the fabric of the system, whether organic or otherwise, draws on the 

metaphorical uses of disease as theorised by Susan Sontag in her 1978 publication, 

Illness as Metaphor. Sontag suggests that cancer is represented through topography as 

an invisible ‘alien’ invasion that ‘spreads’ or ‘proliferates’ unbeknownst to the patient, 

as ‘the main symptoms are thought to be, characteristically, invisible - until the last 

stage, when it is too late’ (12). Shifting the focus away from the more popular portrayal 

of computer viruses as viral outside attacks, towards an invisible, self-replicating flaw 

in the code, offers a productive perspective from which to read Stephenson’s 

construction of automated processes. The invisible, cancerous growth that spreads 

through the Metaverse in Snow Crash represents a predatory capitalist ideology that 

contaminates the network's space and the minds of its users. Sontag’s assertion that 

‘metaphorically, cancer is not so much a disease of time as a disease or pathology of 

space’ (14) suggests that the topography of the disease (infected bodies and spaces of 

contamination) is subject to biopolitical strategies legitimised by a strategic use of 

disease metaphors by institutions and corporations who benefit financially or 

ideologically from these structures of control. Kilgore carefully distinguishes that 

although post-cyberpunk engages metaphorically with cancerous imagery, the cancer-

schema at work has qualities that distinguish it from Sontag’s genocidal connotations. 

He suggests that ‘post-cyberpunk texts do not use the term to foment xenophobic fears 

of foreign takeover […] but rather to critique contemporary discourse on complex 

systems and the corporate/state exercise of biopower’ (166). Likewise, Stephenson’s 
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reimagining of America focuses heavily on the invisibility of biopower and the 

acceleration of information, which allows biopolitical structures to become self-

perpetuating loops.  

Michel Foucault’s theory of biopower describes a project of power that relies on data 

about the population to control spaces and manage the population on a global scale, 

thereby securing it from threats to society. This can be any perceived threat to 

population health, from obesity to terrorism, but Foucault’s primary examples were 

crime and disease. Real-world examples include preventative policing initiatives like 

stop-and-search, which authorises officers to search any individual whom they have 

reasonable grounds to suspect is carrying illegal items. As per the UK government 

website, ‘[y]ou cannot say no to being searched if there are reasonable grounds to 

search you. The police officer can stop you from walking away if you try to’ (“Police 

powers to stop and search”). This type of legislation is biopolitical because it acts as a 

deterrent against committing crimes, but also infringes upon the suspect’s autonomy 

and consent as it grants police officers the legal right to detain and search a person 

based solely on suspicions. Foucault argues that biopower necessitates ‘the 

emergence of technologies of security within mechanisms that are either specifically 

mechanisms of social control, as in the case of the penal system, or mechanisms with 

the function of modifying something in the biological destiny of the species’ (Security, 

Territory, Population 10). His approach to the body as a machine that can be integrated 

into systems to optimise its capabilities reflects what Timothy Morton identifies as a 

foundational agrilogistic mode of thinking. Morton uses the term agrilogistics to 

describe a system that ensures maximum human survival through agricultural 

practices and spatial reconfiguration, a concept that resembles biopower’s 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 122 
 

 

predilection towards population control. The term combines ‘agriculture’ with 

‘logistics’, Morton explains, ‘because it is a technical, planned, and perfectly logical 

approach to built space. Logistics, because it proceeds without stepping back and 

rethinking the logic’ (Dark Ecology 42). Agricultural practices, from sowing and 

harvesting to modern irrigation systems and drone mapping, are foundational parts of 

the logistics management that secures human survival in the project. However, this 

reduction of human and non-human life into data, in which everything is ordered into 

categories according to their usefulness, constructs beings as objects to be exploited. 

His example that ‘[b]ees are moved en masse to where agrilogistics requires them’ 

(Dark Ecology, 49), reveals that the agrilogistics project exploits the symbiotic 

relationship between humans and bees. Because the project prioritizes human 

existence above all, little consideration is given to the harmful effects that this 

displacement can have on the lifecycles of the bees. These anthropocentric attitudes 

accelerate alongside our developing agricultural practices and consumerist behaviours 

until we are thoroughly estranged from nature. The agrilogistics project relies on data 

collection and algorithms in similar ways to biopower. Biopower, in contrast, focuses 

on population control through social and spatial realms to distribute resources, 

monitor health, and protect citizens from social, environmental, and viral unrest. 

Biopower/biopolitics utilises surveillance and predictive measures to prevent external 

threats such as disease. The assumed necessity of the application of these strategies 

to the network, namely to reduce anxieties of disease caused by the discursive 

connection between human biology and technology, means that these strategies 

become integrated into capitalist modes of production. Biopunk contends that disease 

has become a viable form of labour within biocapitalism, and Stephenson’s reflection 
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of a virus that infects biological bodies through computer screens emphasises 

moments where bodies are reduced to data points, which enforce both biopolitical and 

capitalist structures. 

Stephenson’s novel, then, plays with genre expectations to highlight the presence of 

ideological and biopolitical strategies within human spaces. He draws on disease 

metaphors to define the ontological presence of ideology within society and to expose 

the automated and self-replicated nature of this kind of control. Interestingly, Snow 

Crash does not offer a straightforward moral instruction. Instead, Stephenson 

encourages continuous reflection on our knowledge and the stories we tell about the 

world and suggests that structures of ideological control are like disease, inevitable 

and inextricably tied to human spaces through language. He portrays automation as an 

especially dangerous ideological contagion which spreads through linguistic 

commands that permeate society. His identification of the dual potentials of metaphor 

and discourse, at once capable of colonizing and liberating, suggests that critical 

engagement with storytelling and literary tradition is central to our ability to understand 

and resist structures of blind automation. His SF speculations on future human spaces 

defy linear time as they speak to past mistakes, present anxieties, and warn of future 

consequences.  

 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 124 
 

 

Automated Labour and Online Spaces 
 

Stephenson’s construction of America follows a central cyberpunk trope that imagines 

world domination by corporations, an anxiety that originated from the decline of 

national power in the twentieth century (Andrew M. Butler 8). Stephenson’s America is 

no longer recognizably a nation but instead a collection of independently owned 

territories that are heavily monitored and protected. He carefully differentiates the 

ruling corporation’s relationship with technology, as he describes them almost 

exclusively through the technology they employ to protect their territories or their lack 

thereof. Throughout the novel, technology determines how biological bodies exist in 

geographical and virtual spaces. The two most influential corporations are Mr. Lee’s 

Greater Hong Kong, where Hiro lives, and the Italian Mafia. Both corporations rely 

heavily on technology for security measures and are among the most technologically 

advanced districts in America. When Y.T. delivers a pizza for Hiro, who has crashed his 

Mafia delivery van, she describes the Mafia ‘scanning the many bar codes mounted on 

her chest. They are finding out who she is. The Mafia now knows everything about Y.T. - 

where she lives, what she does, her eye color, credit record, ancestry, and blood type’ 

(40). In this cyberpunk-esque portrayal of surveillance, Stephenson undermines genre 

expectations as he changes the focus away from technology and onto Y.T.’s body. In 

doing so, he highlights moments where biological bodies become subsumed under 

biocapitalist automation. He emphasises the transformation of Y.T.’s body into passive 

capital as she unwillingly produces data that the Mafia can sell purely by entering their 

space. 
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Stephenson’s America has very few general rules of society, as it lacks a real governing 

structure. Instead, he envisions a society where capitalism has rendered spaces and 

their inhabitants subject to the control of the richest corporations. The social code of 

conduct and specific laws are largely determined within territories by the corporations 

that own them, which suggests a fragmentation of the national into smaller societies 

designed to produce capital for the corporations. Later in the novel, Y.T. and Hiro seek 

refuge in Mr. Lee’s Greater Hong Kong to avoid armed assailants, and Y.T. describes 

how ‘Hiro is grinning wildly, pinioned in the crossfire of a dozen red laser beams 

scanning him from every direction at once. The Hong Kong robot security system is 

checking him out’ (95). The similarity in the approach to security within the two 

corporations suggests that knowledge is a source of profit for powerful corporations. 

Citizenship within these smaller localised societies comes at the cost of privacy, which 

means that in living under the protection of the corporate owner, the individual 

consents to surveillance used to transform lives into data. Corporations like the Central 

Intelligence Agency, which use data for crime prevention, buy data from other 

corporations that have obtained this without their residents' consent. 

Although the major corporations rely entirely on technology for security, they have yet 

to replace their labourers. Stephenson draws out the tension between the potentials for 

technology to transform commodities available to the consumer and ‘the accelerated 

automation of tasks performed by labor [which] raises concerns that new technologies 

will make labor redundant’ (Acemoglu and Restrepo 1488). Hiro's job as a 'deliverator' 

humorously portrays the disparity between the market demand for efficiency and the 

Mafia’s contrasting hesitance to rely on technology to meet this demand. His job entails 
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delivering a pizza within a certain timeframe, as guaranteed by the Mafia. In a 

hyperbolic reflection of America’s historical relationships with corporate guarantees, 

the Mafia promises 30-minute delivery at the risk of a lawsuit and the swift 

disappearance of the driver who fails to deliver. The satirical portrayal of the dire 

circumstances of the job reflects recent real-life reports of the poor conditions of 

workers for large corporations such as Amazon, where drivers report being forced to 

drive dangerously and are so busy that they are unable to take toilet breaks (Blackstock 

2018). Headlines such as “‘I am not a robot’: Why Amazon UK workers are striking on 

Prime Day’” (2023), and “Robots are treated better: Amazon warehouse workers stage 

first-ever strike in the UK” (2023) contain many references to common tropes in 

cyberpunk fiction like Snow Crash and Ken Loach’s Sorry We Missed You that highlight 

the robotic efficiency required of human workers. 

The circumstances under which Hiro must perform his task leave no room for error, as 

he is set impossible time limits on delivery as a default. The first few chapters of the 

novel describe a disaster striking as a fire in the restaurant, which means that Hiro is 

delayed and must risk his life and drive dangerously, which leads to substantial 

property damage, in order to deliver it to the customer in time. This seemingly 

insignificant part of the story which ends when Hiro crashes his van into a pool, leads to 

his losing his job and owing the Mafia a substantial amount of money. The initial story 

serves to introduce the characters and their motivations, which propel the events of the 

rest of the story. It also prefaces an ethical dilemma and the central preoccupation of 

the novel with ways that technology impacts the human experience. The Mafia's 

attempt to avoid technological automation of tasks forces human labourers to risk their 

lives for a corporation that could easily replace them with technology. Hiro describes 
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that ‘he wouldn’t drive for CosaNostra pizza any other way. You know why? Because 

there’s something about having your life on the line’ (7). This suggests that 

Stephenson’s America is a liminal space that is increasingly at odds with working-class 

existence as technology accelerates the provision of services. However, Hiro’s 

favourable portrayal of the danger of pizza delivery compared to his examples of the 

repetitive, low-stakes work of flipping burgers suggests that there is a thrill and a sense 

of honour in performing tasks where life is on the line. More importantly, the repetitive 

nature of manual tasks, such as flipping burgers, is a form of mindless automation. The 

role of the deliverator purposely resists automation even though it may be the more 

profitable option, and it requires the worker to think and act freely. Hiro describes that 

the Mafia’s choice not to give in to automation is deliberate: 

Why is the Deliverator so equipped? Because people rely on him […] Cosa 

Nostra Pizza doesn’t have any competition. Competition goes against the Mafia 

ethic. You don’t work harder because you’re competing against some identical 

operation down the street. You work harder because everything is on the line. 

Your name, your honor, your family, your life. (8) 

The Mafia operates on the philosophy that personal relationships are the solution to 

beating competing corporations. They offer a sense of individuality and agency, which is 

evident from Hiro’s initial introduction in the novel as the Deliverator. It is only once he 

loses this position that he is properly introduced as Hiro Protagonist, a name that is, in 

a way, more generic than Deliverator, which at least suggests a sense of belonging. 

Hiro’s naming reveals Stephenson’s satirical engagement with the lack of individuality 

in societies of automation, as his main character performs the role of the hero 
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protagonist almost as if this is a part of the automation itself. Hiro’s willingness to risk 

his life for a minimum wage job reveals an alluring and perhaps even addictive element 

to the adrenaline rush of working to ‘beat the system’ in a world where every individual 

is immediately interpellated into capitalism. 

There are many moments in the novel where technology and bodies become conflated. 

Hiro himself steadily becomes more and more integrated throughout the novel, which 

reveals Stephenson’s critical engagement with the cross-contamination of technology 

and bodies. Hiro’s brief pizza delivery career portrays his attitude to technology as a 

useful tool in the hands of a motivated and autonomous human worker. Once he loses 

his job, he decides to utilise the Metaverse, a virtual reality platform, to mine data as a 

form of income. Data mining is possible because, as Kylie Jarett suggests, ‘[t]he 

intersection of the digital with our work and leisure, and the blurring of these two 

categories, has become an increasingly significant field of inquiry in Big Data 

capitalism’ (105). Big Data Capitalism is a global biopolitical regime in which 

individuality is assimilated into data, and it reduces individuals to data points within 

global networks of information exchange. According to Jarrett, data is an accidental by-

product of leisure activities that rely on technology to facilitate social and cultural 

interactions, and corporations profit from the data that is passively created through 

these activities. The data that Hiro mines is obtained passively: 

Hiro gets information. It may be gossip, videotape, audiotape, a fragment of a 

computer disk, a xerox of a document […] CIC’s clients, mostly large 

corporations and Sovereigns, rifle through the Library looking for useful 
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information, and if they find a use for something Hiro put into it, Hiro gets paid 

(26). 

To gather intelligence is an automated task, as Hiro simply needs to be present in order 

to record the information, and he profits from a product created passively and non-

autonomously by the individuals he observes. Surveillance structures in the novel’s 

high-technological communities mean that to exist means to be immediately 

interpellated into technology, capitalism, and passive labour, where data is produced 

automatically and without consent through the capitalist structures embedded in the 

fabric of society. The individual is understood in terms of their digital trace, and they are 

subjected to surveillance as a condition of their citizenship. These structures deprive 

the individual of agency, profitability, and autonomy, as the cost to enter these spaces 

is to automatically find yourself subject to data mining. Big data Capitalism increases 

the visibility of the individual whilst reducing subjecthood to data points used for profit 

and as a means of domination. Jarett’s argument focuses on the internet as a space of 

leisure and social interaction on a scale that is impossible to facilitate outside of the 

network and links profitability to large corporations. Stephenson complicates this 

assumption, as talented hackers, like Hiro, are also able to profit from passive labour in 

the Metaverse. The boundaries between human and technology established in Hiro’s 

previous job become increasingly confused as his presence in the Metaverse blurs the 

distinction between human and network. Hiro’s ability to monetize data reinforces 

structures that transform network users into passive labourers. Of course, in doing so, 

he also becomes a passive creator of data points for others to mine, and he occupies 

an almost self-contradictory position of both passivity and autonomy. 
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The Metaverse complicates what it means for the human body to exist in space and 

place. Roy Ascott portrays this tension: 

Here and not here. Here and there, telematically, often without our knowledge or 

awareness […] human presence becomes virtualized and the individual self is 

distributed, space becomes virtualized and place becomes distributed. (444) 

Network spaces require new cultural behaviours as the framework for understanding 

space and place no longer adequately describes human spaces. Although the 

projection of human consciousness into the Metaverse metaphorically represents a 

separation of mind over matter, Stephenson complicates this. Hiro is able to capitalize 

on data mining because he is a hacker and one of the founders of the Metaverse itself. 

He played a central role in creating the code for the Metaverse and has written many of 

the rules that make it work as a realistic humanoid space. Hiro describes that ‘you can’t 

just materialize anywhere in the Metaverse, like Captain Kirk beaming down from on 

high. This would be confusing and irritating to the people around you. It would break the 

metaphor’ (43). His identification of a need for ‘real world’ rules in the Metaverse 

contains a transhumanist notion of biological transcendence, as the space allows 

humans to be everywhere despite our biology, but only in ways that are already familiar. 

Why should users be confined to taking a train through the Metaverse when their 

avatars could simply float there? 

Stephenson’s hackers are central to the creation of his vision for the future social 

aspects of technology. He names this space the ‘Metaverse’ after a common SF vision 

of an iteration of the internet as a singular social space constructed through virtual 

reality. The term historically contains a tension of hopeful yet cautious anticipation of 
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what such a space might mean for society. Of course, to contemporary readers, the 

Metaverse is a very real possibility in the near future, as Facebook announced in 2021 

that they were rebranding to ‘Meta’ and planning to develop a virtual reality space 

named the Metaverse. Mark Zuckerberg’s vision of the Metaverse reveals a desire for 

integration of the human into technology, as he suggests that ‘people shouldn't live 

through “small, glowing rectangles […] that’s not really how people are made to 

interact”’ (“Zuckerberg” 2021). The proposal for the Metaverse closely resembles 

Stephenson’s construction of his Metaverse, a space that brings all life experiences 

together without the limitations of the biological body, and which allows individuals to 

conduct business, form social relationships, and attend cultural events “in person” 

without having to physically travel anywhere. Both have rules of code that make the 

space compatible with human socialisation and specific restrictions on conduct, but 

Stephenson’s Metaverse is not owned by corporations, unlike Zuckerberg’s Metaverse. 

It was created by hackers, and while corporations rely heavily on it for business, they do 

not possess the same power and influence as the hacker community. Hiro reveals that 

‘most hacker types don’t go in for garish avatars, because they know that it takes a lot 

more sophistication to render a realistic human face than a talking penis’ (43), which 

suggests that successfully integrating human features and technology is a difficult task 

that only a few talented individuals can accomplish. Stephenson’s portrayal of the 

powers of the hackers suggests that they resist the structures of authority through an 

implied permeability of boundaries and spaces. The hacker figure is traditionally tied to 

a discourse of disease, as they control viruses. A common cyberpunk trope is that they 

are portrayed as poor, antiestablishment ‘punks’ (Butler 2001). Their role in the creation 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 132 
 

 

of the Metaverse, then, complicates expectations for the governance of the network 

space.  

Stephenson’s attention to the technological challenge of capturing human expression 

reveals a foundational truth about his view of language. He portrays language as 

inseparable from the human body, as, without body language, a dimension of 

communication is lost. When he interacts with a badly created avatar, Hiro describes 

‘trying to read some clues in the guy’s face, but the closer he looks, the more his shitty 

black-and-white avatar seems to break up into jittering, hard-edged pixels’ (69). Low-

budget avatars break the illusion of the Metaverse as a human space and remind the 

user that it is nothing more than bits of code; more importantly, they hinder 

communication. Hiro observes both sides as he notes the businessmen who ‘pay 

attention to the facial expressions and body language of the people they are talking to. 

And that’s how they know what’s going on inside a person’s head – by condensing fact 

from the vapor of nuance’ (69). This suggests that the more ‘authentically human’ the 

Metaverse and its avatars become, the more value it produces through social 

interactions, as body language adds another layer of readable communication. The 

connection between Big Data Capitalism and blended spaces, such as the Metaverse, 

conceptually resembles a dystopian surveillance nightmare constructed for a 

cyberpunk hero to undermine. However, Stephenson’s novel does not straightforwardly 

follow cyberpunk traditions of the ‘gritty’ hero who fight to gain autonomy within a high-

security society. Instead, Hiro and Juanita are the ‘Adam and Eve of the Metaverse’ (69), 

as they created the first concept for avatars and much of the code that makes it a 

human-like world with limitations and rules. The novel’s clever allusion to the Adam 

and Eve figures acts as a complex foreshadowing of the characters’ individual journeys. 
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While Juanita is a minor character in the story, she gifts Hiro data, which sets his 

journey of discovery in motion. Stephenson’s use of the myth is extremely similar to 

Pullman’s construction of Lyra as Eve, discussed in the previous chapter. As Andrew 

Crislip suggests, the figures of Adam and Eve are often associated with moral 

transgressions and repentance; however, for Stephenson and Pullman, the Fall 

signifies the acquisition of transgressive knowledge. Hiro later returns to the Fall myth: 

Eve, as I recall, is considered to be responsible for getting Adam to eat the 

forbidden fruit, from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Which is to say, it’s 

not just fruit – it's data [...] It’s as though ‘good’ and ‘evil’ where invented by the 

writer of the Adam and Eve legend to explain why people get sick – why they have 

physical and mental viruses. (247) 

Hiro and Juanita both develop a sense of critical awareness of the unforeseen 

consequences of human use of the Metaverse, and rather than maintaining the illusion 

that their creation is an idealised utopia, they actively subvert this by seeking 

knowledge outside of this space. 

Where Juanita avoids the Metaverse entirely, Hiro monitors and reflects on human 

engagement with online spaces. Realistic avatars serve as status symbols for an 

idealised dual existence in space, and hackers are worshipped as celebrities. Hackers 

possess a form of cultural capital that signifies they understand a fundamental truth 

about the construction of the Metaverse as an extension of human space, which is not 

accessible to those with less sophisticated knowledge. Garish avatars are for those 

who mistakenly think that the Metaverse is a free-for-all, where no limitations —

biological, governmental, or otherwise —apply. The hackers’ understanding of the 
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metaverse aligns closely with Foucault’s portrayal of heterotopias. Foucault argues 

that within our contemporary shift towards understanding space as data grids defined 

by proximity between data points, the last two spaces of contradiction are utopias and 

heterotopias. He identifies utopias as ‘sites with no real place […] They present society 

itself in a perfected form […] but in any case these utopias are fundamentally unreal 

spaces’ (“Of Other Spaces” 24). He defines heterotopias through their contrast to the 

elusive and unreal quality of utopias: 

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places- places 

that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society-which are 

something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the 

real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind are 

outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in 

reality. (“Of Other Spaces” 24) 

Where utopias represent an internalised collective site for hopes and dreams of an 

idealised society, heterotopias are real and tangible places of enactment and 

resistance. Heterotopias are spaces that exist outside the ‘everyday,’ where individuals 

in crisis, or those deemed deviant from social norms, retreat to avoid disrupting 

normative spaces. 

Foucault argues that heterotopias have a function in relation to all other spaces, as 

‘either their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all the 

sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory […] Or else, on the 

contrary, their role is to create a space that is other, another real space, as perfect, as 
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meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled’ (“Of Other 

Spaces” 27). The Metaverse acts as a site of exploration and social transgression, 

where users can transcend physical limitations and social rules with anonymity. Hiro 

describes that the creators of the Metaverse failed to predict the demand for violence 

and did not make a plan for what happens if an avatar dies. Hiro, recognising the need 

for a protocol for violent acts, writes a program that means that the user gets 

temporarily kicked out of the Metaverse if they die in a fight, and their avatar is taken to 

a cemetery where they are deleted from the Metaverse. While this is only an 

annoyance, as the user can simply create a new avatar, it does highlight a necessary 

labour behind maintaining the illusion of ‘reality’ which makes the Metaverse so 

alluring. The more realistic the Metaverse appears, the greater the enjoyment an 

individual will derive from transgressive behavior. The fact that ‘avatars are not 

supposed to die. Not supposed to fall apart […] But the whole point of a sword fight is to 

cut someone up and kill them’ (117), draws attention to the artifice of the Metaverse as 

a space. Especially the lack of appropriate bodily functions in the Metaverse, as when 

Hiro’s opponent is killed, ‘the air does not rush out of him, he fails to collapse, and you 

can look into the aperture of a sword cut and see, instead of bones and meat, the back 

of the skin on the other side. It breaks the metaphor. The avatar is not acting like a real 

body (117). The difficulty in producing a realistic human experience within the 

Metaverse serves as a reminder that the things that make us human, like society, 

culture, and desires, are things that are projected onto human spaces. The Metaverse 

is, at once, a space where the individual can be freed from the social and biological 

restraints of what it means to be human and a reminder of how incompatible the 

human species is with online space. Foucault suggests that heterotopias draw 
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attention to the illusory aspects of real human spaces, and arguably, this is the case 

with the Metaverse. Stephenson’s satirical inclusion of the garish phallic avatars and 

the violent desires of users allude to the existence of these desires in real-world 

spaces. The presence of intensified desires in the online space shatters the illusion of 

social order in the real world and reminds the user that many beings are subjected to 

colonisation, misogyny, and violence – space and by extension nature, perhaps more 

so than any other entity. 
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Viral Corporate Ideologies 
 

Snow Crash is overloaded with disease and disease metaphors that permeate all 

spaces and bodies within the novel. Stephenson’s hyperfocus on biological 

vulnerability seems overkill, even for a cyberpunk novel, as he portrays no less than five 

different contagions. However, in the context of the integrated beings that haunt the 

edges of the story, the volume of contagions highlights anxieties about the changing 

ontology of the human and our spaces. The novel’s contagions are plentiful and diverse 

because they are designed to infect the entire population across diverse communities 

that are analogue, integrated, or fully digital. Moreover, disease as discourse is 

intimately linked to the creation of technology, as viruses and virus protection are 

central concerns in the creation of online spaces. The implied presence of contagion 

within the foundation of technology contains an anxiety about boundaries, as 

‘spread[ing] by contact, contagion invites uneasy considerations of connections 

between things – people, animals, organic objects, inanimate objects – things which 

humans do not know, or always wish to know’ (Bashford and Hooker 4). Stephenson’s 

exaggerated use of disease imagery reveals how significant societal changes, such as 

the invention of online spaces, alter the barriers that comprise human ontology. 

Technology exists in a complicated intersectional state, where humans and ‘others’ are 

entangled and trapped between conflicting desires for both proximity and distance. 

Contagion metaphors within technological spaces reveal a notable process of 

anthropomorphism of technology. Kilgore argues:  

[T]he “computer virus” is extraordinarily simple: it matches the proliferation of 

computer code to the proliferation of the organic virus; the transmission-
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mechanism of disk or Internet to the path of disease vectors; and especially the 

ambiguous ontological status of autonomous but non-living replicator. The 

metaphor, blending autonomous computer code with organic virus, makes 

possible several competing side-effects[…] as a result, the infected computer, 

or the infected network, or perhaps the entire Internet also becomes a living 

body, the virus’s “victim” or “host.” (168) 

Viral discourses of network security draw humans and technology closer and makes 

them allies against an invisible enemy. Kilgore’s observation that disease metaphor 

serves as an anthropomorphism of computer code offers an illuminating perspective to 

Sampson’s suggestion that ‘metaphors of disease shape the network space by way of 

igniting public anxieties concerning an epidemic “enemy” that is undetected, and 

therefore potentially everywhere’ (4). The anxiety about contagion not only shapes the 

network, as suggested by Sampson, but it also alters the way that humans engage with 

it, away from simply being a tool or an extension of human space towards being an 

extension of the human body. As Kilgore and Sampson reveal, the language of 

technology has always been closely tied to the language of human biology. However, 

the material reality of contemporary society means that technology is no longer 

exclusively connected to humans through language, as physical integration, imagined 

by Haraway and Stephenson, is becoming increasingly tangible. Many of Stephenson’s 

visions of the future of technology have correlatives in the contemporary world. 

Wearable technology has become popular over the past decade, and technology is 

continually adapting to become more seamlessly integrated with the human body. 

From Smartwatches and VR headsets to Ray-Ban’s camera-powered Meta glasses and, 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 139 
 

 

most recently, a revolutionary device that allows users to monitor their blood sugar in 

real-time on an app connected to a patch on the user’s skin, so they can diet more 

efficiently. Companies like Lingo and Zoe sell continuous glucose monitoring devices 

as weight loss tools, and Forbes hails these as ‘[t]he weight loss biohack you never 

knew you needed’ (Suhrawardi emphasis added). Although this is simply a capitalist 

rebranding of a genuine medical device for people with diabetes made popular as a 

dieting tool, it does offer an revealing contemporary perspective to Stephenson’s 

predictions about integration. His vision of technology portrays the tension between 

conflicting desires of distance and proximity through what reads almost as a 

foreshadowing of contemporary human integration with technology. 

Although Stephenson draws on the language of biological anthropology in the novel 

from contemporary technological terminology, the evidence suggests a conscious 

choice to portray the Metaverse as an extension of the human body and its spaces. The 

narrator describes when Hiro ‘goggles’ into the Metaverse: 

He is wearing shiny goggles that wrap halfway around his head; the bows of the 

goggles have little earphones that are plugged into his outer ears […] Down the 

inside of the computer there are three lasers […] They are powerful enough to 

make a bright light but not powerful enough to burn through the back of your 

eyeball and broil your brain, fry your frontals, lase your lobes. (26) 

The goggles are a prominent example of a physical aid created to mitigate a disability, in 

this case, impaired vision, transformed into a technological accessory. The function of 

these glasses has transformed, as they no longer help the wearer see the real world 

clearly, but instead allow them to be immersed in an online world. The goggles still 
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function as disability aids by allowing the wearer access to a disembodied space where 

they can participate on equal footing to ‘normative’ users who are similarly 

disembodied. However, using such aids results in a closer proximity between the 

human body and ‘othered’ online spaces, and they become passive creators of capital 

under Big Data Capitalism. Users who become integrated to mitigate disabilities do not 

have the same opportunities to opt out of becoming products of passive data mining. 

The increasing ability to achieve normative bodily functions with the aid of technology 

also calls into question the boundaries between humans and technology. Interestingly, 

the novel’s description of the laser projections is stylistically quite medical and draws 

on the fear of side effects from medical treatments, such as laser eye surgery and 

electroconvulsive therapy – the first of which is used to establish a ‘normal’ level of 

vision, and the second a ‘normative’ way of thinking. The satirical commentary that the 

lasers are strong but not strong enough to permanently damage the user’s brain plays 

on stereotypes of technology as evil and damaging, but also on the fact that technology 

alters the human body in many ways. The use of goggles with lasers that project the 

metaverse onto your retina may be the very reason that you will need other small lasers 

to correct your failing vision in the future. 

However, Stephenson’s portrayal of human integration with technology expands 

beyond his focus on risks and anxieties. The cyborg is a common figure in the Biopunk 

genre, and these appear in various stages of human form throughout Snow Crash. The 

least recognisable human character is Ng, a driver hired to help Y.T. get hold of a vial of 

the Snow Crash drug so that the Mafia can run tests on it. He was injured in a helicopter 

fire while serving as a soldier in a war, and found that prostheses limit his quality of life. 

Instead of accepting that his mobility will never be the same, he decides to pay to have 
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a van modified to fit his physical needs. His description of the van reveals that it is more 

than a prosthetic device, ‘is much better than a tiny pathetic wheelchair. It is an 

extension of my body’ (258). He explains that his body is suspended in an 

electrocontractive gel that responds to information from the Metaverse and will 

replicate the physical sensations produced there. If an avatar in the Metaverse touches 

him, the gel enables his biological body to feel it as if the gel were a part of his biology. 

The language Stephenson uses to describe the biological functions of the car and the 

explicit distancing from the prosthesis suggests that the incursion of technology into 

the body is inevitable and ubiquitous. The presence of modified figures within the novel, 

such as Ng, draws attention to ways hybrid biology alters human engagement with 

space. 

Cyborg transformations in the novel are ambiguous, as characters like Ng suggest that 

integration can create more equitable societies, particularly for individuals with 

disabilities. However, Hiro’s gradual transformation into a gargoyle portrays a more 

cautious outlook, as data mining transforms the labourer into a state of passivity. While 

capturing the information produced without agency is an automated process for the 

hacker, an increasing proximity to technology is necessary. Data mining forces hackers 

to adapt and integrate with technology to increase the amount of information they can 

capture. Hiro’s relationship with technology gradually transitions throughout the novel, 

and he ends up as what the hacker community refers to as a Gargoyle. Hiro's 

engagement with technology begins with simply driving a van with enhanced GPS 

capabilities. It then evolves to describing his private computer, which bounces low-

powered lasers off his cornea’ (125), and finally he decides to go into ‘gargoyle mode’. 
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When gargoyles are first introduced, Hiro comments that they look stupid as ‘they wear 

their computers on their bodies, broken up into separate modules that hang on the 

waist, on the back, on the headset. They serve as human surveillance devices, 

recording everything that happens around them’ (141). Hiro’s initial resistance to 

integrating technology with biology centres on the connection between technological 

integration and capitalist structures. His desire to fight the metavirus, both in the ‘real’ 

world and in the metaverse, ultimately leads to his eventual surrender to integration. 

This suggests that while human proximity to technology may reinforce capitalist 

structures, integration may become necessary due to the excessive exposure that is 

the reality of our global contemporary society. 

Stephenson portrays Hiro’s integration in almost biopolitical terms. He is unable to 

remain goggled into the metaverse in his pre-integration state of being, as he needs to 

travel to rescue Juanita and fight Rife’s assailants along the way. However, he likewise 

needs to be able to access the metaverse regularly to contain the spread of the 

metavirus and prevent further damage. His need to monitor two places at once wins out 

over his disdain for gargoyles, and he becomes fully integrated. Hiro’s cyborg 

transformation makes him the ultimate anti-establishment antihero, embodying both 

the ideal working-class punk and the hacker genius. As Haraway suggests, ‘cyborg 

unities are monstrous and illegitimate; in our present political circumstances, we could 

hardly hope for more potent myths for resistance and recoupling’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 

15). However, she also concedes that cyborgs blur boundaries and inhabit the 

contradictory. Hiro’s integration allows him to monitor both real and online spaces, 

both with his own eyes and the surveillance equipment that he carries. Because he 

makes his money selling this passively mined data, his data becomes a part of 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 143 
 

 

biopolitical surveillance and disease prevention. According to Kilgore, Stephenson’s 

portrayal of the external viral threat that also permeates online spaces suggests that 

biopolitical strategies are necessary for managing all spaces as the metaverse 

becomes an extension of body politics. Biopolitics, according to Foucault, describes 

the mechanisms of social and political power over all of human life by governing 

entities who use various techniques termed biopower to achieve ‘the subjugations of 

bodies and the control of populations’ (The History of Sexuality 140). Foucault regularly 

draws on public health and disease management to illustrate the mechanisms of 

power behind the desire to ensure maximum human survival. A significant part of 

Foucault’s writing is dedicated to methods of ‘discipline’ over human bodies. He 

argues: 

The Classical Age discovered the body as object and target of power. It is easy 

enough to find signs of the attention then paid to the body – to the body that is 

manipulated, shaped, trained, which obeys, responds, becomes skilful and 

increases its forces […] A body is docile that may be subjected, used, 

transformed and improved. (Discipline and Punish 59) 

The attention to the body as a site of power gradually grew from the kinds of discipline 

asserted by institutions such as monasteries and under capitalism discipline defines 

‘how one may have a hold over others’ bodies, not only so that they may do what one 

wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed 

and the efficiency that one determines’ (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 60). The 

conflation of human and technology means that technology is equally subjected to 

structures of biopolitical control. 
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Hiro’s gargoyle mode responds to a corporate desire for acceleration in data mining 

that intensifies structures of control. Stephenson’s portrayal of the metaverse as an 

extension of the human, subjected to the same structures of biopower, highlights how 

technology turns biopolitical systems into capital. Sampson argues: 

The intention, it would seem, is clearly not to constrain contagion but to 

cultivate, nurse, and prime small worlds of infection to exploit the spreading of 

social influence from the few to the many and thus make small contagions, 

relating to fashions, brands, and products, spill over into much wider (and more 

profitable) epidemics of desire. (99)  

Sampson uses the cultivated contagion as a metaphor for virally spreading automated 

consumerist desires, however, this nonetheless offers an insightful perspective on the 

connection between online spaces and biopolitics. In Snow Crash, biopolitical 

structures and tools, such as surveillance, are utilised by corporations to generate 

passive income. Therefore, the cultivation of real and metaphorical contagions is a 

source of profit, as a higher risk of contagion and increased control of bodies leads to 

more data. Walker et al. argue that ‘biopower infiltrates the everyday processes of 

individuals and regulates them without overt intervention: biopower implicitly “defines 

the frame within which choices can and must be made. It is associated with a specific 

type of organisation, which allows freedom of movement but channels that movement 

and its flows in specific directions”’ (30). In controlling the movements and behaviours 

of the population, governing structures control the spread of contagion. However, in the 

age of Big Data Capitalism, the corporate profitability of biopower intensifies 
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biopolitical control. Snow Crash highlights how the conflation of online and human 

worlds leads to the reconfiguration of online spaces to reinforce biopolitical control. 

 

Significantly, Stephenson portrays this process as mutually productive. Where the 

anthropomorphism of technology legitimizes the application of human structures of 

control, it likewise creates possibilities for corporations to treat humans like machines. 

Judy Joshua highlights a common cyberpunk trope in which corporations use 

technology to establish 'the dumb automaton of the brain, so that whoever sends the 

right commands to the right structures in the brain has total control over the body’ (19). 

Stephenson engages with this cyberpunk vision of the brain as a computer to highlight 

the viral nature of ideological control. Where all of the corporations of Stephenson’s 

America have their own distinct corporate ideologies that their employees must abide 

by, none of them are particularly interested in constructing a wider social ideology, 

except for L. Bob Rife. Stephenson maintains a pronounced distinction between 

corporate ideologies that maintain the corporation's code of conduct and the religious 

ideology of Rife’s empire. Hiro listens to an early interview with Rife where he explains 

his initial business philosophy: 

I deal in information […] but that means, if you’ll just follow my reasoning for a 

bit, that when I have a programmer working under me who is working with that 

information. He is wielding enormous power. Information is going into his brain. 

And it’s staying there. It travels with him when he goes home at night […] So 

we’re working on refining our management techniques so that we can control 

that information no matter where it is – on our hard disks or even inside the 

programmer’s heads. (131) 
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Rife’s desire to control his sole right to intellectual property, even when inside the 

minds of his programmers, reveals how the conflation of human and technology 

constructs the body of the labourer as an economic subject. Rife discovers that he can 

control his workers by using the Sumerian language as a biological computer virus. He 

exposes individuals to specific contagious words, which have ‘the power to alter the 

functioning of the brain and of the body’ (315) and activate the deep structures of the 

brain. The virus is called the ‘metavirus’ and Hiro portrays it as the origin of disease and 

a ‘basic principle of nature, like Darwinian selection, or it may be an actual piece of 

information […] any information system of sufficient complexity will inevitably become 

infected with viruses – viruses generated from within itself’ (455). Hiro’s reflection on 

the inevitability of infection highlights the novel’s themes of vulnerability to ideological 

control. 

The metavirus is an informational virus which causes data to maliciously permeate the 

human body and use the host to multiply. Its ambiguous status, being both a biological 

virus which targets human bodies and a computer virus that disrupts technological 

systems, reveals an anxiety about the ability of viral data to infect both humans and 

technology. Hiro discovers that the metavirus is structurally similar to ‘herpes simplex, 

a virus that takes up residence in the nervous system and never leaves. It is capable of 

carrying new genes into existing neurons and genetically reengineering them’ (263). 

Much like the herpes simplex virus, which lies dormant within the body until the right 

environmental factors, like stress or a weakening of the immune system, occur, the 

metavirus similarly waits in the body for the correct data to activate it. In a society 

where the development of technology has allowed data to replicate and spread 

uncontrollably, the fear of a dormant disease waiting to be activated seems like a 
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pertinent metaphor. Herpes Simplex acts as a metaphorical precursor to the anxiety 

surrounding AIDS, as they are structurally very similar. The novel’s frequent comparison 

to Herpes Simplex suggests that, like this common virus, the metavirus spreads rapidly 

and is not inherently harmful. However, the ominous potential of more serious 

complications and allusions to the deadly spread of AIDS suggest that the 

uncontrollable acceleration of data has fatal potential. Both diseases also focus on 

transmission and are often linked to moral discourse surrounding sexual or other bodily 

proximity. Sontag suggests: 

AIDS has a dual metaphoric genealogy. As a micro-process, it is described as 

cancer is: an invasion. When the focus is transmission of the disease, an older 

metaphor, reminiscent of syphilis, is invoked: pollution. (One gets it from the 

blood or sexual fluids of infected people or from contaminated blood products.) 

But the military metaphors used to describe AIDS have a somewhat different 

focus from those used in describing cancer. […] In the description of AIDS the 

enemy is what causes the disease, an infectious agent that comes from the 

outside […] This is the language of political paranoia, with its characteristic 

distrust of a pluralistic world. (38) 

The military metaphors suggest that the outside source of contagion has malicious 

intent, and the disease has a complicated history of purposeful transmission or 

neglectful behaviour leading to infection. AIDS metaphors are particularly complex 

because the HIV virus brings about a constellation of immunodeficiency diseases with 

diverse signs and symptoms. The virus bypasses the body’s firewall, the immune 

system, and makes way for a spectrum of illnesses. Sontag argues that AIDS metaphor 
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contains a fear of pollution that estranges the person from their body as ‘the body’s 

own cells become the invader’ (38). Hiro’s use of AIDS metaphors follows Sontag’s 

identification of bodily estrangement, as he suggests that ‘glossolalia comes from 

structures buried deep within the brain, common to all people’ (234), effectively 

portraying susceptibility to control as biological. Stephenson’s reflection of the 

dormant qualities within the brain draws on similar metaphors, as the metavirus 

weakens the brain’s structures that control autonomous reflective thinking, and makes 

way for a spectrum of ideological indoctrination. Like AIDS, the metavirus is not 

dangerous in of itself; it simply paves the way for contagions that are. 

The linguistic aspects of the metavirus reveal Stephenson’s awareness of the political 

and ethical consequences of naming diseases, a particular concern in the cultural 

context of the novel's time. The mysterious nature of AIDS and the prevalence of 

outbreaks amongst gay men led to the infection being referred to as GRIDS, Gay-related 

Immune Deficiency Syndrome, or more colloquially, the “Gay Plague” (Stulberg & Smith 

2001). The non-medical origin of the popular name for the crisis reveals a particularly 

prominent discourse of blame and transgressions of normative moral constructions. 

Stephenson’s brief direct references to the infection are illuminating as they expose the 

discursive similarities. He initially describes the virus in vague and elusive terms, and 

Hiro gradually discovers more about its nature, referring to it by its popular name, 

‘Snow Crash’. The name Snow Crash is based on a term for static shown on a blank 

computer screen, which indicates a failure to translate binary computer code into the 

desired visual output. Stephenson’s choice to name it as such reveals a connection 

between technological discourse and the interpellation of individuals into a state of 
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‘blank’ automation, aligning them with computers. The large variety of transmission 

points in the novel draws on anxieties about blood contamination prevalent during the 

height of the AIDS crisis. These anxieties were fuelled, in large parts, by the unknowing 

transmission through contaminated donor blood, known in the UK as “The UK Infected 

Blood Scandal” (“Long Overdue Conclusion” 2024). 

Hiro discovers that L. Bob Rife ‘devised a means for extracting the virus from human 

blood serum and packaged it as a drug known as Snow Crash’ (464), which reveals 

Stephenson’s awareness of the fears surrounding blood and bodily functions. His 

allusion to blood contamination, specifically through drug use and contaminated 

needles, highlights a cultural concern with pharmacological science and its dual 

possibility of contagion/contamination and healing/inoculation. Y.T. is taken into a 

“Sacrifice Zone”, an area where the amount of waste exceeds the economic incentive 

to clean the area to find Snow Crash, as these sites are popularly used for drug taking. 

She describes drug taking and contaminated needles as ordinary, as ‘she goes up to the 

middle of the “drug taking site.” Is not too surprised to see a little nest of discarded 

hypodermic needles’ (271). The reference to blood contamination and needle sharing in 

Stephenson’s writing is unsurprising given the cultural context of the AIDS crisis and the 

pharmacological failure to produce life-saving drugs for the infection. John Hickman 

suggests: 

Some critics describe Americans as dangerously overmedicated because of 

insidious advertising by a pharmaceutical industry better at discovering chronic 

maladies to be treated with unnecessary, ineffective, or even harmful 
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prescription medicines than at discovering cures for life-threatening or 

debilitating diseases. (160) 

According to Hickman, regulated portrayals of drugs in Science Fiction are commonly 

tied to anxieties of consumerism and illicit use of mind-altering drugs ‘evoke the 

insidious nature of authoritarian political indoctrination’ (160). Stephenson’s portrayal 

of the Sacrifice Zones littered with pharmacological waste reveals an awareness of the 

tension between the accelerated production of drugs and the inability to treat and cure 

diseases like AIDS. Combined with the novel’s focus on docility and automated 

capitalist production, Stephenson’s portrayal of drug use contains a kind of 

claustrophobia as the threat of ideological control seems to infect every part of society. 

Hiro alludes to ‘informational hygiene’ at several points throughout the novel, which 

highlights anxieties about maintaining individual agency and orientation in a world filled 

with threats of external and internal ideological contagion. Hickman argues that 

dystopias about drugs ‘served as vehicles for their authors to warn about the utility of 

pharmacology to tyranny, either by the reduction of entire populations to docility or by 

assaults on the integrity of individual minds […] Today, these concerns seem 

overwrought and even irrelevant. They have lost much of their terror’ (164). While some 

more explicitly instructive works of Drug Dystopia may have lost some of their horror, 

Snow Crash’s focus on viral corporate ideology remains terrifyingly contemporary. 

Stephenson’s engagement with illness and medicine is less concerned with “Big 

Pharma” conspiracies that speculate that pharmaceutical corporations deliberately 

withhold effective treatments to maximize profits. Instead, he targets the capitalist 

ideologies that make such conspiracies plausible, and exposes how every aspect of 
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human life is subject to the whims of big corporations that control our food, medicine, 

spaces, and even our thoughts. 

Stephenson’s reflection of corporate power remains a contemporary concern, which is 

clearly reflected in the popularity of Dan Erickson’s 2022 TV series Severance, released 

(in an ironic twist) by Apple, one of America’s largest corporations. Severance portrays 

the lives of a group of employees who have agreed to undergo a medical procedure that 

severs their memories to create two individuals – a work-self called an ‘innie’ and a 

leisure-self called an ‘outie’. The severance procedure is performed to control the 

corporation’s intellectual property, as the innie’s memories are contained within the 

space of the workplace. The team of innies becomes increasingly worried about the 

nature of their work, which is largely kept secret from them, as they discover that their 

employer, Lumon Industries, can switch workers on and off at will. The realization that 

Lumon’s control over their bodies far surpasses what they were promised when they 

agreed to become severed sends them on a path to discovering the corporation's 

motives and ideology, in the hopes that they will find a way to escape. The series 

currently consists of three seasons; however, Lumon’s ideology and purpose remain 

sinisterly elusive. The series contains overt religious references, from goats raised for 

sacrificial slaughter to paintings and books that detail the founder’s deity-like 

stewardship of his followers, as well as rituals of atonement. When employees disobey 

Lumon’s code of conduct, they are sent to the ‘Break Room’ for atonement. During 

these sessions, they are forced to read out the following statement: 

FORGIVE ME FOR THE HARM I HAVE CAUSED THIS WORLD. NONE MAY ATONE 

FOR MY ACTIONS BUT ME, AND ONLY IN ME SHALL THEIR STAIN LIVE ON. I AM 
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THANKFUL TO HAVE BEEN CAUGHT, MY FALL CUT SHORT BY THOSE WITH 

WIZENED HANDS. ALL I CAN BE IS SORRY, AND THAT IS ALL THAT I AM. (S1, E4 

48:06) 

Workers are made to read the statement out loud until the supervisor is satisfied that 

the worker truly believes what they are saying. The words are projected onto a 

transparent screen in front of the offending employee, and the camera angles of the 

scenes show the reflection of the words as if they are burned onto the employee’s skin. 

 

This specific scene offers a compelling comparison to the spread of the metavirus in 

Snow Crash. When Hiro’s hacker-friend Da5id is exposed to the virus, his ‘paralyzed 

face has taken on a bluish tinge as it reflects light coming out of the scroll’ (84). Hiro 

describes it as ‘a living wall of light, like a flexible, flat-screened television set. It’s not 

showing anything at all. Just static. White noise. Snow’ (84). The wall of light contains 

words translated into binary code, so while the snow does not appear as words, 

language is projected into Da5id’s brain. Just as Da5id receives information that he 

does not yet understand, viral information is projected into the mind of the Lumon 
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employee, Helly R. Helly does not initially believe the words or comprehend their 

meaning, and she initially laughs at the absurdity of the punishment. However, after 

being forced to read the statement for hours on end, the light projection of the words 

will have been physically imprinted on her retina. She begins to realise that the words 

mean that she is Lumon property and that there is no way to escape or disagree with 

their values as her innie-self only exists within their space. The punishment plays on 

structures of sin and salvation, as the employee’s transgression is portrayed as a Fall. 

As I discussed in Chapter 1, the Fall myth is tied to transgressive knowledge, as Eve 

questions the truth of God’s warning not to eat the forbidden fruit. The statement’s 

assertion that their Fall had been ‘cut short by those with wizened hands’ (S1, E4 48:06) 

highlights Lumon’s use of propaganda and false information to indoctrinate workers 

into their ideology. 

Rife’s ideology takes on similarly religious and ritualistic forms, and it is equally elusive 

to Lumon’s. Both ideologies align corporate and religious values to construct a 

framework for their followers to construct their sense of identity, a process in which the 

followers become self-perpetuating tools for the corporation’s control over bodies. 

However, where Severance portrays the necessary labour and difficulties in ensuring 

that their workers remain complacent, Rife’s biohacking has enabled him to transmit 

his propaganda virally. Juanita explains that Rife has found ‘a metavirus […] It’s the 

atomic bomb of informational warfare – a virus that causes any system to infect itself 

with new viruses’ (227). The metavirus enables Rife to exert control over the entire 

population as he infects them with a cosmological narrative that conveys his ideology. 

As with any story, it is constructed through a kind of viral language that spreads the 

story by speaking in tongues, otherwise known as glossolalia. Juanita describes that 
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‘[m]any Pentecostal Christians believe that the gift of tongues was given to them so that 

they could spread their religion to other people without having to actually learn their 

language’ (236). Rife’s cosmological story is a virus that produces docile bodies that 

transmit the cosmological story through glossolalia. Hiro theorises that the viral story 

physically alters human bodies: 

The viral data is made up of a language that has the power to change the 

structure of the brain: We’ve got two kinds of language in our heads. The kind 

we’re using now is acquired. It patterns our brains as we’re learning it. But 

there’s also a tongue that’s based in the deep structures of the brain, that 

everyone shares. These structures consist of basic neural circuits that have to 

exist in order to allow our brains to acquire higher language. (453) 

Stephenson’s portrayal of the self-propagating nature of the Sumerian language 

constructs a critique of logocentrism, the idea that full presence is achievable in 

language. Rife appropriates the Sumerian language to alter the brain's structures and 

create docile bodies that will follow his ideology blindly. Arran Stibbe suggests that 

‘[i]deologies are cognitive, that is, they exist in the minds of group members, but they 

also have a linguistic manifestation in characteristic ways of speaking and writing used 

by those members’ (19). Stibbe’s suggestion that language is an identifier of ideology, 

combined with Stephenson’s portrayal of glossolalia as the transmission model for viral 

ideology, suggests that logocentrism disguises ideology as truth. His engagement with 

language also reveals a broader concern for the relationship between discourse and 

dogmatic religions. Juanita reveals that ‘religion used to be essentially viral – a piece of 

information that replicated inside the human mind, jumping from one person to the 
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next’ (228), which portrays religion in similarly contagious terms. Stephenson’s 

attention to discursive practices in cosmological narratives highlights how religious 

practices, such as storytelling, rituals, and prayer, construct mythological systems of 

power. Rife’s decision to conflate corporate ideologies with religious practices is 

unsurprising, as their automated systems of control are mutually productive. He is 

particularly interested in the goddess Asherah, who is believed to be the earliest 

iteration of Eve. 

Fellow gargoyle, Lagos, has gifted Hiro a library of information about Rife’s research 

into religions upon which he has constructed his corporate principles. The library, 

complete with an AI librarian, details Rife’s belief that the Fall is a metaphor for 

contagion. Hiro reflects: 

“Eve, as I recall, is considered responsible for getting Adam to eat the forbidden 

fruit, from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Which is to say, it’s not just 

fruit – it’s data” […] “It’s as though ‘good’ and ‘evil’ were invented by the writer of 

the Adam and Eve legend to explain why people get sick – why they have physical 

and mental viruses.” (264) 

Rife’s understanding of the Fall as contagious data is significant because it alludes to 

similar structures of morality and control to those I discussed in Chapter 1. Rife’s viral 

data contains moral instructions that define desired behaviours and threaten illness as 

a consequence for disobedience. Hiro points out the artifice of the construction of the 

good/evil binary and portrays it as a discursive tool used to reinforce ideological control 

through storytelling. Stephenson makes an important connection between the human 

need to make sense of the world through storytelling and discursive methods that allow 
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these stories to be appropriated for ideological control. Minna Salami argues that 

‘[s]tories turn into knowledge, and knowledge transforms into matter’ (21), which 

suggests that, if the stories we live by are told to reinforce certain ideologies and 

desired behaviours, these will shape our knowledge. 

Rife’s appropriation of religious cosmologies to construct automated streams of profit 

by controlling entire populations highlights Stephenson’s critical engagement with the 

intensification of biopolitical control in capitalism. Hiro is initially confused by Rife’s 

multifaceted approach to automation and asks Juanita, ‘“this Snow Crash thing – is it a 

virus, a drug or a religion?” Juanita shrugs. “What’s the difference?”’ (228). Juanita’s 

suggestion that there is no difference between viruses, drugs, and religion reveals that 

these are all tools for ideological control. She reflects that ‘all people have religions. It’s 

like we have religion receptors built into our brain cells or something, and we’ll latch 

onto anything that’ll fill that niche for us’ (228). Her identification that humans are 

biologically “vulnerable” to religion suggests that our inherent desires to subscribe to 

cosmological stories that help us make sense of the world and connect to a community 

make us more easily controlled. Rife conceals his capitalist ideologies as religion 

because its self-replicating nature allows him to assert control over unprecedented 

levels of the population. Michael Walker et al. suggest that that digital spaces have 

become subservient to capitalism which means that ‘individuals are more or less 

permanent/continuous carriers of corporate values and almost any aspect of human 

life can (and should) be monetised, with the extracted value immediately ‘reinvested’ in 

consumption, fuelling a perpetual cycle’ (27). Hiro warns that technology accelerates 

these processes, stating that ‘[i]n binary form, a virus can bounce around the universe 

at the speed of light. It infects a civilized planet, gets into its computers, reproduces, 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 157 
 

 

and inevitably gets broadcast on television or radio or whatever’ (465). Stephenson’s 

concern about the naturalization of capitalist ideology through their conflation with 

religion is closely related to the faster spread of information made possible by 

technology. 
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Writing New Code 
 

Stephenson’s portrayal of technology and disease offers a valuable space in which to 

examine the linguistic and philosophical challenges of the merging spaces of 

technology and humanity. However, the aim of this thesis is to examine how the 

medical humanities and ecocriticism can come together in speculative fiction to form a 

new kind of knowledge. Where many of the texts this thesis will discuss portray 

institutional ‘othering’ of that which evades straightforward categorization, the 

institutions in Snow Crash prioritize a vision of technology as an extension of the human 

and of capitalism. Stephenson’s cyborgs problematize this ideological approach to 

online spaces in various ways by highlighting moments where their ‘otherness’ allows 

them to transgress ideological control. His focus on the disintegration of boundaries 

between the human and the other offers a space in which nature can be discussed 

through its absence. The virus which is ‘natural’ in characteristics infiltrates the 

artificial space of the metaverse and permeates into the bodies of its users, and natural 

events like disease and natural disasters begin to reveal a ‘connection between risks 

that were thought to be natural or external, and racial, social and economic inequalities 

which were thought to be purely social’ (Chandler 27). The ability of the metavirus to 

invade spaces incompatible with its biology heightens anxieties about zoonotic 

transmission, the cyclical transmission of disease from animals to humans. Gwenaël 

Vourc’h et al. suggest, as with any contagious illness, that practising good hygiene and 

‘[a]voding contact is the easiest way to prevent directly transmitted zoonotic diseases’ 

(109). Like other pathogen-borne diseases, zoonotic transmission requires distance 

from the infected animal, which, like the diseases included in Sontag’s list of 
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metaphorical illnesses, leads to discursive ‘othering’ and moralisation. However, as 

illness in animals is not as easily identifiable, anxieties about possible transmissions 

target species more widely, as is the case with diseases like rabies. Zoonotic 

transmission elicits a desire to manage disease by creating or reinforcing barriers 

between humans and animals. Despite the metavirus’s zoonotic transmission model, 

in which it spreads from non-human to human hosts, it produces a different response. 

Rather than seek to distance humans from the threat of technological viruses, human 

disease management techniques are applied to the metaverse. The threat of contagion 

transforms the metaverse's space from a site of purely social connectivity into an 

extension of human society that encompasses biopolitical control.  

Stephenson’s Snow Crash virus describes a foundational reality of living in a society 

where automated biopolitical structures reduce lives to data to maintain the social, 

cultural, and economic order. This type of automation entails adherence to social 

norms in order to achieve the goals of the prevailing governing ideology at the time. An 

example of ‘real world’ automation is the agrilogistics project, a collection of 

agricultural programmes designed to ensure maximum human survival through 

agricultural practices. It is worth noting here that Morton’s perspective conflates a non-

linear history of agricultural practices under his term without considering the nuance of 

localised sustainable farming. His argument that agrilogistics leads to automated 

processes of environmental destruction is nonetheless interesting because it highlights 

the transformation of these practices into automated loops under capitalism. He 

suggests that the agrilogistics project’s aim to secure human survival spreads in a 

virulent fashion and that the anthropocentric desire to secure survival at any cost has 

led to unforeseen environmental consequences. He portrays the agrilogistics project as 
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one of the most foundational Western automations, central to our contemporary 

religions, cultures, and societies. Stephenson describes the origin of human society in 

similar terms. Hiro explains that civilization in its primitive form began as an infection, 

as once viral information ‘got into society, it was a self-sustaining piece of information. 

It’s a simple question of natural selection: people who know how to bake bread will live 

better and be more apt to reproduce than people who don’t know. Naturally, they will 

spread the me, acting as hosts for this self-replicating piece of information’ (456). The 

me are cognitive tools that allow Enki to control human behaviour through linguistic 

commands. Hiro describes the me as ‘“algorithms for carrying out certain activities 

essential to the society. […] “The operating system of society”’ (293). He also portrays 

these commands as computer programs that, like biopower, execute automatically to 

define ‘the frame within which choices can and must be made’ (Walker et al. 30). 

Stephenson’s identification of the me as a form of virality offers a glimpse of what 

Morton warns against when he suggests that in agrilogistics, these programs execute 

mindlessly and in a virulent fashion, even when ‘something was wrong with the code 

from the beginning’ (Dark Ecology 53). Morton argues that agrilogistics promotes 

anthropocentric attitudes that categorise the ‘order’ according to their usefulness for 

human survival. Such values legitimise violence against non-humans that are deemed 

“pests”. Snow Crash’s capitalist automation reflects similar viral anthropocentric 

attitudes as every aspect of human life is valued only in regard to its profitability. It is 

significant that the novel does not highlight the commodification of nature, but instead 

turns the focus inwards, as all aspects of human life are deemed useful in Techno 

Capitalism. Hiro reflects that ‘[t]he industry feeds off the human biomass of America. 

Like a whale straining krill from the sea’ (86). Hiro’s likening of humans to krill, low-
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ranking in the food chain and easy prey for the behemoth whale, reveals that capitalism 

reduces the value of human lives to profitability. This satirical revelation suggests that 

the capitalist dream of economic growth and individual freedom is a self-perpetuating 

anthropocentric trap. Hiro states that ‘America’s like this big old clanking, smoking 

machine that just lumbers across the landscape scooping up and eating everything in 

sight. Leaves behind a trail of garbage a mile wide’ (134). Stephenson’s vision of 

America suggests that Techno Capitalism is no less anthropocentric despite the fact 

that humans are equally subsumed under its values. Some spaces are defined by their 

pollution: 

WARNING. The National Parks Service has declared this area to be a National 

Sacrifice Zone. The Sacrifice Zone Program was developed to manage parcels of 

land whose clean-up cost exceeds their total future economic value […] It is a 

clear night, and so the Sacrifice Zone glitters, an immense carpet of broken glass 

and shredded asbestos. (268) 

The novel reflects concern for the distinct cultural disregard for the polluting effects of 

commodification. Stephenson is careful to direct the blame at the corporations that 

perpetuate ideologies that appraise such spaces based on economic value rather than 

the people who have no choice but to inhabit these spaces. 

There is a noteworthy parallel between the anxieties of the social shift caused by 

technological advancements, as portrayed in the novel, and the discourse that 

surrounds the Anthropocene. The most prominent connection is Stephenson’s 

attention to ‘Easy Think’ ideology, defined by Morton as an automated ‘one-fits-all’ 

substance designed to maintain control by establishing a blanket ethics. Morton argues 
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that the agrilogistics project has cultivated ‘Easy Think Ethics’, under which being alive 

is the minimal condition of happiness. He suggests:  

Since existing is better than anything, more existing must be what we 

Mesopotamians should aim for. Compared with the injunction to flee from death 

and eventually even from the mention of death, everything else is just 

accidental. No matter whether I am hungrier or sicker or more oppressed. (Dark 

Ecology 51)  

Automation offers an Easy Think solution to the agrilogistics project’s goal of ensuring 

maximum survival of the human species at all costs, as it is the most efficient way of 

training systems and human beings to work unquestioningly towards its goal. However, 

Easy Think Ethics dispenses with whichever ideology is best suited to ensure maximum 

efficiency, regardless of the consequences it has for the workers and beings impacted 

by the agrilogistics project. Any thinking outside of this framework is discouraged or 

redirected by whichever ideology is most persuasive to the historical moment and 

capitalist aims. Snow Crash’s portrayal of numerous automated systems, each working 

to maintain capitalist structures in his post-democratic America, highlights the 

interchangeable nature of ideology. Rife’s ideology forms an Easy Think Religion – he 

collects only the most viral cosmological stories with little regard to their value, which 

reveals how capitalism transforms everyday elements such as labour, religion, 

citizenship, and many other aspects to employ a form of automation through which 

existence becomes played out in a repetitive loop. Breaking out of automated one-fits-

all Easy Think systems poses a complicated challenge to the definition of what it means 

to be human. Morton argues:  
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It is as if, whenever an origin or an end to the agrilogistic program is sought, we 

run into a self-imposed limit that is itself agrilogistic. The very idea of points of 

origin is an agrilogistic hallucination. For what is agrilogistics itself but the blind 

execution of a program in which my blind execution of key turnings in ignitions 

betrays my ignorance of the hyperobject of which I am a component, the human 

species? (Dark Ecology 66)  

He suggests that challenging the blind execution of agrilogistic programmes forces the 

individual’s ability to remain ignorant of hyperobjects, which, as described by Jeffrey 

Andrew Weinstock, are events that we cannot experience in one lifetime and therefore 

never fully comprehend. He argues that ‘hyperobjects’ embody a form of invisibility 

because of their timescale, which exceeds human life, suggesting that "we do not 

experience climate change itself; instead, as noted, we experience a symptom of it: 

weather” (194). Hyperobjects require us to think on a scale that is difficult for the 

individual to conceptualise because of their spatial and temporal vastness, which far 

exceeds the limitations of human imagination. Automation, technology, and climate 

change are all examples of hyperobjects because they affect change on a scale that 

obscures the full picture. We may observe that the weather gets slightly warmer in the 

UK or that our targeted social media ads become more accurate, to the point of almost 

predicting our next planned purchase before we search for it. However, it is difficult to 

gain an accurate understanding of the reasons behind these consequences. Observing 

hyperobjects requires humans to wrench their imagination out of the spatial, temporal, 

and discursive frameworks in which they exist. 
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David Chandler suggests that the Anthropocene is an age where the unintended 

consequences of climate change are constantly revealed, such as an increase in the 

occurrence of natural disasters like wildfires and hurricanes. To put this into Morton’s 

terms, the Anthropocene is an age where we increasingly notice the edges of one of the 

most elusive hyperobjects, climate change. Chandler terms this ‘the emergence of 

effects’ and argues that ours is a time where governing structures react to problems as 

they arise instead of working to prevent them. According to Chandler, the governance of 

climate change effects has a mutually productive relationship with the governance of 

effects in the digital realm, as strategies of spatial management are applied to the 

previously purely social realm of the network. He argues:  

Digital governance accepts that little can be done to prevent problems 

(understood as emergent or interactive effects) or to learn from problems, and 

that aspirations to transformation are much more likely to exacerbate these 

problems than solve them. Rather than attempt to ‘solve’ a problem, or adapt 

societies, entities or ecosystems in the hope that they will be better able to cope 

with problems and shocks, digital governance seeks to establish how relational 

understandings can help in the present by sensing and responding to the 

process of emergence. (24)  

Rather than seeking to prevent problems from arising, data is gathered and used to 

identify these effects as they emerge so that they can be rectified. In Snow Crash, this 

governance is facilitated through biopolitical data mining, where corporations gather 

information and use it to identify and respond to threats. There is no governing body 

that takes responsibility for the emergence of effects in digital spaces, which suggests 
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that the governance of effects is determined by the monetary benefits of individual 

corporations. The novel envisions the consequences of digital governance, which relies 

on Big Data to predict and respond to issues in real-time. The Mafia hires Hiro and YT to 

gather information about Snow Crash, to inform a board of leaders from the most 

powerful corporations in a collaborative approach to Rife’s mind control. The 

corporations have gathered information about the virus individually for some time and 

have decided to pool their resources to respond to the surface effects of its spread. 

Much like the desire to respond to emerging effects in digital governance, they are less 

concerned with the intentions behind the spread of the disease and its effect on the 

population, as they focus on warding off problems rather than prevention. Only Hiro 

seems concerned with the causality of the events, and he works to reveal the truth 

about the full extent of the virus's danger. The Mafia helps him get to L. Bob Rife’s raft, 

which is the base of his operations, because they are already going there to rescue YT. 

When Hiro questions why they would spend so many resources to rescue one person, 

the Mafia operative tells him that ‘the Mafia way is that we pursue larger goals under the 

guise of personal relationships […] This is how we avoid the trap of self-perpetuating 

ideology. Ideology is a virus. So getting this chick back is more than just getting a chick 

back. It’s the concrete manifestation of an abstract policy goal’ (401). The Mafia avoids 

being infected with automated ideology by basing its operations on personal 

relationships, which means that its workers follow them without ideological and 

capitalist motivations, thereby avoiding the ‘trap’ of new ideologies. Stephenson’s 

portrayal of the Mafia's view on ideology offers a nuanced perspective on Big Data 

Capitalism and digital governance. Rife’s control relies on an intensification of 

biopolitics, which Gregg Lambert argues shifts the focus away from the theoretical 
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underpinnings of rights theory, which emphasizes social contracts between individuals 

and bodies in practical biological terms. The Mafia constructs its corporate ideology 

entirely around social contracts with its slogan ‘YOU’VE GOT A FRIEND IN THE FAMILY’ 

(11). Hiro remarks that ‘[c]ompetition goes against the Mafia ethic’ (8), as those who do 

business with the Mafia do so because they operate on an exchange of favours that 

means that their users have a moral obligation to them. Their business suffers from 

Rife’s attempt to establish universal control over real-world and online populations 

because online spaces reconfigure human networks away from the personability that 

the Mafia relies on. Lambert draws on Foucault’s The History of Sexuality to argue that 

‘“what we are dealing with in the new technology of power is not exactly society . . . nor 

the individual-as-body” but rather an entirely new and multiple body of the population 

as both a statistical and biological problem of power from that point onward’ (106). Big 

Data functions through an automated process of data collection, which takes away the 

agency of the labourer. The pendulum governance of change in digital spaces employs 

a similarly automated approach, utilising this data to respond to emerging issues in a 

manner akin to a computer program with predetermined conditions and responses. The 

Mafia is not primarily concerned with L. Bob Rife’s plan to spread his control across the 

global population. Instead, they react to the effects of his contagion, which poses a 

threat to members of their community, and they respond by addressing the immediate 

consequences rather than seeking to eliminate the contagion entirely. 

Stephenson’s response to digital governance is interesting, as he appears neutral or 

perhaps sways towards the side of excitement about the future potential of a 

decentralised approach to digital governance. His portrayal of the hero hacker who 

saves the metaverse and global population from a mind-controlling tyrant reads like the 
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classic cyberpunk trope of technology’s potential for an idealised anarchist utopia. 

However, while the novel’s hackers and cyborg characters fight against oppressive 

political structures, none of them are placed in positions of power. They are foot 

soldiers in a war against the invisible cancerous threat of ideology, and they operate 

with partial information, working to reveal the full picture. Their uncanny refusal to 

belong to any one ontological category means that they are at once non-human and 

more human than any other being. If technology is an extension of the human, cyborgs 

are superhuman figures that disrupt biopolitical strategies due to their dual nature. 

They are able to transcend the structures of power to obtain knowledge outside of the 

automation that the citizens of the novel’s capitalist society are interpellated into due 

to their hybridity. Lagos tells Hiro that hackers physically alter their brains when they 

learn binary code, as ‘[y]our nerves grow new connections as you use them – the axons 

split and push their way between the dividing glial cells – your bioware self-modifies – 

the software becomes part of the hardware. So now you’re vulnerable – all hackers are 

vulnerable’ (143). Hackers and cyborgs are both at increased risk for contagion 

because they are both human and ‘other’. The lack of desire to create preventive 

change in digital governance affects these characters more acutely, as they are unable 

to opt out of using digital spaces. 

Matthew Kelly suggests that the term hacker has been distorted by their pop culture 

depictions as ‘anti-authoritarian vagabonds’ (106), when the word actually suggests ‘a 

subjectivity premised upon the production and circulation of modified code’ (106). 

According to Kelly, hackers are termed as such for their specific methods of engaging 

with computer code, often favouring open-source code that can be shared freely. Kelly 
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argues that ’a hacker’s biopolitical existence as a productive apparatus causes her or 

him to exist as a personal enterprise for informational and cultural production, meaning 

that hackers create not only code but also the ideological significance attached to it’ 

(170). In fact, hackers often unwittingly reinforce systems of control rather than oppose 

them. Snow Crash subverts expectations of the hacker figure as it features a diverse 

range of hackers, from docile to autonomous. Y.T.’s mother is a corporate hacker who 

works for the Feds and writes code for larger projects. She is described in the terms 

identified by Kelly as ‘software comes out of factories, and hackers are, to a greater or 

lesser extent, assembly-line workers’ (46). The projects are classified and kept secret 

from the worker, which means that she is produces code for the Feds without 

knowledge of how it will be used. Rather than blaming individuals for blindly following 

orders, Stephenson’s portrayal of assembly-line hackers constructs a critique of 

systems of power that strategically manipulate information to obscure their ideological 

purposes. 

Hiro and his rival, Raven, contrast the image of the docile hacker. They are both able to 

identify ideology and make autonomous decisions in relation to these structures. While 

they occupy different ideological perspectives and continue on diverging paths 

throughout the novel, they are frequently described in terms of their similarities. Both 

men come from marginalised backgrounds and value the traditions of their respective 

cultures, which makes them critical of emerging ideologies. Raven is determined to 

destroy the metaverse because he believes it is a threat to his values, and while Hiro 

fights to stop him, there is no straightforward moral right or wrong. Instead, the novel 

portrays the mutual respect between them as two individuals who fight for their cultural 

values, which at this moment means that they are enemies. Hiro and Raven both 
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develop a gradual understanding of their individual impacts on society, and become 

aware of what Kelly identifies as a ‘a hacker’s biopolitical existence as a productive 

apparatus [which] causes her or him to exist as a personal enterprise for informational 

and cultural production, meaning that hackers create not only code but also the 

ideological significance attached to it’ (107). His portrayal of the increased virality of 

ideology alongside technological development reflects anxiety about the connection 

between technology and an increasing globalisation of society. Sampson suggests that 

scholars in social sciences and the medical humanities ‘point to the intensification in 

connectivity brought about by network technologies as a possible trigger for increased 

chances of infection from wide-ranging social, cultural, political, and economic 

contagions’ (1). He highlights globalisation as a point of increase of disease, as the 

localised geographical, cultural, and social ‘boundaries of the nation-state can no 

longer function as a colonial hygiene shield’ (2). While Sampson does not 

straightforwardly advocate for stricter nation and culture boundaries, he does highlight 

how global networks and the disease metaphor applied to them allow for an 

intensification of biopower, as well as financial and cultural contagion. This kind of 

thinking is evident in Stephenson’s reimagining of America, as Hiro regards the various 

religious and cultural groups with a detached curiosity. Even Y.T’s youthful disdain of 

just about everyone and everything, combined with her brash attitude, is countered by 

her deeply empathetic nature and her developing understanding of how her actions 

impact others. Stephenson’s novel, like Sampson’s observations, does not necessarily 

suggest that a globalised society is bad and that localised grouping is good. Instead, 

Snow Crash exemplifies how networks and capitalism form an informational loop that 

subjects global citizens to intensified power structures with different ideological 
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motivations. The only way individuals can protect themselves or gain autonomy in this 

kind of society is to form localised communities based on shared ideology. This offers 

an important insight into the novel’s critical portrayal of ideology, as Stephenson 

represents ideology as a form of hygiene shield or firewall against the metavirus. 

Ideology is a necessary foundation for critical thinking that can protect the individual 

from other potentially harmful ideologies. Onboard Enterprise, Hiro finds Juanita and 

discovers that she has had an antenna surgically implanted like the rest of Rife’s 

followers. However, Juanita is immune to the commands that come through the 

antenna and tells him that ‘your brain has an immune system, just like your body. The 

more you use it – the more viruses you get exposed to – the better your immune system 

becomes. And I’ve got a hell of an immune system. Remember, I was an atheist for a 

while, and then I came back to religion the hard way’ (492). Immunity to viruses, in this 

case, refers to ideological discursive contagions, such as the Snow Crash virus. Juanita 

has acquired sufficient knowledge of ideologies that the neurolinguistic automation 

does not affect her. Her experience of a wide range of ideologies has provided her with 

transgressive knowledge and has trained her to fight automation with critical thinking. 

In learning the discursive measures of control behind the ideological appropriation of 

religious cosmologies, she has found a way to ‘hack’ these structures and use them to 

her advantage. She tells Hiro that she is ‘a neurolinguistic hacker now […] I went 

through hell to obtain this knowledge. It’s a part of me. Don’t expect me to submit to a 

lobotomy’ (495). Her comment suggests that transgressive knowledge is central for 

building an immunological resistance to ideological contagions. 

Hiro explains that ‘he is a hacker. If he wants some information, he steals it right out of 

the guts of the system’ (64), which reveals that access to transgressive knowledge is a 
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central skill for Stephenson’s hackers. The hacker figure represents a challenge to the 

linguistic and informational control behind automation, as they are able to transcend 

the institutional control of knowledge. They are also, like Juanita, able to corrupt 

automated code and wield it maliciously against the very institutions that rely on them 

for power. The novel establishes a clear distinction between ordinary citizens who are 

simply ‘ears with bodies attached. Passive receivers of information’ (456) and people 

like Enki, who ‘had the unusual ability to write new me – he was a hacker’ (456). This 

distinction suggests that the term hacker is linked to social responsibility. Enki’s ability 

to create new code for society’s operating system also highlights that hackers are 

figures who represent possibilities of creating real moments of change, both culturally 

and legislatively. Interestingly, Enki uses his ability to write new social code to bring 

about the Fall of the universally shared Sumerian language as described in the Tower of 

Babel story in the Bible. In the revised Babel story, ‘[e]veryone was speaking the same 

language, and then Enki changed their speech so that they could no longer understand 

each other’ (248). Hiro describes the change from a small number of converging 

languages into thousands of mutually incomprehensible languages as an Infocalypse in 

which Enki hacked the brains of all humans with a neurolinguistic virus. The virus 

corrupted Ashera’s control over the human population because it separated them into 

localised groups with individual languages, ideologies, and stories. The separation of 

the human species into smaller local communities with distinct languages represents a 

form of biopolitical disease management, in which the local community is protected 

from mass control through smaller, localised religions and ideologies. However, as 

Rife’s viral capitalist control infection of the metaverse highlights, the advancement of 

technology threatens to dismantle Enki’s social firewalls. Rife’s mass conversion of 
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localised groups, from other religions, to the hacker community, shows Stephenson’s 

concern for the impact of techno-capitalism on the stories we tell about the world. Hiro 

and Raven’s rivalry reveals Stephenson’s compassion for those who fight for what they 

believe in and suggests that ideology can be the source of productive discussions and 

societal change, as individuals can challenge and critique these structures. 

Rife’s ideology does not allow for any free thinking, and his followers receive and 

transmit information passively. He draws on the alignment of brains with computers to 

dehumanise his workers to construct them as machines and property rather than 

autonomous individuals. This kind of thinking reveals that anthropocentric attitudes 

thrive under Techno Capitalism, as corporations ‘other’ beings in ways that legitimise 

structures of control that turn the ‘other’ into profit. Louise Barrett argues that ‘it is the 

dominance of cognitive psychology, along with its computer metaphor—the idea that 

internal brain-bound information-processing mechanisms are the drivers of behavior—

that enables and encourages a deeper anthropocentrism’ (11). She suggests that the 

computer metaphor discursively separates the brain from the body and its environment 

and obscures the connection between them. Kilgore argues that Snow Crash’s ‘story-

form recognizes the problematics of the cyberpunk relationship with techno-

capitalism, and, rather than posing a binary antagonism between hacker and system, 

between human and other, or between revolutionary and hegemonic, sees the 

oppositions themselves as instabilities inherent in all ideologies of growth’ (175). 

Stephenson’s engagement with reactive governance of online spaces warns of the 

dangers of ideologies of growth, as the oppositions these create are harmful to 

‘othered’ or hybrid beings. Through representations of the discursive separation of 

brains and their bodies and environments, Snow Crash highlights the similarities 
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between approaches to technology and approaches to climate change that ultimately 

reinforce anthropocentric attitudes. 

The novel’s cyborgs and hackers suggest that there is a need for more effective 

governance approaches to both. Y.T. discovers that programmers and hackers are 

brought to the Enterprise to learn from Rife and to give blood that he uses for his 

injected versions of the metavirus. This detail is significant because it suggests that the 

virus originates in people who are connected to technology. Lagos’ warning that ‘[t]he 

corporate assembly-line hackers are suckers for infection’ (143) suggests that hackers 

must protect themselves from viruses in the metaverse, as no governing structures will 

ensure their safety. The corporate hackers are not able to practise “informational 

hygiene”, as Hiro calls it, because the corporation prevents them from knowing what 

their code is used for. Concerns of governance in the novel draw attention to anxieties 

about ownership and originality in an age where everything is mass produced. Mass 

production extends to constructions of space and the barriers between the 

muliplicitous spaces in the novel disintegrate and become disorienting. Hiro swings his 

katana, fighting an enemy in the Metaverse: 

Hiro looks up into the circle of applauding, whistling, and cheering avatars and 

notes that they are fading out […] He peels off his goggles and finds himself 

standing in the parking lot of the U-Stor-It, holding a naked katana. The sun has 

just gone down. A couple of dozen people are standing around him at a great 

distance, shielding themselves behind parked cars, awaiting his next move. 

(118) 
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Hiro’s unawareness of the danger he presents to his surroundings highlights the 

multiplicity of space, as he becomes so immersed in the metaverse that he forgets his 

physical actions have real-world consequences. Snow Crash explores a duality of 

events and a sense that time and space themselves are unstable in a world where 

digital spaces have become enmeshed with reality. The novel’s cyborgs and hackers 

are able to think and imagine across many spaces at once, which enables them to 

actively participate in the creation of the spaces they inhabit. Their active participation 

in shaping the spaces they inhabit counters the mindless automation that leads to 

mass production and their abilities to imagine and think outside of institutional 

structures allow for new modes of creative engagement. Haraway argues: 

The cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination and material reality, the 

two joined centres structuring any possibility of historical transformation. In the 

traditions of ‘Western’ science and politics – the tradition of racist, male-

dominant capitalism; the tradition of progress; the tradition of the appropriation 

of nature as a resource for the productions of culture; the tradition of 

reproduction of the self from reflections of the other – the relation between 

organism and machine has been a border war. (A Cyborg Manifesto 7) 

Cyborg intersectionality deconstructs borders and paves the way for new modes of 

imagining. Their multitude of embodiment and connections to space bring about new 

forms of relationships where ‘[n]ature and culture are reworked; the one can no longer 

be the resource for appropriation or incorporation by the other’ (455). The cyborg, then, 

represents future possibilities of cultural values and ethics that encompass both the 

human and ‘other’ and imagines symbiotic relationships between them. Barrett 



C h a p t e r  2 :  I n f o r m a t i o n a l  H y g i e n e  a n d  M a g i c a l  S p e e c h  | 175 
 

 

encourages a reconfiguration of understandings of the brain as machine, towards a 

view of cognition as a process of engagement with sensory experiences of the 

environment, which produces adaptive, flexible behaviour. She argues that ‘a brain 

forms only one part of a complex dynamically-coupled system: a brain is always brain 

embedded in a body, embedded in an environment, and it is the complex of all three 

that constitutes the cognitive system’ (15). Barrett’s vision of the dynamically-coupled 

system of the brain offers a nice framework for Stephenson’s hybrids. They reconfigure 

the scales to combine biological and technological systems into an embodied plurality. 

Physical and virtual embodiment are equally important because the cyborgs do not 

belong to any one ontological category. Moreover, they highlight the value of existing in 

a connected web of bodies and spaces, as they are able to obtain embodied and spatial 

knowledge that exists outside the spatial and temporal restrictions of human scales. 

Hackers transform old pieces of code to create something new, which resembles 

Roland Barthes’ portrayal of storytelling as a product of fraction, as ‘any text is a new 

tissue of past citations. Bits of code, formulae…’ (Theory of the Text 39). To Barthes, no 

text is completely original, and literature is trapped in a tension between a desire for 

newness and the text’s position within literary tradition. Likewise, the stories of cyborgs 

and hackers contain a desire to make sense of their intersectional existence, as well as 

a need to relate these to the storytelling practices and traditions of their human 

heritage. The experiential stories of these figures are transgressive and powerful, and 

their code is ‘speech with magical force. Nowadays, people don’t believe in these kinds 

of things. Except in the Metaverse, that is, where magic is possible. The Metaverse is a 

fictional structure made out of code. And code is just a form of speech’ (240). 

Stephenson’s reflection of the Metaverse as writing suggests that it is a story in which 
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our spatial and temporal frameworks can be rewritten. The magical force of cyborg 

speech may allow us to identify hyperobjects and begin to prevent further 

consequences simply by reworking the barriers of our knowledge and embodied 

experiences. 
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Conclusion 
 

Snow Crash is a novel that plays with genre, and its experimental genre traits have only 

become more defined as his portrayal of the future has become more like reality than 

SF with the development of technology after the novel’s release. Works that belong to 

the cyberpunk genre can seem somewhat of their time, popularly maintaining either a 

strong optimism about technology or a distinct fear. Stephenson’s neutrality and 

satirical use of genre traits establish clear critical value for contemporary readers. 

Examining the genre of this novel is necessary to establish its worth in contemporary 

culture, as although it has lost some of its ‘predictive’ or speculative essence in the 30 

years since its release, it engages in a meaningful debate about what it means to be 

human in a technological society. Stephenson forcefully reveals the dangers of letting 

human anxiety about the ‘other’ determine the ways that we engage with it. He 

highlights the structures of domestication and colonisation of technological spaces 

and the consequences of biopolitical strategies applied to these spaces as they 

become extensions of the human, rather than spaces in their own right. Jason W. Moore 

argues that ‘[e]fforts to transcend capitalism in any egalitarian and broadly sustainable 

fashion will be stymied so long as the radical political imagination is captive to 

capitalism’s either/or organization of reality: Nature/Society’ (15). Snow Crash exposes 

capitalist ideologies hidden within the construction of technology as an extension of the 

human. Stephenson’s subverts cyberpunk genre expectations that commonly 

celebrate humans as god-like creators of technology and questions the idealisation of 

the anthropocentric physicist who, according to Schmeink, ‘threatens divine power in 

order to claim it for humanity, becoming in stature a god himself (or a titan, as 
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prometheus) and by his creation in effect granting humanity its superior status’ (2). 

Arguably, Stephenson’s portrayal of technology in Snow Crash leans more towards 

Biopunk, which focuses instead on the biologist who ‘threatens humanity, robbing it of 

its natural place, and is thus seen as a threat to and corruption of the human claim to 

godliness’ (Schmeink 2). Biopunk challenges the creator/subject dichotomy between 

human and technology, and instead looks inwards at the human body and its spatial 

contexts. The biopunk traits of the novel shift the focus away from hopes and fears of 

the future onto a critical interest in biological consequences that may not become clear 

until way past Stephenson’s lifetime. The novel’s portrayal of reactive problem-control 

strategies reflects strong similarities to the political strategies employed today, in what 

Chandler terms The Age of Consequences. Although Stephenson’s novel does not 

straightforwardly talk about climate change, much of his writing about language and 

ideologies alludes to connections between language, ideology, and environmental 

change. Reading Snow Crash in our contemporary context reveals that the pattern 

repeats itself over time, as similar strategies and consequences of digital governance 

are applied to environmental change. The environments in Snow Crash are 

characterised by a distinct lack of natural spaces; however, its distinct focus on social 

responsibility and spatial belonging offers an important perspective on post-human 

ethics. 

Much like Morton’s identification of the severe consequences of the agrilogistics 

project on the climate, the effects of technology will only be revealed with time. Snow 

Crash portrays an anxiety about a lack of knowledge at a crucial moment in history, 

where the future potential of technology is slowly unveiled. The effects of climate 
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change are similarly slow and elusive. Stephenson imagines the positive and negative 

effects of the increasingly intertwined relationship between human and technology, 

effects that have slowly begun to reveal themselves to readers since the novel’s 

publication in the nineties. His concerns about Techno Capitalism’s construction of 

docile bodies and viral ideologies impact how humans exist in all spaces and may lead 

to an intensification of anthropocentric attitudes, as Stephenson imagines. While 

Stephenson could not have known the scale of consequences that we are currently 

experiencing due to the Anthropocene, his critique of corporate ideology lends itself 

well to ecocritical readings given contemporary anxieties of environmental and 

technological change. His narrative cautions against failures to think proactively when 

social patterns repeat themselves. A significant context of the time in which the novel 

was published is the rise of direct-action climate groups across the UK and the US. 

These groups foresaw that the future would be characterised by the emerging 

consequences of anthropocentric agricultural practices and fought to change this 

trajectory before the damage became irreversible. Realising that the corporations who 

cause the majority of the damage they observed had too great a hold over climate 

politics, they decided to take matters into their own hands. 

In Burn Wild, a BBC Radio 5 podcast about an ecoterrorist movement active in the UK 

and America in the 1990s, presenter Leah Sottile explores a story of violent actions that 

appear eerily similar to Stephenson’s fictional events. Burn Wild examines the activities 

of an environmentalist group known as the Earth Liberation Front, which targeted 

corporations that profited from environmental destruction. The group engaged in acts 

of direct-action activism, from sabotaging oil rigs to burning down slaughterhouses and 

destroying laboratories working on genetic engineering. These acts were labelled as 
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acts of ecoterrorism, and the participants were called the ‘primary domestic terrorist 

threat’ (Episode 4: Ghosts and Myths 41:25) despite consistently ensuring that no 

beings were hurt during their acts of protest. The label ‘ecoterrorist’ forms a crucial part 

of the debate about environmentalism at the time, and Sottile draws out a discursive 

tendency that is strongly reflected in Stephenson’s writing. The destructive acts were 

designed to target buildings and resources, to inflict damage exclusively on capital, 

rather than on human beings. Despite this, the FBI labelled the acts as violent and 

sought penalty enhancements to be able to give longer prison sentences. The FBI 

issued a statement saying: 

The government sought the terrorism enhancement because the crimes met the 

definition. The unlawful use of force or violence committed against persons or 

property to intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any 

segment thereof in furtherance of political or social objectives’ (Episode 4, 

34:04) 

Sottile draws attention to moments during interviews for the podcast series where 

government officials continuously refer to climate change as ‘ideology’ and argue that 

the direct-action activists are terrorists because, like other terrorists, they commit 

violent acts to force their ideological beliefs on governing bodies. While the statement 

above is more general in phrasing, the casual reference to climate change as an 

ideology reveals a foundational discursive blurring of fact and fiction in attitudes toward 

climate change. Snow Crash features many different figures who fight for various 

ideologies in ways that could be labelled as terrorist. L. Bob Rife’s ploy to establish 

mind-control over American citizens represents a form of bioterrorism where disease is 
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weaponised and used to force compliance. Another example is Raven, an Aleut hacker 

whose people were targeted with a nuclear bomb by America, and who spent his life 

trying to come to terms with the destruction of his culture. While Hiro’s initial instinct is 

to think that ‘he’s the bad guy, right?’ (183), Stephenson complicates this assumption 

throughout the novel. Raven lived as a fisherman or worked on oil rigs until he got lost at 

sea and was saved by a Russian Orthodox church. They showed him ‘that the Western, 

American lifestyle had come this close to killing me […] And I saw that we can only live 

through faith, living a simple lifestyle’ (421). Although he sometimes works for L. Bob 

Rife, the violent acts that he carries out are all directed at the metaverse, and he only 

complies when the acts of terrorism align with his agenda. He is the one who exposes 

Da5id, Hiro’s former partner, who played an integral part in the creation of the 

Metaverse, to the Snow Crash virus. He is also contracted by L. Bob Rife to destroy the 

foundational code of the Metaverse, and ensure it remains unusable, which is a 

mutually beneficial act of terrorism as it aids Rife’s attempt to weaken the corporations 

and Raven’s desire to dismantle the American lifestyle. Raven’s attack on the 

Metaverse is similar to the ELF attacks of the 90s, as it similarly seeks to effect change 

by destroying the corporations’ channels of income without hurting any living beings. 

He only uses violence to fight for what he believes in, and he is portrayed 

sympathetically, especially in his brief relationship with Y.T. Even when Hiro races to 

stop his destruction of the Metaverse, there is a sense of commonality and mutual 

respect between them as two marginalised individuals who are able to wield power in 

an otherwise authoritarian world. Stephenson, rather than targeting and vilifying 

specific ideologies, makes a larger claim about the ideological justification of violence 

and of assertions of power. 
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Terrorism, violent acts that effect change according to the needs of a specific ideology, 

is portrayed in Snow Crash as a form of warfare between different ideologies. Violent 

acts are met with counter-reactions that are often equally damaging. L. Bob Rife’s 

bioterror attacks are approached reactively through an intensification of biopower, 

which represents a different kind of destruction. Stephenson’s neutral portrayal of 

ideology suggests that most, while often contributing to society or space in harmful 

ways, play an important role in knowledge formation. The followers of various religions 

and social groups in the novel are able to protect themselves from Rife’s control by 

recalling their cosmological stories and sharing them with others. Stephenson 

acknowledges that storytelling is an integral part of ideological formation and spread, 

which complicates his own position as an author, working self-consciously with the 

very thing ideologies are made of. Arguably, his intertextual inclusions of literary 

traditions from Sumerian clay tablets to his intertextual references to biblical stories 

suggest that storytelling holds possibilities for warning of and engaging critically with 

the effects of patterns of fear of the ‘other’. Storytelling offers a way to pass on lived 

experiences and knowledge, and the continued reinterrogation of novels, such as this 

thesis, allows for this knowledge to continue adding meaningful perspectives to 

conversations about human/nonhuman relationships. 

Stephenson’s many hacker and cyborg figures draw attention to Techno Capitalism’s 

construction of binaries that maintain anthropocentric attitudes. Intersectional beings 

who are both human and ‘other’ are disproportionately exposed to risks of literal and 

metaphorical contagions because they do not fully conform to the structures that 

digital governance seeks to protect. The novel’s integrated characters pave the way for 

reconfigured politics that incorporate multiple forms of embodiment and spatial 
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contexts by actively promoting critical thinking and resisting ideological control. 

However, Stephenson does not provide instruction for creating a more ethical approach 

to digital governance, nor does he imagine what this might look like. Hiro’s involvement 

with fighting Rife’s plot ends when he successfully stops Raven from blowing up the 

Metaverse. Hiro hacks Raven’s attack so that the screen says: 

IF THIS WERE A VIRUS YOU WOULD BE DEAD NOW 

FORTUNATELY IT’S NOT 

THE METAVERSE IS A DANGEROUS PLACE; 

HOW’S YOUR SECURITY? 

CALL HIRO PROTAGONIST SECURITY 

ASSOCIATES 

FOR A FREE INITIAL CONSULTATION 

(527) 

This humorous, anti-climactic ending to Hiro and Raven’s feud suggests that all users 

have a responsibility to take an active part in developing ethical approaches. 

Stephenson positions Hiro as the pioneer of a movement for social change that focuses 

on informational hygiene and safety in online spaces, as he already possesses the 

ability to think critically and acquire transgressive knowledge. His message offers a full-

circle moment in his “heroism-as-professional-service” trajectory, as he has made 

digital governance his profession. While this is still a paid service, his shift away from 

profiting from data obtained through automated surveillance and towards protecting 

users from viral ideology alludes to possibilities for ethical profitability. With Hiro at the 

forefront, Stephenson’s cyborg hackers promote social responsibility and an ethics of 
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care towards all the spaces in which post-human beings construct their embodied 

experiences. They represent what More and Vita-More term the ‘transhumanist value of 

the ‘continuous questioning of our knowledge’ (1). As I have illustrated in this chapter, I 

acknowledge that my reading of embodiment in the novel contrasts with popular 

theories about online spaces. David Porush suggests that ‘cyberspace will reorient the 

mind to the experience of sensuous information BODILESSLY […] Cyborg hackers take 

the next evolutionary step that was begun in Daedalus’s dream of flight to become 

electronic angels, freed from the laws of physics’ (538) While Stephenson’s cyborgs 

and hackers may be temporarily freed from the laws of physics, to exist in the 

Metaverse requires new laws. Hiro makes a careful distinction between Metaverse 

“tourists”, who approach it with a similar desire for freedom that Porush describes, and 

those whose lives are inextricably tied to online spaces. Tourists use garish avatars, 

explore violent desires, and disembodied experiences. Hackers, in contrast, use their 

skills to create realistic avatars and virtual spaces with rules and physics that imitate 

those of the real world. They do not treat the Metaverse as a “free-for-all” with no rules; 

instead, they dedicate their time and abilities to caring for and shaping online spaces in 

ways that benefit other integrated citizens. Natalya Krynytska argues that ‘[s]ince the 

Metaverse was initially written, it is a realm of the virtualised text’ (93). Her view of the 

Metaverse as a text is compelling because hackers care for online spaces by writing, 

editing, and hacking code. The Metaverse is a collaborative story, crafted from a wealth 

of embodied writing and pieces of code lovingly created to nurture small spaces within 

the vast online world.
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“It was Just the Closest Thing to An Answer”: Disorienting 
Truth(s) and Discursive Limitations in JeƯ VanderMeer’s 

Southern Reach Trilogy 
 

Introduction 
 

Because our minds process information almost solely through analogy and 

categorization, we are often defeated when presented with something that fits no 

category and lies outside of the realm of our analogies. (Authority 113) 

The previous chapter outlined how disease informs the discursive parameters for things 

whose consequences lie outside the scope of a human lifetime. Neal Stephenson’s 

Snow Crash portrays real-world anxieties about computers and online spaces by 

imagining a future world where technology is intrinsically linked with the human. While 

the Stephenson chapter engaged with space through an absence of natural landscape 

and a permeability of the technological into the biological, this chapter will engage with 

a landscape that is ‘the opposite of a vacuum because nature is everywhere, 

sometimes even inside the characters themselves’ (Willems 12). This chapter will focus 

on Jeff VanderMeer’s Southern Reach Trilogy, which offers a speculative portrayal of a 

capricious landscape that emanates from an unknown epicentre. The trilogy plays a 

foundational role in the argument of this thesis, as its uncanny monsters and looped 

timelines enable me to move beyond the ideological appropriation of cosmological 

stories towards an exploration of storytelling in the post-Anthropocene. 

The first book of the trilogy, Annihilation, explores the difficulties faced by the 

expedition team, sent into the quarantined area to locate the origin of the disease-like 



C h a p t e r  3 :  “ I t  W a s  J u s t  t h e  C l o s e s t  T h i n g  t o  A n  A n s w e r ”  | 186 
 

 

spread of vegetal growth, as they struggle to adequately convey their findings through 

language. VanderMeer’s Area X presents a deconstruction of language that highlights 

anthropocentrism and the limitations of logocentrism when confronted with a pristine 

landscape. This chapter will explore the effects of language on the preternatural 

landscape and examine nonhuman ethics in relation to the creation of barriers through 

linguistic commands. I will argue that VanderMeer’s trilogy reveals a need for a 

reconfiguration of anthropocentric culture and the linguistic traditions from which it 

originates. Whereas the previous chapters in this thesis predominantly focus on 

institutional and ideological uses of disease metaphor, the primary text for this chapter 

will concentrate on the cultural foundation of disease as discourse. The crucial way 

that this trilogy stands out from the other texts in this thesis, and from the common 

characteristics of the climate fiction genre, like its focus on the emotions behind the 

impact of environmental change, is that Area X does not reflect a nostalgia for a lost 

landscape, and it does not need saving. 

In the article “Generation Anthropocene: How Humans have altered the Planet 

forever”, Robert Macfarlane suggests that, as we can no longer adequately represent 

the landscape through current analogies, the rapidly changing environment calls for a 

new discourse on nature. He states that ‘as the notion of a world beyond us has 

become difficult to sustain, so a need has grown for fresh vocabularies and narratives 

that might account for the kinds of relation and responsibility in which we find ourselves 

entangled’ (Macfarlane). VanderMeer’s portrayal of living words that infiltrate human 

spaces and drive the linguists who work at the Southern Reach, the military base 

authorised to investigate Area X, to insanity challenges the preconception that full 
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presence is achievable through language. His expedition members, sent into Area X to 

investigate the cause of rapid changes to the landscape, struggle to describe what they 

see as the landscape is so different from their frame of reference that it cannot be 

adequately put into words. 

Timothy Morton identifies Western language as a product of the agrilogistics project. In 

Dark Ecology, through an analysis of the construction of nature as the ‘other’, Morton 

approaches the creation of a new discourse on ‘Beings’. He argues that language was 

created as a tool for the agrilogistics project, a strategy to cultivate nature in order to 

ensure human survival. According to Morton, language is a foundational part of the 

agrilogistic project, as it offers a means to warn others of danger and teach agricultural 

practices that enable cultivation of nature on a larger scale. Language has since 

evolved to encompass cultural and political developments that ensure the continuation 

of the agrilogistics project. Morton argues that in the agrilogistics project, ‘no matter 

what the appearances might be, essence lives on […] appearance is of no 

consequence. What matters is knowing where your next meal is coming from’ (Dark 

Ecology 51). This suggests that within the agrilogistic project, language is constructed 

based on an object’s function in relation to human survival. Lifeforms outside of the 

agrilogistic project are viewed as pests because they have no apparent ‘use’, which 

reveals the anthropocentric attitudes at the heart of the project. The anthropocentric 

approach to nature constructs barriers between the human realm and the ‘other’, 

where all nonhuman beings are understood only in relation to their functionality to 

human survival. 
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Morton’s identification of language as a tool for human survival is illuminating because 

it draws attention to anthropocentric structures within language that affect 

cosmological stories about nature. VanderMeer’s speculative portrayal of the refracted 

landscape highlights the ways in which anthropocentric language hinders the human 

species from peacefully coexisting with nature. His landscape, which ‘resisted any 

interpretation’ (Annihilation 71), refuses to be portrayed through language and 

challenges logocentrism. Morton argues that ‘Logocentrism—the idea that full 

presence is achievable within language, typified by the mythical utopian image of face-

to-face communication—is an agrilogistic myth’ (51). Forcing nature to fit into the 

project’s authorised linguistic mould by pretending that language is all-encompassing 

reinforces anthropocentric structures. VanderMeer’s landscape, which, according to 

the Southern Reach’s linguists, ‘exists outside of the realm of our analogies’ (Authority 

113), offers a way to begin to dismantle anthropocentric storytelling, as ‘the 

deconstruction of logocentrism is a way to start finding the exit route’ (Morton, Dark 

Ecology 51). In other words, the Southern Reach trilogy offers a conceptual approach to 

the reconfiguration of language to tell new stories of coexistence, and to aid in the 

cultural decentring of humanism. 

VanderMeer achieves this through his use and subversion of disease metaphor, which 

highlights anthropocentric attitudes within language, as disease language is widely 

preoccupied with the creation and maintenance of barriers between the human and the 

‘other’. Morton suggests that the concept of disease developed alongside the 

agrilogistics project because ‘agrilogistic space is a war against the accidental’ (Dark 

Ecology 50). He describes the spread of disease as an accidental occurrence that 

causes the human subject to change their behavior – the subject begins to police 
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temporal tunnel boundaries by washing their hands, which leads to a lack of exposure 

to diseases that ultimately makes the subject more susceptible. The agrilogistics 

project’s preoccupation with eliminating the accidental by establishing rigid barriers is 

evident in disease language. 

In Contagion: Historical and Cultural Studies, Alison Bashford and Claire Hooker 

suggest that 'in its capacity to spread by contact, contagion invites uneasy 

consideration of connections between things - people, animals, organic objects, 

inanimate objects - things with which humans do not know, or always wish to know they 

are connected' (4). Illness, and contagions in particular, create anxieties of permeability 

of barriers, which leads to a discursive preoccupation with establishing binaries to 

‘other’ those who are perceived as contagious. The Southern Reach attempts to uphold 

the barriers between human and Area X by drawing on contagion terms like ‘invasion’, 

‘contamination’, and ‘annihilation’. Bashford and Hooker elaborate that 'the 

uncontrollability and unknowability of contagion, its surprise appearance in other 

bodies, in other places, in other creatures, invites systems of control and knowledge' 

(2). The Southern Reach’s attempt to control the expedition members' discursive 

approach to Area X reveals its desire to impose a system of control and knowledge on 

the landscape. To uphold their power over the landscape, they condition the expedition 

members to view the landscape as a hostile ‘other’ by enforcing fears of contagion. 

Judith Butler theorises a connection between language and interpellation, which offers 

a productive lens for examining the structures of power and control in VanderMeer’s 

narrative. The Southern Reach attempts to establish control over the scientific 

discoveries about Area X by interpellating the expedition members into scientific 
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functions. Annihilation, the first book of the trilogy, is narrated by the biologist on the 

12th and final expedition as she enters Area X alongside a psychologist, a surveyor, and 

an anthropologist. Maria Tymoczko suggests that scientific discovery is tied to linguistic 

tradition and that it is crucial to see ‘the history of language as integral to the history of 

science and for understanding that the linguistic and the epistemological are 

connected, even in science’ (656). The Southern Reach’s desire to prescribe a 

discursive approach to the landscape, then, is an ironical act of self-sabotage that 

constructs a false sense of power over nature. 

The Southern Reach draws on hypnosis, which, according to Gabriel Tarde’s Laws of 

Imitation, acts as a social contagion that conditions the expedition members to abide 

by their authorised discourse. Tony D. Sampson argues that crowd contagion erodes 

the individual personality as ‘[o]nce immersed in the crowd, an individual becomes 

paralyzed by its “magnetic influence.” He becomes a hypnotized subject “slave” to all 

the “unconscious activities of his spinal cord, which the hypnotizer directs at will.”’ 

(79). Where Sampson’s identification of crowd contagion draws on hypnosis to explain 

the spread of institutional control through suggestibility and social contagions, 

VanderMeer hyperbolises these power structures by including actual hypnotic 

commands. VanderMeer’s inclusion of hypnotism offers a hyperbolic reflection of 

Tarde’s somnambulist, the sleepwalking consumer who is blind to institutional control, 

to engage critically with structures that make violence towards nonhumans an everyday 

practice. Sampson argues that the hypnotic dream state of the somnambulist creates 

self-replicating networks in which subjects mimic and pass on social behaviours, 

making the subjects more docile in the process. He argues that these networks of 

desire are social contagions that corporations or institutions can cultivate to shape the 
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consumerist behaviours, social structures, or ideologies of subjects. The Southern 

Reach’s reliance on hypnotic cues makes the linguistic origins of anthropocentrism 

tangible by offering a hyperbolic reflection of the kinds of discursive justifications often 

used to legitimize anthropocentric attitudes. A real-world example of this kind of 

anthropocentric hypnotism is the production of right-wing media content that 'align[s] 

the positive aspirations of people with the market and the restoration of the capitalist 

ethic, and to present this as a natural alliance.' (Hall 218). Stacy Alaimo draws on the 

Earth Day slogan '"what you can do at home to save the earth"’ (173) to describe the 

way that dominant narratives and discursive approaches shape our understanding of 

climate change and obscure the scale of consequences to deflect blame away from the 

corporations. Alaimo argues: 

Domestic dust and renegade steam cloud our view of more threatening 

substances such as nuclear waste, chemical runoff, oil spills, and pesticides. 

Furthermore, these pat, simplistic solutions to systemic problems cast 

environmentalism as women's work, which not only reinforces women's 

domestic bondage but also lets corporate and military polluters off the hook. 

(174) 

VanderMeer’s trilogy challenges the notion that ‘solving’ climate change is the 

responsibility of the individual by drawing attention to harmful discursive practices 

within governing institutions. However, like VanderMeer’s biologist, the individual must 

think carefully about the impact of their own discursive approaches to the nonhuman 

world. 
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Whilst VanderMeer’s portrayal of the Southern Reach’s self-sabotaging attempt to 

control the scientific truth of Area X satirises real-world institutions’ denial of their role 

in climate change, it also reveals that these discursive approaches are harmful to 

nonhuman beings. The Southern Reach’s attempt to impose knowledge on the 

landscape reflects anxieties about zoonotic transmission, a contemporary concern. 

Gwenaёl Vourc’h et al. describe that ‘the modern definition of a zoonosis is an 

infectious or parasitic disease whose microbial or parasitic agents are naturally 

transmitted between humans and other animals’ (7). Vourc’h et al. argue that the 

increasing occurrence of large-scale zoonotic outbreaks is a direct result of agricultural 

practices, as housing large numbers of livestock in one place increases the risk of 

exposure. Fears of zoonotic transmissions have intensified significantly as a result of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The mysterious respiratory disease, commonly referred to as 

COVID-19 or Coronavirus, reached the UK in early 2020, and the speculation about the 

origin of the disease frequently turned to the animal world. Mei Zhan argues that 

coverage of the disease in the media portrayed ‘the strange entanglements of human 

and animal bodies, and the deadly filthiness of such entanglements’ (37). Anxieties of 

zoonotic transmission were often tied to xenophobic comments on the lack of barriers 

between humans and animals outside of the West. The Danish government went so far 

as to order a mass culling of more than 15 million mink as a precaution after a number 

of mink farms discovered their populations to be infected with COVID-19. Fears that the 

disease could mutate and infect their human handlers or other animals led to the mass 

culling, which was later found to be without legal justification (Kevany et al.). This real-

life example illustrates ways that zoonotic anxieties of barrier permeability legitimize 

violence against nonhumans. Nikole Shukin suggests that the attempt to reestablish 
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barriers between humans and non-humans is ‘productive of a ruthless species 

hierarchy that rationalizes the segregation and sacrifice of (nonhuman) bodies 

suspected to be infected so that others (human) may live’ (186). Shukin’s identification 

of the species hierarchy reveals the violent consequences of the agrilogistics project’s 

anthropocentrism. 

This chapter will include a comparative analysis of VanderMeer’s Area X and Alex 

Garland’s 2018 film adaptation of Annihilation. Garland’s version of the changing 

landscape engages with zoonotic anxieties and disease metaphor in ways that depart 

significantly from VanderMeer’s. Both versions draw on images of cancer as the closest 

available analogy to the effect that Area X has on the human body, as the Southern 

Reach diagnoses the previous expedition members with cancers that ultimately prove 

fatal. Garland continues to draw on cancer metaphors by reframing the biologist as a 

cancer expert, and she references cancerous pathologies continuously throughout the 

film, diagnosing the landscape as she observes ‘More mutations […] Malignant. Like 

tumors’ (0:41:36). Garland’s use of cancer imagery establishes Area X, renamed ‘the 

Shimmer’ in the film, as an enemy. Susan Sontag explains that because cancer is still 

mysterious and outside the knowledge of modern medicine, ‘the disease itself is 

conceived as the enemy on which society wages war […] implying either a fatalistic 

diagnosis or a rousing call to fight by any means whatever a lethal, insidious enemy’ 

(27). Garland’s expedition, dressed in military uniforms and equipped with machine 

guns, attempted to force the shimmer into submission by demystifying the landscape. 

Their attempt results in the deaths of several mutated animals and eventually all of the 

expedition members, reframing anxieties about climate change as a violent battle 

between human and nature. Interestingly, the dramatic conclusion to Garland’s 
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adaptation draws heavily on imagery of alien invasions, as the biologist is killed by a 

figure that transforms into her double before her eyes. According to Sontag, alien 

invasion is a central theme to the cancer metaphor as the patient is understood to be 

‘'invaded' by alien cells, which multiply, causing an atrophy or blockage of bodily 

functions’ (13). Crucially, VanderMeer does allude to the changes of Area X as an ‘alien’ 

world. VanderMeer’s portrayal of the ‘alien’ alludes to something ‘other’ that has bled 

through our spatial boundaries and caused a collapse between spatial and temporal 

barriers, resulting in an existence that is in a constant state of refraction. However, 

Garland’s interpretation of the ‘alien’ portrays it as a hostile and intentional entity with 

motives and agency. 

VanderMeer’s expedition enters Area X with similar discursive approaches to Garland’s 

expedition members. Initially, they approach the landscape cautiously, as the Southern 

Reach has conditioned them to expect environmental contamination. The biologist 

reflects that ‘[o]ne rule for an expedition into Area X was that we were to attempt no 

outside contact, for fear of some irrevocable contamination’ (Annihilation 6). Despite 

the fact that there is no evidence pointing towards environmental pathogens, the 

expedition members approach the landscape with a heightened sense of need for 

hygiene, from the device that warns of danger to the Anthropologist’s order; ‘“[d]on’t 

touch it, whatever it is”’ (Annihilation, 23). They also monitor themselves and each 

other for irrational responses that could indicate infiltration. Because the biologist 

already does not think like the others, the anthropologist frequently approaches her 

with fear and suspicion as ‘[t]o her, I was acting irrationally’ (Annihilation 41). Their 

search for contamination draws on fears explored by Sontag. She argues: 
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A disease thought to be intractable and capricious - that is, a disease not 

understood - in an era in which medicine's central premise is that all diseases 

can be cured […] such a disease is, by definition, mysterious […] cancer fills the 

role of an illness experienced as a ruthless, secret invasion. (8) 

Cancer metaphor portrays anxieties about limitations of human knowledge and power, 

which constructs the disease as transgressive or disruptive. Sontag further suggests 

that ‘any disease that is treated as a mystery and acutely enough feared will be felt to 

be morally, if not literally contagious’ (8). The Southern Reach draws on a discourse of 

disease when speaking about Area X because, like cancer, it reveals the limitations of 

knowledge and disrupts systems of power. VanderMeer’s Area X, in contrast to the 

‘shimmer’, eventually proves that disease metaphor cannot adequately represent the 

landscape. The biologist maintains a discourse of disease even after realising that this 

approach has been instilled in her by the Southern Reach. The disease metaphors used 

by the Southern Reach to describe Area X construed it as ‘hostile’ and ‘invasive’; 

however, once the biologist is infected with spores from the tower, her engagement 

with the disease changes. 

The permeability of her body forces the biologist to relate to the landscape in terms of 

her own physicality, rather than institutional discourse, as the contagion estranges her 

from her social context. As she takes on the ‘sick role,’ her anxieties about contagion 

and notions of morality tied to disease disappear. Instead, she begins to describe the 

landscape through her experience of the changes her body undergoes now that a part 

of Area X is within her. VanderMeer, through the biologist’s shift in engagement with 

disease, offers a nicely constructed critique of logocentrism. The biologist’s difficulty in 
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offering a reliable account of her disease reveals just how limiting language can be. Ann 

Jurecic argues that ‘if illness is beyond expression in language, translation of the 

experience into words misrepresents, even contaminates, the real event’ (10). Like 

illness, the embodied experience of spatial estrangement is contaminated by the 

attempt to express these within existing discursive frameworks. The biologist’s use of 

disease metaphor after her contamination reveals that the barriers between her body 

and the landscape are disintegrating, and she is now observing Area X as an extension 

of her body.  

The disintegration of human barriers within Area X constructs a sense of uncanny, 

spectral presence that haunts the expedition members’ observations. Critical 

engagement with The Southern Reach trilogy often draws on VanderMeer’s Lovecraftian 

influences to examine the monsters who inhabit Area X. Like Lovecraft’s cosmic entity, 

Cthulhu, the origins of VanderMeer’s monsters are similarly alien and the experience of 

their presence is uncanny and disorienting. Area X as a space is marked by its duality, 

as it exists recognisably as the Earth that we know and inhabit, and an ‘other’ cosmic 

space brought into proximity to the point where they have become two sides of a piece 

of glass. The trilogy’s engagement with the ‘other’ aligns with traits of the Weird fiction 

genre, of which H.P. Lovecraft’s works are a significant influence. Ann and Jeff 

VanderMeer argue that in ‘[u]sually, the characters in weird fiction have either entered 

into a place unfamiliar to us, or have received such hints of the unusual that they 

become obsessed with the weird. Whether It exists or not, they have fallen into dialogue 

with It; they may pull back from the abyss, they may decide to unsee what they saw, but 

still they saw it.’ (24). The Weird centres on the experience of witnessing the 
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incomprehensible, drawing on cosmic horror to represent otherness in ways that are 

often beautiful but always disturbing and maddening.   

However, as I will argue in this chapter, the madness and paranoia that results from 

Area X is transgressive and empowering. Area X’s resistance to representation is only 

maddening to those who insist on forcing their experience into a fixed discursive 

framework. Once the biologist becomes infected with spores from the living words on 

the tower wall, she becomes resistant to the Southern Reach’s hypnotic cues. She 

begins to understand that their discursive approach to the landscape is limiting her 

ability to understand Area X because it actively resists interpretation. This is where 

VanderMeer’s writing departs from the traditions of the Lovecraftian Weird into the New 

Weird genre. Gry Ulstein argues that ‘traditional weird fiction, closely tied to Lovecraft, 

is all about encounters with, and subsequent escapes from, inconceivable, monsters 

whose mere existence drives people mad (Cthulhu). The new weird has adopted the 

cosmic horror of the old weird, but typically approaches it in different ways; often it is 

more about researching, articulating, and embracing the monster rather than escaping 

it’ (75). The Southern Reach trilogy’s portrayal of humans becoming ‘other’ and learning 

from non-linguistic forms of storytelling subverts the old Weird’s focus on cosmic fear 

in which revelation leads to madness. Instead, the truth about Area X leads to 

transformation in which humans become part of the ecosystem, consciousness, and 

story of the landscape.  
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The Ecogothic, an eco-critical literary theory examining the ‘othering’ of nature through 

estrangement and haunted landscapes, offers a productive perspective on 

VanderMeer’s strangely human monsters. Dawn Keetly draws on Freud’s theory of the 

uncanny to suggest that ‘we are determined by and in relation to the nonhuman, which 

is both within and without, a part both of the human and of the ecosystems humans 

inhabit’ (7). The inability to separate the nonhuman from the human creates a sense of 

unease, as the permeating ‘other’ seems to take on a spectral quality. In Area X, the 

erasure of barriers between human and ‘other’ estranges the expedition members from 

society, which forces them to focus their observations within their own bodies, 

resulting in a gradual dissolution of the Southern Reach’s discursive influence. This 

ultimately destroys the hierarchical status of the human body and allows nature to 

reclaim power over the anthropocentric hierarchy and cause the destruction of 

language. The post-cultural landscapes threaten the human body through an inversion 

of the Anthropocene, where the environment transforms the ‘human’ and leaves only 

traces of what was once understood to belong to the human realm. Area X erases the 

need for the agrilogistic project through its reconfiguration of existence, which results in 

‘a death that would not mean being dead’ (Annihilation 36). VanderMeer describes the 

expedition members’ posthuman forms in conflicting terms: monstrous to human 

observers and perfectly designed for biological function to those who understand the 

landscape. 

VanderMeer’s contradictory portrayal of the transformed bodies highlights what Pauline 

Palmer describes as ‘the association of the monster with hybridity and the border-

crossing that it implies’ (152). Human observers categorize these bodies as monstrous 
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because their ontological mobility extends beyond the human/nonhuman barriers, 

which exposes the artifice of such constructions. Their uncanny hybridity appears to 

haunt the landscape as the human observer, limited in their ability to think outside of 

social, discursive, and temporal contexts, sees only parts of these beings. The 

biological words on the walls of the tower are living monsters in and of themselves. 

They represent a duality in which they appear estranged from the human realm, yet 

simultaneously seek to affirm their belonging through language. Andrew Smith and 

William Hughes suggest that ‘[t]he problem with the Gothic is that, at one level, 'nature' 

is a more contested term as it is one which... appears to participate in a language of 

estrangement rather than belonging’ (2). The words are undeniably estranged and 

uncanny, haunting the spaces and minds of those who have been in close proximity to 

Area X. Their incommunicability, combined with their contaminating spores, forces 

those who read them into a symbiotic kinship with Area X, which annihilates human 

barriers and estrangement. 

The words highlight the transgressive potentials of monstrous ‘others’. The biologist 

describes the Crawler as ‘a great sluglike monster ringed by satellites of even odder 

creatures’ (Annihilation, 176). The Crawler’s attempt to communicate in a human way 

suggests that he still possesses part of his humanity but is unable to participate in 

human social constructs. Maggie Gray describes the effect of the humanised forms of 

consciousness as the Crawler ‘inverts the epistemological schism between human 

subjectivity and objectified nature’ (48), and challenges the ‘otherness’ in which 

anthropocentric discourse situates monstrous bodies. The monsters in Area X refuse to 

conform to the role of the ‘other’ that the agrilogistic project attempts to place them in. 

Gray further suggests that the humanisation of monstrous creatures, such as those 
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created by VanderMeer, ‘counters some of the misanthropic attitudes of deep ecology, 

and the tendency to merely invert the culture/nature binary and hierarchical 

conceptions of human versus nonhuman nature’ (48). The uncanny fluidity of the 

boundaries between the human and the monstrous is created through discursive 

observations of bodies, as well as the creatures' inabilities to make themselves 

understood through language. The creatures, however, not only invert the hierarchical 

structures of anthropocentric discourse, but they create a new form of inclusive 

enlightenment altogether. In their refusal to conform to the limitations of human 

language, they actively defy their ‘othering’. 

VanderMeer’s monsters subvert expectations of the monstrous to reveal humans as the 

real source of violence. While some of the beings in Area X do inadvertently cause harm 

to the expedition members by forcing them to transform, other humans represent far 

more danger than the monsters do. Ghost Bird observes that even without language, 

the beings of Area X appear more connected and coexist more peacefully than humans 

could. When she sees the transformed biologist, she reflects: 

Nothing monstrous existed here – only beauty, only the glory of good design, of 

intricate planning […] An animal, an organism that had never existed before or 

that might belong to an alien ecology. That could transition not just from land to 

water but from one remote place to another, with no need for a door in a border. 

Staring up at her with her own eyes. Seeing her. (Acceptance 196) 

The transformed biologist exists in a state of constant change and multiplicity. She is, at 

once, the original biologist, something alien, and a part of Ghost Bird’s biology, yet she 
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also exists independently. She is the perfect blend of human and alien, created to 

transition and adapt to places and temporalities with ease. 

According to Tarde, linguistic imitation explains human superiority over animals, as 

animal imitation is less precise due to their lack of verbal communication. This 

anthropocentric view of language offers a particularly significant perspective to the 

Southern Reach trilogy, as VanderMeer inverts this notion. Area X represents a form of 

accelerated repetition, which causes physical refractions to anything within its reach, 

including organic beings, language, and even time itself. The refractions within Area X 

cause the words of the expedition members to become meaningless, the hypnotic 

commands of the psychologist to become ineffective, and the words of the crawler to 

become biological. The very thing with which humans establish their superiority over 

nature, namely language, becomes refracted to the point of incomprehension. 

VanderMeer’s trilogy does not simply refract language to the point of meaninglessness; 

it also disrupts the linearity of human narratives. Frank Kermode argues that ‘it is our 

insatiable interest in the future (towards which we are biologically orientated) that 

makes it necessary for us to relate to the past, and to the moment in the middle’ (52). 

Kermode’s suggestion that temporal linearity is a foundational human desire intersects 

with the agrilogistics project's desire to ensure human survival. Illness, a foundational 

concern of the agrilogistic project, similarly calls for a linear timeline to be constructed 

as symptoms and treatments progress linearly towards either recovery or death. 

Disease language is overwhelmingly concerned with a linear relation between the 

moment of contamination, the experience of being ill, and the end of the disease, 

whether it is ultimately fatal or not. However, the linear timescales of infection and 

progression rates are inadequate in Area X, as bodies transform continuously and in 
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vastly different forms and timelines. Both directors of the Southern Reach attempt to 

establish Area X as an event with a specific temporal starting point. The psychologist 

explains that her decision to participate in the final mission was based on her desire ‘to 

seek a connection with the wilderness [she had] known as a child’ (Acceptance 52). The 

directors’ hopes that they will find the truth about Area X in a construction of distinct 

past and present are based on a sense of linearity that does not apply to the landscape. 

Area X exists in a state of fluctuation between past, present, and future. 

Morton argues that the agrilogistics project, climate change, and illness are 

‘hyperobjects’, which are events that we cannot experience in one lifetime and 

therefore never fully comprehend. He argues that hyperobjects embody a form of 

invisibility because of their timescale, which exceeds human life. He offers climate 

change as an example of a hyperobject and suggests that ‘we do not experience 

climate change itself; instead, as noted, we experience a symptom of it: weather’ (194). 

Because the scale and longevity of the agrilogistics project spans several human 

lifetimes, it is difficult to fully grasp its impact on social and cultural structures. 

However, we do experience symptoms of it, such as discursive ‘othering’ and barriers 

between human and nonhuman realms. VanderMeer’s experimental temporality makes 

hyperobjects visible as it refracts the landscape to a point where past, present, and 

future conflate into a loop existence. In the loop of Area X, language is destroyed only to 

be reconstructed as something living; death itself dies to give way to continuous 

transformation, and the human becomes one with the landscape. Without these 

barriers that construct human experience, the expedition members are finally able to 

understand Area X. However, this kind of understanding is achieved through a complete 
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refraction, which means that they cannot communicate their experience in a way that is 

recognisable to those who still rely on human forms of communication. 

Christopher Belshaw argues that the change from life to death happens in an instant, 

which means that ‘the life/death boundary cannot be indeterminate or fuzzy. These are 

separate points’ (9). Death as a cultural construct is shaped through similar narratives 

of linear time, as described by Kermode, and relies on strict barriers between life and 

death to be maintained. Area X blurs the lines between life and death through its 

increasingly warped time-loop and haunting figures, before the phase of transformation 

begins. The time-loop causes beings to be transformed, which results in a cyclical 

existence where death becomes obsolete. Control describes the disgust that his team 

feels about Area X’s ability to defy death, as Grace informs him that a flower that was 

brought back ‘wouldn’t die. She said it with contempt, as if breaking the natural order of 

things wasn’t a miracle but an affront’ (Authority 119). The Southern Reach perceives its 

inability to die as an affront to the ‘natural order’ and refuses to accept the 

uncomfortable reality that the temporal linearity at the heart of human narratives is an 

agrilogistic illusion. 

VanderMeer’s trilogy contains elements of the new weird, a genre defined by uncanny 

representations of disintegrating barriers between the human and the ‘other’. Dunja M. 

Mohr argues: 

By definition, the new weird invests in ambiguity, in vague ontologies that break 

up realism, dislocate and blur the inside/outside distinction, and reveal the 

porous quality of materialities while still resonating with aspects of the material 

realities we are accustomed to. (176) 
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The element of VanderMeer’s writing that secures his place in the new weird is his 

Metamorphoses-esque transformation of human bodies into ‘other’. Where 

metamorphosis in Ovid commonly occurs as a punishment for social transgressions or 

transgressions of power structures, especially in response to perceived slights against 

gods and goddesses, metamorphosis in Area X is not concerned with morality. 

VanderMeer’s portrayal of monstrous bodies challenges anxieties that construct beings 

that exist outside of classification as dangerous. Morton describes the fear of the 

monstrous: 

It is an anxiety concerning the ontological status of things. In non-agrilogistical 

space, beings are not natural—they are more like what we think of as the 

undead, since there are no rigid or thin boundaries between life and nonlife, 

sentient and nonsentient, even things and nothing. (Dark Ecology 7) 

Area X is a non-agrilogistical space whose destruction of barriers represents an affront 

to the power structures of social constructions such as the Southern Reach. However, 

as the biologist begins her own transformation, she realises that labels like ‘foreign 

intruder’ and ‘monster’ promote fear and legitimise violence against nonhuman bodies. 

Timothy Clark suggests that ‘the gap between the human and its others is constitutive 

of the human: abolish it, erase the line, and the human disappears’ (61). The exact 

process that Clark describes occurs in Area X, as the gap between the human form and 

the landscape is erased, which causes both to undergo a transformation. Area X is full 

of human life, from the human DNA of the hand-like filaments of the words, to the 

human brain cells extracted from the Crawler. Kermode suggests that without temporal 

linearity, ‘since we move from transition to transitions, we may suppose that we exist in 
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no intelligible relation to the past’ (102). In VanderMeer’s world, the human becomes 

more than our feeble illusions of power and hierarchy established through thousands of 

years of linear narratives. Once we are swept up in the chaotic natural forces of an ever-

expanding Area X, we become a part of everything, while maintaining no temporal 

relations other than the natural cycles of the landscape. The weird monsters are us in 

our posthuman form, and our narratives and knowledge of the landscape around us will 

be much too strange to be contained in language. 

VanderMeer’s Southern Reach trilogy tells a strange tale of a landscape in constant 

transition, which is both haunted by and haunting the scientists tasked with uncovering 

the truth behind its impossible existence. This chapter will now focus on VanderMeer’s 

characters through their engagement with the landscape and, as such, will not pay 

much attention to differentiating their individual backstories. I will adopt a similar 

attitude to the narrator of the first book, the biologist, who notes that she ‘would tell you 

the names of the other [expedition members] if it mattered, but only the surveyor would 

last more than the next day or two’ (Annihilation 8). While character analysis is 

undoubtedly an important aspect of critical engagement with the Southern Reach 

trilogy, I feel that the scope of this project is better served by taking the lead from 

VanderMeer’s biologist and direct my focus instead on discursive and interspecies 

interactions. I will discuss the biologist’s inability to conform to social expectations in 

relation to her transgressive connection to nature at length. One of the most fascinating 

aspects of VanderMeer’s writing is that it challenges preconceptions about literary 

tradition. I believe it is essential to emphasize that VanderMeer’s deliberate avoidance 

of human connection and personal anecdotes presents a post-anthropocentric 

approach to literary engagement. His subversion of anthropocentric hierarchy 
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necessitates a new approach to literary engagement where the landscape is not 

explored through the human but exists in its own right. The landscape of Area X, with its 

uncanny beings that form a single, conscious entity, is the most important and complex 

character. If literary criticism begins to focus on the landscape as a character rather 

than a stage where human stories unfold, the peaceful coexistence imagined in the 

trilogy can become actualised. 
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Cultivated Disease Metaphors 
 

VanderMeer’s Southern Reach trilogy self-reflectively portrays nature in ways that 

challenge the construction of boundaries, temporal, bodily, linguistic, or otherwise. The 

trilogy pays especial attention to the barriers of representation within language and 

metaphor which is clear from the opening sentence of the first book, Annihilation: ‘The 

tower, which was not supposed to be there, plunges into the earth in a place just before 

the black pine forest begins to give way to swamp and then the reeds and wind-gnarled 

trees of the marsh flats’ (Annihilation 3). This seemingly simple sentence contains a 

nuanced foreshadowing of VanderMeer’s conceptual approach in the trilogy. His brief 

mention of the tower, which is portrayed as an intrusive presence due to its uncanny 

and undesirable existence, serves as a contrast to the detailed description of the 

landscape. Its unexpected presence reveals an inherent distrust of knowledge and 

preconceived ideas of what the landscape ‘should’ look like and constructs the 

landscape as a subjective entity. The sentence prefaces a tension between the 

cosmology of the landscape and institutionally authorised narratives present 

throughout the trilogy. The structure of the biologist’s narrative places the landscape as 

a primary focus, and she only includes stories of her past and her training for the 

expedition in relation to her experiences in Area X. VanderMeer’s decision to 

contextualise her circumstances through the landscape subverts what Morton 

describes as the ‘the nature-culture split we persist in using’ (Dark Ecology 43). The 

biologist’s inclusion of personal anecdotes in her journal is prompted entirely by a 

desire to explain why her observations are tainted by her lived experience, which 

reveals that nature and culture are never fully separate. The biologist attempts to 
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uphold a sense of the nature-culture split throughout her narrative; however, as she 

learns more about Area X, this begins to unravel, and she realises that it is nothing more 

than a discursive method to meet some unidentifiable ideological means. 

The biologist explains that the Southern Reach requires expedition members to 

relinquish their names before they enter Area X, and members are assigned new names 

in accordance with their designated functions. She reflects that ‘we were always 

strongly discouraged from using names: We were meant to be focused on our purpose, 

and “anything personal should be left behind”’ (Annihilation 8). The Southern Reach’s 

decision to rename the expedition members to minimise the contamination of the 

landscape by their past identities can be accounted for with reference to Louis 

Althusser’s theory of interpellation. Althusser suggests that the ideologies of social and 

political institutions become embedded as part of the subject's identity when a social 

‘hailing,’ to which the individual responds, creates their subject status. The renaming 

required by the Southern Reach represents a social assimilation of the individual under 

the ideological principles of the institution. The Southern Reach’s linguist explains: 

A name coveys a whole series of related associations […] A set of related ideas, 

facts, etc. and these associations exist not just in the mind of the one named – 

form their identity – but also in the minds of the other expedition members and 

thus accessible to whatever else might access them in Area X. Even if by a 

process unknown to us and purely speculative in nature. Whereas ‘biologist’ – 

that’s a function, a subset of a full identity. (Authority 112) 

The linguist’s concern that Area X might access the expedition members’ identities 

portrays their reduction to subsets of identities as a form of informational hygiene. In 
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the reduction of their identities to functions, the expedition members are interpellated 

under the ideology of the Southern Reach, which constructs them as docile “machines” 

carrying out their investigation from a purely scientific perspective. Her concern about 

the accessibility of the expedition members’ minds suggests that Area X may somehow 

turn the individual identities of their original names, alongside the web of connections, 

against the Southern Reach. 

Her identification that the associations of names might taint Area X also suggests that 

she believes that objectivity is restricted by the social and cultural contexts of lived 

experiences. The Southern Reach attempts to achieve a form of objectivity that 

resembles transcendental phenomenology (Husserl), in which the observer 

consciously sets aside their beliefs to perceive the world without the context of 

individual identity. Conceptually, Husserl’s theory aims to discover the true ontology of 

observed entities by focusing on the immediate experience before reflection or 

judgement. The Southern Reach’s conditioning is designed to remove the contexts of 

the expedition members lived experiences and to compartmentalize information so 

that it is virtually impossible for them to draw conclusions or make judgements. The 

biologist reflects that the renaming was ‘a distraction from asking certain questions 

that could only be reached through knowing specific details. But the right specific 

details’ (Annihilation 67). Their renaming forces the expedition members to step out of 

the context of their lived experiences and stories they tell about the world. It also ties 

them to a new discursive context and a strict kinship with the institution, which 

effectively contaminates their ability to produce an objective account of the landscape 

as the separation from their lived experiences means that the only theoretical and 

discursive framework available to them is one which has been carefully curated by the 
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Southern Reach. Their shared discourse relies on scientific objectivity; however, as 

Tymozcko argues, ‘scientific knowledge does not progress in a linear manner but, 

rather, is dependent on larger cultural beliefs, values, economic conditions, and social 

structures’ (655). Ironically, the Southern Reach’s fear that the expedition members’ 

social and cultural ties will prevent objectivity and obedience, as I will return to shortly, 

reinforces blind belief in scientific truth, which is even more contaminating. 

Naming ties the individual to what Heidegger terms the ‘hermeneutic situation’, which 

makes up the context of an individual’s lived experiences. Christina Lafont argues that 

Heidegger’s Hermeneutic Phenomenology departs from Husserl’s theory through his 

acknowledgement that ‘understanding is always relative to a particular context, 

perspective, and vocabulary that together constitute what Heidegger calls the 

‘hermeneutic situation’ out of which understanding arises and which we cannot 

transcend at will’ (287). VanderMeer’s portrayal of the failure of the Southern Reach’s 

methods to produce results suggests that, rather than striving towards the kind of 

observer neutrality suggested by Husserl, the hermeneutic situation of the observer 

forms a crucial part of understanding. This is particularly evident from his portrayal of 

the expedition members’ journal writing. Before they enter Area X, each expedition 

member is issued a notebook in which they are expected to note down their 

observations of the landscape. After she reads pages of notes from previous 

expeditions, the biologist remarks how ‘looking for hidden meaning in these papers was 

the same as looking for hidden meaning in the natural world around us. If it existed, it 

could be activated only by the eye of the beholder’ (Annihilation 36). Her lack of interest 

in deciphering the meaning of their notes foreshadows the trilogy’s approach to 

narrative and language. VanderMeer’s landscape continuously resists language and 
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presents a unique opportunity to explore phenomenology when faced with ‘something 

that fits no category and lies outside of the realm of our analogies’ (Authority 113). His 

portrayal of the many ways that the Southern Reach hinders the expedition members 

from forming true experiences of Area X, through conditioning such as renaming and 

hypnosis, suggests that Husserl’s idealist objectivity is contingent on a linguistic 

neutrality that is inconceivable in our anthropocentric context. In situations where the 

observed is subjected to institutional control, as is the case with that which is ‘other’, 

the observer is tied to power structures that make it virtually impossible to set aside any 

preconceived notions. All of the novels in this thesis have illustrated the ties between 

the ‘other’ and a language of disease, and as Timothy Clark suggests, ‘we cannot 

choose to step out of language and somehow orient ourselves in the world without it – 

how in any case would such an experience be conveyed to others?’ (54). Applying 

Husserl’s theory to VanderMeer’s trilogy reveals that anthropocentric linguistics 

prohibit the kind of neutrality necessary for the kinds of approaches to nature that 

Husserl encourages. 

The fact that VanderMeer includes several linguists within the trilogy is especially 

significant, given his preoccupation with lived experience and the concept of 

objectivity. His decision to exclude the linguist from the final expedition, which is the 

focal point of the first novel in the trilogy, is striking, as linguistics plays a central role in 

discussions of representation and objectivity. The biologist reflects that ‘originally our 

expedition had numbered five and included a linguist […] Of all our skill sets, linguist 

seemed at the time most expendable’ (Annihilation 9). Of course, once the expedition 

reaches the topical anomaly, the biologist regrets the absence of the linguist, noting 

that ‘I had the wrong brain for this task […] we needed a linguist’ (Annihilation 49). 
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VanderMeer’s choice to intersperse the linguists’ theories about Area X into the 

narrative, rather than include them in the biologist’s experience of Area X, alludes to his 

position on logocentrism and phenomenology. The exclusion of the linguists suggests 

that to view language as logocentric obscures the observer’s ability to truly experience 

the landscape. The biologist’s double remembers that ‘[the linguist] was very vocal. She 

wouldn’t shut up’ (Authority 22), and the new director of the Southern Reach, Control, 

has an almost obsessive habit of counting the words spoken by each expedition 

member during conditioning. The linguist speaks the most, whereas the biologist barely 

speaks, which suggests that the expedition members who rely heavily on words 

contaminate their own ability to understand Area X. The biologist reflects that as a 

linguist, ‘knowing the meaning of the words on such intimate terms might have been 

too much for anyone’ (Annihilation 165). This, in combination with the biologist’s 

suspicion towards language, suggests that some things ought not to be analysed or put 

into words. Additionally, the psychologist’s secrecy suggests that she might have 

excluded the linguist from the expedition to protect the biologist’s observations of Area 

X from her influence. The linguist’s dominant theory, that ‘“we lack the analogies”’ 

(Acceptance 35), threatens to obscure the biologist’s objectivity as it defies the 

Southern Reach’s demand for an unambiguous truth. Control notes that ‘“we lack the 

analogies” was itself somehow deficient as a diagnosis’ (Acceptance 43), which reveals 

the Southern Reach’s desire to establish a medical terminology to describe Area X. The 

other scientists at the Southern Reach mock the linguists as they settle on this vague 

conclusion and Control compares them to ‘all of the dead and dying satellites sent 

hurtling down into the coordinates that comprised Area X’ (Acceptance 43). Control’s 

satirical alignment between the linguists and space debris highlights how the 
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expedition members’ renaming turns them into equipment. Area X exists in a 

completely other hermeneutic context (Heidegger) where vocabulary is not a necessary 

part of understanding, and any available text defies logocentrism. The Southern Reach 

forces the linguists to adopt their function as their only form of identity, and Area X 

‘declines to be interpreted’ (Acceptance 43), at which point they are discarded like the 

useless satellites ‘burning up during reentry into the Earth’s atmosphere after 

encountering Area X’ (Acceptance 43). The elements of the hermeneutic context of Area 

X are only available to the biologist because she already feels out of place in her 

cultural and social context. 

The biologist welcomes the chance to free herself from her past, and she reflects that 

‘names belonged to where we had come from, not to who we were while embedded in 

Area X’ (Annihilation 8). Although she expresses relief to be released from a society 

where she did not feel like she belonged, she is torn between her duty to perform her 

role as a biologist, conforming to the Southern Reach’s expectations, and her desire to 

form an understanding of the landscape that is meaningful to her. Serving as the 

biologist and fulfilling the implications that this name carries obscures her ability to see 

the landscape clearly. Instead, once her assimilation into the landscape begins, she 

chooses the name Ghost Bird, a nickname that her late husband used for her. She 

notes that ‘a ghost bird might be a hawk in one place, a crow in another, depending on 

the context’ (Annihilation 110), which foreshadows her assimilation into the landscape 

in Area X. 

The words themselves suggest that she has been torn from the natural world, where 

she belongs, and now exists in both the natural and human worlds as a ghost, trapped 
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between them. She is neither fully human nor ‘other’ but is able to adapt to the context 

of her landscape. The word ‘bird’ is significant, as metaphorically, it is typically linked to 

either a sense of captivity or freedom. The biologist seeks freedom throughout the 

novel, both from society but in many ways also from herself, and she finds it in Area X. It 

is also significant that the psychologist uses birds as hypnotic triggers, and she tells the 

expedition members ‘when you emerge from the structure, any time you see a bird in 

flight it will trigger a strong feeling that you are doing the right thing, that you are in the 

right place’ (Annihilation 33). Ghost Bird’s name suggests that she feels a sense of 

belonging in Area X. She has become the symbol that the hypnotic suggestion hinges on 

and future expeditions will see her and feel that they are in the right place. 

The biologist’s double suggests that the biologist would not be deterred by institutional 

renaming, as she views her function as a means to reinsert herself into her rightful 

place in the world. The double notes that the biologist’s function is not a subset of a full 

identity, ‘not if you did it right, like Ghost Bird, and you were totally and wholly your job 

to begin with’ (Authority 113). It is ironical that the biologist’s dedication to her function 

and her inability to conform to societal expectations are what make her the ideal 

candidate for the Southern Reach. These qualities are also what make her the worst 

possible expedition member because she does not conform to the Southern Reach’s 

expectations. Their intention behind renaming the expedition members is ‘to strip 

personality away for the starker purpose of instilling loyalty and to make conditioning 

and hypnosis more effective’ (Authority 113). Butler connects interpellation to language 

through her argument that language is the tool used by such powers to 'form a crucial 

part of the juridical and social formation of the subject' (118), forcing the individual into 

performative subjectivity. Her suggestion that 'the use of language is itself enabled by 
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first having been called a name[;] the occupation of the name is that by which one is, 

quite without choice, situated within discourse' (82) offers valuable insight into the role 

of language in the subsumption of individuals under institutionalised discourse. The 

biologist’s interpellation into the Southern Reach’s authorised discourse backfires 

because of how completely she assimilates into the role of biologist, and lets go of all 

social expectations, including theirs. 

The border represents the end of political and social implications on the body created 

and enforced by social structures. The Southern Reach chooses the psychologist as the 

leader of the expedition to maintain control of the expedition members after they cross 

the border, and tells them that hypnosis is necessary for them to cross the border. This 

places the psychologist in a position of authority as she alone controls their ability to 

enter and exit Area X. Maintaining a sense of hierarchy, in a landscape that seeks to 

destroy such constructions, become their only point of reference to the ‘real’ world 

creating an epistemological scepticism as the institutionalised discourse taught at the 

Southern Reach proves to represent the landscape inadequately. The psychologist 

uses hypnosis to reinforce social constructions and ensure that the team adheres to 

the expectations associated with their new identities. Tony D. Sampson draws on 

Tarde’s approach to social power in which ‘he points toward a reciprocal biosocial 

relation between a hypnotiser and hypnotised subjectivities’ (159), to describe how 

language of contagion infiltrates the mind. The structure of the relation between the 

hypnotised and the hypnotiser is a recreation of Althusser’s broader analogy of the 

police officer’s call to a subject by which the subject becomes socially constituted. 

Butler suggests ‘the call is formative, if not performative, precisely because it initiates 

the individual into the subject status of the subject’ (118). The psychologist’s 
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hierarchical control, according to both Butler and Tarde, relies entirely on reciprocal 

behaviour, performed by the individual, through linguistic commands. 

The use of language to command the subject resembles Morton’s description of 

agrilogistic cultivation. If language is constructed for subjects to better work towards a 

social agriculture where nature is cultivated for survival, then hypnosis is language’s 

cultivation of the human subject. The cultivation of the human subject is enforced 

through discursive subordination of bodies. The biologist is already aware that society 

does not allow an individual complete bodily autonomy, which makes her question how 

much of her reality is, in fact, a construct enforced to ensure compliance. She admits 

that the observations in her diary might not be entirely objective which causes her to 

increasingly monitor her own thoughts and responses. In doing so, she adheres to the 

institutionalised control as she marks ‘the first irrational thought I had once we had 

reached our destination’ (Annihilation 7). The act of marking observations as rational or 

irrational makes her question the truth of her own thoughts, as the non-conformity of 

nature draws attention to the artifice of the rational/irrational binary. 

VanderMeer’s reflection of hypnosis reveals the many dimensions of the linguistics of 

hypnosis. Hypnotic commands are verbal cues that are linked to a pre-instilled 

semantic context chosen by the Southern Reach during the conditioning of expedition 

members. The psychologist notes that part of the conditioning contains ‘“value adds”’ 

(Acceptance 293), which allows the expedition leaders to bypass the subject's desire to 

perform a suggested action. I argue that reconditioning the expedition members 

through linguistic commands results in their being forced to accept a discourse of 

disease in which their identity is aligned with their professional functions chosen for 
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their expertise in fighting a dangerous outbreak. The Southern Reach uses a range of 

methods to ensure that the expedition members uphold the disease discourse once 

inside Area X, for example, the ominous measuring device: 

Our most outlandish equipment consisted of a measuring device that had been 

issued to each of us […] If the hole glowed red, we had thirty minutes to remove 

ourselves to a “safe place.” We were not told what the device measured or why 

we should be afraid should it glow red. (4) 

A report by the Southern Reach later reveals that the device does not measure anything 

at all, its only purpose is to give the expedition members a false sense of security as it 

seemingly provides a tangible way to know whether they are in danger. These visual 

cues support the hypnotic commands pre-instilled in the expedition members during 

their training, as they affirm the infection narrative of the Southern Reach. The secrecy 

about what the boxes measure and the instruction to evacuate to a “safe place” draws 

on imagery of radiation exposure or outbreaks. The biologist is trained to understand 

the kinds of data that the device measures; however, the Southern Reach deliberately 

withholds the information from her. The director of the Southern Reach describes them 

as ‘the black boxes with the red light that help activate compliance’ (Acceptance 314), 

which suggests that the Southern Reach makes the expedition members dependent on 

them through their inference that they will need specialised medical attention that only 

they can provide. Any defiance of the institution becomes much harder for the 

expedition members when they are constructed as future patients whose care is 

contingent on compliance. 
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However, hypnosis is also tied to language of disease both historically and discursively, 

as ‘the role of suggestion was closely allied with the practice of hypnotism on hysteric 

patients’ (Faber 18). The expedition members are treated as patients before they enter 

Area X, and it is assumed that the strangeness of Area X will certainly cause most of 

them to experience ‘irrational’ thoughts or hysteria during the expedition. The hypnosis 

is also portrayed as an inoculation against contagions within Area X, as the Southern 

Reach director suggests that expedition members ‘might have needed an inoculation, a 

vaccine’ (Authority 236). The director’s suggestion that the minds of the expedition 

members need an inoculation against the forces of Area X suggests that the Southern 

Reach perceives a threat of contagious hysteria. It is noteworthy that their idea of a 

vaccine against hysteria is hypnosis and suggestibility, which in itself is described in 

terms of pathology. Diana P. Faber argues that the metaphor of suggestion was formed 

within a semantic context of disease metaphors. She suggests: 

Given this direction of influence, the crowd was generally perceived as weak, as 

being led or under the influence of some hallucination or idea which spread 

through “contagion” – an analogy borrowed from medical terminology, and 

popular among sociologists. (25) 

VanderMeer’s inclusion of deliberate human contagions creates a tension between the 

imagined contagions within Area X and the invisible contagions of the Southern Reach. 

The hypnotic commands instilled in the expedition members evoke Gabriel Tarde’s 

concept of the automated suggestibility of the somnambulist, which describes modern 

man as living in a trance-like state. Tarde argues that ‘[b]oth the somnambulist and the 

social man are possessed by the illusion that their ideas, all of which have been 
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suggested to them, are spontaneous’ (Tarde 77). The concept of the somnambulist 

offers an compelling perspective on the hypnotic ideological control over expedition 

members. 

The psychologist’s primary function during the expedition is to uphold the other 

members’ conditioning and apply further hypnotic commands where necessary. The 

place where the psychologist most frequently uses hypnotism to establish control is 

when they encounter a topographical anomaly. The biologist is unaware of the hypnosis 

when they first encounter the structure. She describes how ‘at first, only I saw it as a 

tower. I don’t know why the word tower came to me, given that it tunneled into the 

ground. I could just as easily have considered it a bunker or a submerged building’ 

(Annihilation 6). She feels a sense of unease when the other expedition members insist 

on calling the structure a tunnel instead of a tower and ‘mark[s] it as the first irrational 

thought I had once we reached our destination’ (Annihilation 6). Her discomfort in the 

shared terminology draws attention to the imitation required of her to conform to the 

discourse that the Southern Reach demands. The topographical anomaly does not 

cause her any unease until she is forced to describe it as a ‘tunnel’. Her uncertainty of 

her discomfort with the word portrays her internal struggle to maintain her connection 

to the ‘outside world’ through participation in the shared terminology, and her desire to 

understand the truth of Area X. Like the somnambulist, the biologist has been 

conditioned to employ an authorised discourse, but her instincts tell her that this 

obscures reality. Her conflicting feelings gradually awaken her from the trance-like 

state, but she initially questions her own mental state. She confesses: 
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“I want you to know that I cannot stop thinking of it as a tower,” I confessed. “I 

can’t see it as a tunnel.” It seemed important to make the distinction before our 

descent, even if it influenced their evaluation of my mental state […] All three 

stared at me then, as if I were the strange cry at dusk. (Annihilation 18) 

The biologist’s understanding of the structure as a tower suggests that a transgression 

of the discursive boundaries established by the Southern Reach. By pre-emptively 

warning expedition members that they might experience hallucinations or hysteria, the 

Southern Reach has conditioned them to distrust any thought that does not conform to 

their authorised discourse and ideologies. 

After she has confessed to her difference in opinion, the psychologist gives the biologist 

a hypnotic command meant just for her to correct her ‘hysteria’. Faber suggests that 

hypnotism spreads through a crowd through ‘affirmation, repetition, and contagion’ 

(23). To maintain her institutionalised control over the expedition members, the 

psychologist must ensure that they participate in this cyclical social contagion. 

However, the biologist’s estrangement from the expedition increases after she enters 

the tower, and she gradually becomes less susceptible to suggestion: 

I felt a wave of anxiety whenever I thought of confessing that I was resistant to 

hypnosis – especially since it meant any underlying conditioning hidden in our 

training also was affecting me less and less. I now hid not one but two secrets, 

and that meant I was steadily, irrevocably, becoming estranged from the 

expedition and its purpose’ (Annihilation 33) 

Her resistance to hypnosis allows her to finally experience Area X fully. When she 

returns to the tower, she is able to see that the tower was not made of coquina and 
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stone as the psychologist had hypnotised them to believe. Instead, ‘the tower was 

breathing. The tower breathed, and the walls when I went to touch them carried the 

echo of a heartbeat… and they were not made of stone but of living tissue […] We were 

descending into an organism’ (Annihilation 41). The decision to alter the expedition 

members’ ability to fully observe the tower contradicts their aim to find the truth about 

Area X. 

The biologist reflects on the motivations behind the Southern Reach's decision to 

conceal known information from expedition members. She notes that ‘always, as I 

looked back, I could see that there had been an almost willful intent to obscure, to 

misdirect […] The map had been the first form of misdirection, for what is a map but a 

way of emphasizing some things and making other things invisible. (Annihilation 66). In 

Annihilation, mapping functions as a precursor to narrative that explains the spatial 

context of their experiences. The requirement for the expedition members to memorize 

the location of different landmarks within Area X maps out the progression of their 

narrative and places their focus on man-made structures rather than natural elements. 

The biologist reflects: 

I realized that the focus on the map might have itself been an embedded cue. 

That if we did not ask questions, it was because we were programmed not to ask 

questions. That the lighthouse, representative or actual, might have been a 

subconscious trigger for a hypnotic suggestion’ (Annihilation 66) 

The map represents a model for the expedition members to shape their narratives 

about Area X, and certain physical elements are linked to linguistic cues. The biologist’s 

reflection on the Southern Reach’s desire to withhold information suggests that they do 
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not want answers that do not conform to their preconceptions of Area X. For the 

biologist to ask the right questions, she would have to transgress the discourse of 

disease that the Southern Reach uses to justify violence against the nonhuman beings 

in Area X. Their self-sabotaging insistence on upholding power structures at a detriment 

to their objectives acts as a satirical comment on real-world institutions who recognise 

that climate action is necessary whilst refusing to confront the uncomfortable reality of 

their own part in the problem. 
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Broken Words; Broken Barriers 
 

There shall be a fire that knows your name, and in the presence of the strangling 

fruit, its dark flame shall acquire every part of you. (Annihilation 138) 

While the living tower is strange and uncanny, the words written on its walls are equally 

unsettling, and project strangeness outwards in a way that the tower does not. The 

expedition encounters the words for the first time when they enter the tower and 

initially mistake them for vines clinging to the walls. The biologist admits that ‘as I came 

close, did it surprise me that I could understand the language the words were written 

in? Yes. Did it fill me with a kind of elation and dread intertwined? Yes’ (Annihilation 23). 

She begins to read the words out loud to discern their meaning, which reveals her 

assumption that words ought to be spoken. It is not until the surveyor asks what the 

words are made of that the biologist realises that her observation of the words has been 

tainted by traditional literary expectations and that this has caused her to observe them 

in a fragmented way. As she examines their ecosystem, she describes how she ‘leaned 

in closer like a fool, like someone who had not had months of survival training or ever 

studied biology. Someone tricked into thinking that words should be read’ (Annihilation 

24), which suggests that her assumptions about the words have confused her protocol 

as a biologist. The words have tricked her into thinking that because they are 

discernible, they must reveal a meaningful truth to a human observer. The 

anthropocentric assumption that the human observer is the key to unlocking the 

meaning of the story they tell suggests that VanderMeer engages critically with 

anthropocentric structures in literary tradition. 
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Their encounter with the strange words acts as a catalyst for a discursive shift in the 

biologist’s observations. Where she was previously preoccupied with monitoring 

whether her thoughts were ‘rational’ according to the Southern Reach, her focus shifts 

when ‘a tiny spray of golden spores spewed out’ (Annihilation 24) and contaminates her 

body. Area X intelligently uses her need to recognise human-like structures in nature to 

lure her into a false sense of security so that it can infiltrate her body and begin 

cultivating her. Instead, her focus turns inward, and she begins to monitor her body for 

changes, which places her in what Ann Jurecic terms a “sick role.” Jurecic argues that 

the “sick role”, which she defines as ‘the theory that the treatment of illness within 

medical institutions transforms people into patients and inscribes them into a 

particular social script’ (7), releases the patient from social obligations whilst also 

imposing expectations of the patient to behave according to institutional norms. This is 

reflected in VanderMeer's trilogy in the contrast between the expedition members’ 

reactions to the threats of Area X. When the surveyor finds the anthropologist’s body in 

the tower, she immediately suggests that they ‘go back to the border and await 

extraction’ (Annihilation 70). She tells the biologist that she suspects that they are 

already contaminated, asking, ‘[d]o you really think those masks we wore are going to 

keep us safe? From whatever is going on here?’ (Annihilation 72). For the surveyor, the 

confirmed presence of potentially contagious beings reinforces her reliance on the 

Southern Reach. Her desire to return to the ‘safety’ of the institution can be explained 

by Sampson’s analysis of social virality, which suggests that fear is often a construct of 

social participation. He argues that fear originates in a biological instinct of survival but 

manifests itself in social behaviour, which causes panic to become a collective 

experience as ‘[i]mitation is […] located at the intersection point between social and 
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biological categories’ (142). The surveyor’s fear response is a part of her institutional 

and social context, as disease poses the ultimate threat to agrilogistic and 

anthropocentric structures. However, the biologist, who has abandoned her social 

context as instructed, feels that the surveyor’s desire to return to safety is irrational. As 

a biologist, removed from social constructions of fear, her logical reaction is to behave 

as a biologist; to take samples, monitor her own body, and to chart the progress of her 

disease before she decides how to proceed. Her instinct is to stay in Area X rather than 

return for treatment, and her self-monitoring becomes part of her research on the 

landscape, as her contamination makes her a part of the ecosystem. 

The frequency of disease imagery in her reflections increases, but she no longer uses it 

to portray Area X as a dangerous ‘other’. Instead, it reveals a shift in her subject status 

as she is no longer fully “the biologist.” She is also patient and ‘other’ as Area X 

continues to alter her body, ‘infiltrating [her] mind in unexpected ways, finding fertile 

ground’ (Annihilation 24). As discussed in Chapter 1, patienthood is a conflicting state 

of increased discipline and monitoring, alongside the potential to gain disruptive 

subjugated knowledges. Where Lyra is forced into her “sick role”, the biologist’s 

journey toward patient-hood is more complicated. In her role as a biologist, she 

assumes the dual roles of both doctor and patient and keeps her infection a secret from 

the other expedition members. Sontag suggests that historically, illness has been 

considered an expression of moral flaws, which means that ‘diseases - and patients - 

become subjects of decipherment. And these hidden passions are now considered a 

source of illness’ (34). This offers a useful framework from which to explore the 

biologist’s desire to conceal her contamination from her fellow expedition members. 

She does not worry that they will deem her unfit to continue the expedition due to her 
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health, but rather that her contamination will verify their suspicions about her moral 

character. They already feel unnerved by her enthusiasm and differing opinions on Area 

X, and the biologist knows that they will interpret the news of her contamination as a 

manifestation of her moral transgressions and her love for the landscape. The biologist 

reflects that the effects of the spores ‘meant that I was steadily, irrevocably, becoming 

estranged from the expedition and its purpose’ (Annihilation 34), which suggests that 

the contamination makes her an ‘other’ which poses a threat to the control of the 

Southern Reach. 

 The biologist’s tests of her own tissue and the samples that she has collected reveal 

nothing other than that the creatures in Area X are human, at least on a cellular level. 

The tools and methods of her field are ineffective in her search for the truth, as ‘the 

tissue sample from the hand-shaped creature resisted any interpretation’ (Annihilation 

71). Area X’s resistance to interpretation reveals that the discourse of disease pre-

instilled in the expedition members by the Southern Reach offers an inadequate 

analysis of the landscape. The roles that the expedition members have adopted as 

representative of their foundational sense of self and the scientific knowledge they 

each bring to the expedition are likewise unsuitable. The biologist shifts the way she 

engages with the language of disease, as she gradually moves away from the Southern 

Reach’s use of contagion to embody the ‘other’, a shift which offers an approach to 

understanding how these metaphors describe human experiences in non-

anthropocentric ways. She describes her symptoms as brightness and a slow, 

continuous transformation that also moves her narrative focus from the external 

landscape to her bodily experience of it. Clark suggests that ‘the deeper conditions of 

language in the way human experience of the world is necessarily a bodily, an incarnate 
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one, […] always gives us a basic sense of orientation among things’ (48). Because Area 

X has freed her body from her cultural subject status, the biologist has no point of 

reference between nature and her identity, other than her body. Structurally, her 

narrative becomes an illness narrative because her contamination sends her on a quest 

of assimilation into Area X. Kevin White argues that: 

Narratives are the stories people tell about their illness, sometimes called 

‘pathographies’, [...] explaining the experience and the process of illness, 

constructed around themes of restitution, chaos and quest. (71) 

While I have consistently highlighted a tendency for the heightened attention to 

patients’ bodies to uphold anthropocentric structures in the texts of the previous 

chapters, this is not the case for the biologist. Her experience of contamination allows 

her to understand the landscape in ways that those with unaffected bodies are unable 

to. Lisa Diedrich suggests that there is power in illness narratives as their ‘subjugated 

knowledges always threaten to disrupt the power/knowledge nexus; they are something 

of a Freudian “return of the repressed” in terms of socio - cultural rather than individual 

histories’ (2). VanderMeer could not have portrayed the biologist’s disruptive 

knowledge any more clearly than through the effect of the spores, which means that the 

biologist literally becomes immune to socio-cultural coercion. The biologist reflects 

that she recognises the strangeness of Area X, and notes that ‘it was a feeling I often 

had when out in the wilderness: that things were not quite what they seemed, and I had 

to fight against the sensation because it could overwhelm my scientific objectivity’ 

(Annihilation 30). However, in Area X, scientific objectivity is complicated, and the 

strangeness the only reliable constant. 
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It is productive to compare VanderMeer’s trilogy to Alex Garland’s 2018 film adaptation 

of Annihilation, as their respective engagement with disease metaphor results in two 

very different approaches to the landscape. Garland’s adaptation follows VanderMeer’s 

narrative of an expedition sent into a landscape trapped in a state of rapid change. 

However, the film adaptation draws on disease language to frame the concept 

differently, which offers a significant insight into the structures of ‘othering’ within 

disease metaphors. There is a stark contrast in the opening imagery of the two versions, 

prefacing their differing narrative focus. VanderMeer’s Annihilation begins with a 

description of the tower, which expands to the marshes and the surrounding landscape 

before briefly introducing the narrator with the simple statement, ‘I was the biologist’ 

(Annihilation 3). The biologist continues to explain the premise of the expeditions, their 

mission, and the elusive preconceptions about Area X that they had entered with. She 

continually relates these to observations of the landscape, such as ‘much of our 

predecessors’ equipment had rusted’ (Annihilation 3). Although the biologist reveals 

personal details throughout the novel, these are almost exclusively offered as context 

to observations or assumptions that she makes about Area X. Many of her thoughts and 

actions portray her as an uncaring and often flawed person with few redeeming 

characteristics. However, this contrasts with her deep empathy for the environment 

and the nonhuman creatures around her, and her narrative offers a critical view of 

human culture. The positioning of human relationships and experiences in 

VanderMeer’s trilogy through their relevance to the landscape is explored in different 

ways in each book. Where the biologist relays her information alongside each 

observation of Area X, Control turns his investigative efforts to the team of scientists 

working at the Southern Reach. Saul, the lighthouse keeper, turns his attention inwards 
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at the experience of being human and navigating the landscape. These different 

approaches place the landscape at the forefront of the narratives, which allows 

VanderMeer to engage critically with the challenge of anthropocentric storytelling. 

Garland’s adaptation, however, begins with a brief scene of Lena (played by Natalie 

Portman) being questioned in a clinical room with a large glass wall, where she is 

observed by a group of scientists. Her white scrubs and the attendants in hazmat suits 

immediately frame the narrative through disease imagery of possible contamination. 

This is reinforced by the brief scene that immediately follows, in which an asteroid 

crashes into the lighthouse, which suggests potential alien viral transmission. The 

focus then returns to Lena, who is in the process of teaching a class: 

This is a cell. Like all cells it is born from one existing cell and by extension, all 

cells were ultimately born from one cell. A single organism alone on planet 

Earth, perhaps alone in the universe […] the rhythm of the dividing pair which 

becomes the structure of every microbe, blade of grass, sea creature, land 

creature… and human. The structure of everything that lives… and everything 

that dies. (2:58) 

The previous imagery of the moment the meteor hits the lighthouse initially suggests 

that Lena’s lecture alludes to the Big Bang and the ‘Fateful Encounter’, what scientists 

call the moment when two single cells merged to form the building blocks of complex 

life (“The Chance Event”). However, she eventually reveals that the dividing cells shown 

on the screen in the classroom are cancer cells taken from the cervix of a woman. The 

decision to portray the biologist’s value to the expedition in terms of her status as a 

specialist in ecosystems, rather than as a cancer specialist, reveals that illness tropes 
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are consciously employed in the film adaptation. The audience is introduced to Area X, 

renamed the Shimmer in the film, through Lena's focus on cancer and other forms of 

pathology. The film dedicates a significant portion of its scenes to establishing a strong 

emotional motivation for the storyline through Lena's infidelity and her hopes to save 

her husband, as well as through moments of bonding between the expedition 

members. This positions the Shimmer as a threat and a space to be conquered for Lena 

to absolve herself of the guilt she carries for ruining her marriage, as she states, ‘I owed 

him, so I went in’ (0:27:30). The inclusion of Lena’s military background constructs the 

expedition as a way for her to fight back against the hostile landscape, which threatens 

to expand to claim more lives, whilst also maintaining a small hope that she will find a 

cure for his unexplainable illness. Garland’s Annihilation mobilizes the trope of human 

redemption by including more explicit references to viral contagions and alien takeover. 

Garland’s version appears to have taken VanderMeer’s portrayal of the Southern 

Reach’s approach at face value, and has dedicated considerable attention to 

establishing connections to covert military operations and viral contagion. The trilogy 

explicitly states that the expedition was only given one antiquated machine gun, and 

when threats emerge, ‘holding the gun made [the biologist] feel clumsy and odd, as if it 

were the wrong reaction to what might confront us’ (Annihilation 51). However, the film 

shows the five women in the moment they approach the Shimmer, as they walk in a 

straight row, dressed in camouflage and each grasping a machine gun. The cancerous 

pathology of the Shimmer creates plausibility to Garland’s military approach because 

warfare is a predominant cancer metaphor. Sontag argues: 

Thus, cancer cells do not simply multiply; they are ‘invasive.’ (‘Malignant tumors 

invade even when they grow very slowly,’ as one textbook puts it.) Cancer cells 
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‘colonize’ from the original tumor to far sites in the body, first setting up tiny 

outposts (‘micro-metastases’) whose presence is assumed, though they cannot 

be detected. Rarely are the body’s ‘defenses’ vigorous enough to obliterate a 

tumor that has established its own blood supply and consists of billions of 

destructive cells. However ‘radical’ the surgical intervention, however many 

‘scans’ are taken of the body landscape, most remissions are temporary; the 

prospects are that ‘tumor invasion’ will continue, or that rogue cells will 

eventually regroup and mount a new assault on the organism. (27) 

The language of warfare is often used to describe cancer, which legitimizes or even 

encourages violent responses. In Garland’s adaptation, the merging of vegetal and 

animal beings constructs them firmly as ‘others’ due to their tumor-like mutations. 

When Lena encounters the first mutating flowers, she tells the psychologist that ‘“it’s 

the same plant. It’s like they’re stuck in a continuous mutation.” “A pathology?” “You’d 

sure as hell call this a pathology if you saw this in a human”’ (33:39). Lena’s diagnosis 

reveals her anthropocentric position, as the term pathology refers to the study of 

disease, with a particularly focus on cause and effect. 

The mutating vegetal structures are also portrayed as parasitic, which is most clearly 

established in the video left by a previous expedition. In the video, Lena’s husband is 

depicted as he cuts open the abdomen of a fellow expedition member, whose insides 

writhe as if a snake-like creature has replaced his intestines. When Lena finds the 

skeleton of the expedition member in the video, his remains have grown onto the 
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wall alongside vines and fungus that seems to have burst out of his insides.

 

The Alien-esque way that the tumors have burst out of the dead expedition member, 

explicitly termed ‘mutations’ in the film, draws on well-established anxieties about 

cancer. In addition to the language of warfare frequently used to describe cancer, 

Sontag further suggests that cancer incites fears of ‘alien cells’. The fear of alien 

takeover suggests that the shortcoming of Western medicine in unlocking the mystery 

of cancer constructs cancer cells as ‘otherworldly’ as they disrupt anthropocentric 

hierarchies. Garland’s engagement with cancer metaphor draws on these tropes to 

construct a sense of fear of transgression in similar ways that VanderMeer's Southern 

Reach relies on those same metaphors to control their expedition members. Crucially, 

VanderMeer’s biologist eventually transcends the social structures that position Area X 

as a dangerous, contaminating ‘other’. Garland’s adaptation maintains its horror 

elements throughout, as the Shimmer transforms from a place of unnatural growth, or 

in other words, a benign tumour, to a carcinogenic environment. His specific use of 
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cancer pathologies is especially noteworthy because, more than any other disease, 

cancer legitimises ‘othering’ and violence against carcinogenic environments.  

Cancer also carries with it anxieties about reduced life expectancy and the looming 

possibility of the return of the disease after a period of remission, as, even with surgical 

excision or radiation, it is impossible to rule out the hidden presence of cancerous cells 

elsewhere in the body. The increased anxiety about shortening timescales that 

eventually lead to regression and death is clearly reflected in Garland’s adaptation, 

which most notably departs from VanderMeer’s writing in its portrayal of death. Most of 

Garland’s expedition members die in gruesome ways, from bear attacks to suicide by 

hand grenade. Garland constructs a sense of horror through the inevitability of death, 

which is conveyed by the linearity of his narrative, as it follows the expedition members 

from their abandoned lives into the Shimmer and towards certain death. The frequent 

attacks by a mutated crocodile and then a black bear draw on zoonotic anxieties and 

questions of anthropocentric power. Dawn Keetley argues that ‘whether in the realm of 

the real or of signification, nature poses a problem of control, inciting human efforts at 

dominance’ (3). Garland’s horror is constructed through a confrontation of the limits of 

human powers over nature, and he portrays nature as a form of executioner, that 

violently reclaims power over fragile human bodies. All but one of the deaths draw on 

various scenes of military combat, from the torture-like scene of the expedition 

member with the moving insides, the glimpses of the bear in the night-vision 

binoculars, to Lena’s husband who commits suicide by hand-grenade. The deaths 

caused by the bear are particularly macabre, as the animal steals elements of those it 

kills. The bear itself looks as though its muzzle has grown to an unnatural length and 

has burst out of its own skin, exposing bones and teeth. When it kills the expedition’s 
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geomorphologist, it steals her voice, and when it later returns to kill the rest of the 

expedition, it echoes her last cries of ‘help me’ over and over. It eventually kills the 

paramedic when it rips off her jaw, seemingly collecting jaw bones for its mutating 

growth. The physicist reflects that ‘as she was dying, part of her mind became part of 

the creature that was killing her. Imagine dying frightened and in pain and having that be 

the only part of you which survives’ (1:20:20). Garland’s Area X is littered with human 

remains that serve as a constant reminder that death is waiting around the corner. 

Sontag argues that ‘for those who live neither with religious consolations about death 

nor with a sense of death (or of anything else) as natural, death is the obscene mystery, 

the ultimate affront, the thing that cannot be controlled’ (41). Both the landscape and 

its nonhuman inhabitants, as well as disease, in Garland’s adaptation, invoke a sense 

of lost control. It is only the physicist who does not die a violent death, as she does not 

try to face or fight the change that Area X causes. Instead, she welcomes it, and it 

transforms her into a beautiful rose bush, vines forming the outline of a human body. 

The peaceful death of the physicist suggests that realising that anthropocentric control 

over nature is an illusion and acceptance of the eventual annihilation of the human 

species is the kindest way to die. In Garland’s alien landscape, death is inevitable. A 

proportion of scholars writing about Area X, such as Matthew Masucci, suggest that 

Area X works to correct or even fight back against human influence. However, I argue 

that it is Garland’s adaptation, not VanderMeer’s original, that reflects a vengeful and 

violent landscape, feared to be expanding and seemingly desiring to colonize more of 

the human world. To position Area X as an antagonist who actively fight back against 

human structures of power would also be to reinforce the anthropocentric attitudes 

that assumes that the human species has an inherent power to irrevocably alter the 
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world, a problem that I discussed in relation to the term “Anthropocene” in the 

introduction. While I agree that VanderMeer’s landscape possesses agency, arguably 

the landscape’s complete lack of interest in human structures or interference suggests 

that the transformation within Area X represents a form of power that is vastly superior 

and indifferent to species hierarchies. The expedition members’ experience of the 

planet’s demise contains elements of horror, but it is also a slow and gentle process of 

transformation that invokes wonder and renewed appreciation for the powers of nature. 

VanderMeer’s Area X lacks the spectacle of Garland’s adaptation, from the bright 

solidity of the rainbow-streaked walls of the Shimmer to the violent creatures that 

inhabit the territory. The border to Area X is invisible, and the landscape is unassuming 

and quietly disconcerting in a way that draws on elements of the eco-gothic, a genre in 

which the gothic’s concern with representing the unrepresentable is combined with a 

critical engagement with anthropocentric approaches to nature. The aim of the eco-

gothic is to critically examine anxieties of nature’s subversion of hierarchy, expressed in 

the construction of nature as the strange ‘other’. Keetly and Sivils suggest that the eco-

gothic explores the intersection of environmental writing and the gothic by examining 

human and nonhuman relationships through an ecocritical lens. They argue: 

Adopting a specifically gothic ecocritical lens illuminates the 

fear, anxiety, and dread that often pervade those relationships: it orients 

us, in short, to the more disturbing and unsettling aspects of our inter- 

actions with nonhuman ecologies. (1) 
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Gothic elements, particularly clear in Annihilation, offer a productive framework for 

VanderMeer to highlight anthropocentric structures that limit posthuman speculation. 

The gothic lends itself well to explore the new and unexplainable landscape as 

something uncanny, which in its very definition contains a tension between new 

strangeness and familiarity, and always contains intellectual uncertainty about the 

nature of the object. Sigmund Freud argues: 

[S]ome new things are frightening but not by any means all. Something has to be 

added to what is novel and unfamiliar in order to make it uncanny […] The better 

orientated in his environment a person is, the less readily will he get the 

impression of something uncanny in regard to the objects and events in it. (60-

61) 

The uncanny is everywhere in Area X because those who enter become disoriented by 

the altered landscape and are unable to make sense of what they see through 

language. The constant presence of humans in varying stages of assimilation provides 

the familiarity that makes the unfamiliar frightening. VanderMeer’s human 

disintegration makes visible the repressed knowledge that humans are already 

enmeshed with the ‘other’, which suggests that future posthuman forms of coexistence 

are possible. 

Although the expedition members are repulsed by the uncanny similarities between 

biological existence in Area X and the ‘real’ world, it simultaneously lures them into a 

sense of security in which their observations seem to allow a sense of purpose within 

their roles. The biologist observes a boar through her binoculars and notes that ‘as the 

boar came closer, its face became stranger and stranger […] I had the startling 
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impression of some presence in the way its gaze seemed to turn inward’ (Annihilation 

16). The spectral and looming presence of the monsters of Area X is slow and 

unrelenting. This is best illustrated through the Crawler, the moaning creature that 

steadily makes its way through the landscape and down the steps of the Tower, all the 

while trailing a string of incomprehensible words. The biologist describes the Crawler as 

‘a great sluglike monster ringed by satellites of even odder creatures’ (Annihilation 176), 

which suggests a slow and mindless progression across the landscape. The Crawler 

leaves behind a trail of words composed of beings that appear part-vegetal and part-

human. The biologist observes: 

Other things existed in this miniature ecosystem. Half hidden by green filaments, 

most of these creatures were translucent and shaped like tiny hands embedded 

by the base of the palm. Golden nodules capped the fingers on these ‘hands’. 

(Annihilation 24) 

The human biology of the words constructs them as an uncanny vegetal-human hybrid 

that, despite their linguistic element, refuses to cooperate in forming a human narrative 

about Area X. The notion that they are shaped like human hands constructs a sense of 

branching out across the border into the human world. The seeds of the words are sown 

in the minds of those who enter Area X, but they also infiltrate the minds of those 

outside the border. After he encounters the words in random places at the Southern 

Reach, the new director reflects that they ‘kept curling through his head in an 

unpleasant way’ (Authority 89), as their presence serves as an uncanny reminder of 

broken barriers. Their mobility draws attention to the artifice of anthropocentric 

barriers, as their human-like presence continues to undermine structures of 
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anthropocentric power. The words invert the hierarchical position of human and nature 

and allow nature to cultivate the human. Vegetal haunting becomes a point of reference 

for the expedition members, as they recognise ‘human’ structures in nature, enabling 

an unsettling recognition of behaviour in the organisms around them. Michael Marder 

describes the construction of the uncanny in vegetal growth as a dynamic in which ‘the 

absolute familiarity of plants coincides with their sheer strangeness, the incapacity of 

humans to recognize elements of ourselves in their forms of vegetal being, and, hence, 

the uncanny-strangely familiar- nature of our relation to them’ (19). Area X challenges 

conceptions about what constitutes life forms, as every being appears to possess the 

ability to cultivate and govern bodies in a power structure that is inherently thought to 

belong to human. 

The story that the words tell is incomprehensible to the biologist and the reader, 

because it is written in a format that exists outside of our literary traditions. 

VanderMeer’s linguist suggests: 

Language is only part of a method of communication. Imagine that it isn’t even 

the important part, but more like the pipeline, the highway. A conduit only […] 

The real core of the message, the meaning, would be conveyed by the 

combinations of living matter that composed the words, as if the ‘ink’ itself was 

the message. (Authority 106) 

Anthropocentric discursive practices mean that we are still unable to fully understand 

VanderMeer’s posthuman cosmological story. It is, however, clear that such a narrative 

is present within the beings that make up the ecology of Area X. The biology of the words 

suggests that the connection between nonhuman beings is the centre of 
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communication. The story they tell is not found in the words themselves, but rather in 

understanding them as a whole—an ecosystem made up of language and living matter 

that transfers its knowledge through spores. For the words to become intelligible, then, 

the barriers between the human and the nonhuman need to be broken down so that the 

observer becomes a part of the ecosystem. 

The uncanny and ambiguous presence of the words challenges ‘logocentrism - the idea 

that full presence is achievable within language’ (Morton, Dark Ecology 51). According 

to Morton, language is created by the agrilogistic project to identify the use of 

nonhuman beings for human survival. Agrilogistic language constructs categories 

according to the usefulness of plants and beings, and anything that does not fit these 

categories is seen as pests that are ‘nasty accidents to minimize or eliminate’ (Morton, 

Dark Ecology 50). VanderMeer’s beings refuse to be categorised, which suggests that 

all non-human beings in Area X have autonomy, as ‘to analyze certain things, an object 

must allow itself to be analyzed, must agree to it. Even if this is simply just by way of 

some response, some reaction’ (Authority 117). The monsters, and especially the 

biologist’s double’s refusal to ‘assist in charting my own pathology’ (Authority 194), 

reveal that the Southern Reach’s logocentric approach and their desire to construct an 

unambiguous truth is an anthropocentric fantasy. 
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Through the eyes of the ‘other’ 
 

In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode engages with temporality in literary history to 

suggest that storytelling is imperative to ‘sense making’ and that the linear temporality 

of such narratives speaks to the profound human need to ‘humanize the common 

death’ (7). Kermode argues that: 

It makes little difference [...] whether you think time will have a stop or that the 

world is eternal; there is still a need to speak humanly of a life’s importance in 

relation to it - a need in the moment of existence to belong, to be related to a 

beginning and an end. (4) 

His suggestion that humanizing death is a foundational human need which shapes our 

‘sense making’ stories is based on a thorough analysis of different apocalypse stories 

from the Bible to Shakespeare. His approach to apocalypse as a way to make sense of 

the moment in the middle by relating to a fictional past and perceived future offers an 

insightful perspective to VanderMeer’s speculative temporality. Acceptance ends 

ambiguously when the transformative powers of Area X bursts across the border and 

envelops the Southern Reach, if not the entire world. However, as Area X eradicates 

death and begins to transform those still inside of the Southern Reach, the conclusion 

does not entirely qualify as apocalyptic because the change that Area X brings is not an 

end to human life or even human structures. Christopher Belshaw argues that the 

change from life to death happens in an instant, which means that ‘the life/death 

boundary cannot be indeterminate or fuzzy. These are separate points’ (9). The new 

director of the Southern Reach describes the disgust that his team feels about Area X’s 

ability to defy death, as a flower that was brought back ‘wouldn’t die. She said it with 
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contempt, as if breaking the natural order of things wasn’t a miracle but an affront’ 

(Authority 119). The anxiety about nature’s defiance of death originates from the illusion 

of linearity created by the agrilogistic project. Defying death is a refusal to conform to 

linear time and anthropocentric temporal barriers. VanderMeer’s loop temporality 

erases the life/death boundary and, with it, the need to contend with anxieties about 

death through narrative. His engagement with literary tradition and text, through the 

words on the wall and journals in the lighthouse, reveals a desire to construct new ways 

of relating to beings that exist under different temporalities and natural cycles. His 

narrative highlights discursive practices present in literary traditions, such as disease 

metaphor, that reinforce linear narratives and perpetuate structures of ‘othering’. The 

non-linear temporality of Area X obscures the meaning of language and refracts it to the 

point where it becomes unintelligible. Kermode suggests that, without language to 

enforce a linear time structure, ‘since we move from transition to transitions, we may 

suppose that we exist in no intelligible relation to the past’ (102). Area X’s destruction of 

the illusion of linear time makes language, as a method for the creation of barriers and 

linearity, obsolete. 

It is VanderMeer’s engagement with border crossing that constructs his most 

foundational critique of anthropocentric attitudes to nature. Garland’s Shimmer 

interprets VanderMeer’s border as a rigid structure whose presence contains a threat of 

breaches. However, VanderMeer’s inclusion of the border around Area X offers a 

satirical comment upon the illusion that borders and barriers protect the human when, 

in reality, these obscure our ability to understand that which these structures are 

designed to ‘other’. In contrast to Garland’s Shimmer, VanderMeer’s border is not a 

fixed and impenetrable structure. The biologist reflects: 
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The psychologist had said, “the border is advancing… a little bit more every 

year.” But I found that statement too limiting, too ignorant. There were 

thousands of “dead” spaces like the lot I had observed, thousands of 

transitional environments that no one saw, that had been rendered invisible 

because they were not “of use.” Anything could inhabit them for a time without 

anyone noticing. We had come to think of the border as this monolithic invisible 

wall, but if members of the eleventh expedition had been able to return without 

our noticing, couldn’t other things have already gotten through? (Annihilation 

157) 

The Southern Reach’s attempt to construct Area X as a tangible enemy that forever 

threatens to advance to claim more territory fails because the landscape does not 

appear threatening or malicious to the biologist. Area X represents a kind of presence 

rendered invisible because it is not deemed useful to human desires. It exists as an 

uncanny spectral entity whose barrier-defying presence has been repressed until it has 

become a thing that haunts the peripheral of agrilogistic space. Chris Baldick suggests: 

For the Gothic to be attained, a tale should combine a fearful sense of 

inheritance in time with a claustrophobic sense of enclosure in space, these two 

dimensions reinforcing each other to produce an impression of sickening 

descent into disintegration. (23) 

Area X, although a vast landscape, is full of claustrophobic spaces that seem to 

ensnare the human. The consistent reminders of the border and topographies of Area X, 

dispersed throughout the biologist’s observations, construct a sense of entrapment. 

The Southern Reach marks the border as the proof of the ‘arrival’ of Area X, as ‘a kind of 
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ghost or ‘permeable pre-border manifestation’ […] had quickly emanated out in all 

directions from an unknown epicenter and then suddenly stopped at its current 

impenetrable limits’ (Authority 35). The border inherently raises questions about 

containment and permissions to enter. In order to discover the truth of the landscape, 

the human must willingly enter the nonhuman realm through the door to Area X. 

VanderMeer’s portrayal of a door suggests a sense of consent for humans to enter the 

landscape alongside a willingness for the expedition members to leave the human 

world behind and to surrender to the rules of that strange new space. The border, in this 

sense, represents a form of inversion of human anxiety about barrier formation. It does 

not exist to create separation between human and ‘other’ out of fear, but rather to offer 

those who enter a choice of becoming part of the ‘other’. When the biologist reaches 

the bottom of the tower, she notes that she ‘was also certain that this door bore an 

uncanny resemblance to the door I had seen in my glance back after having crossed the 

border on our way to base camp’ (Annihilation 183). This suggests that the border 

serves as a kind of accelerated assimilation into Area X, where anyone who crosses 

arrives immediately at the point of transformation. Entering through a door, however, 

allows the subject to experience the transformation and offer their stories as a sacrifice 

that feeds Area X and becomes a part of their new ecosystem. 

The dissolution of language and cosmological stories results in the erasure of the 

human, as any barriers between humans and ‘other’ disappear with them. Timothy 

Clark suggests that ‘the gap between the human and its others is constitutive of the 

human: abolish it, erase the line, and the human disappears’ (61). Death is another 

casualty of the disappearance of the human and linear time. In place of death and 

language, VanderMeer’s portrayal of the end of the human contains metaphors of light, 



C h a p t e r  3 :  “ I t  W a s  J u s t  t h e  C l o s e s t  T h i n g  t o  A n  A n s w e r ”  | 244 
 

 

as bodies are transformed through a brightness that allows them to understand Area X. 

The biologist notes that ‘internally, there was a brightness in me, a kind of prickling 

energy and anticipation’ (Annihilation 83). The themes of light and brightness offer an 

compelling conceptual approach to materiality. Before Area X, the lighthouse keeper 

discovers that a crystal-like flower has grown inside the lighthouse lens. He is the first 

human to assimilate into Area X, as he becomes the Crawler after he cuts himself on 

the crystal leaves of the flower. The gradual development of sources of light in the 

trilogy is interesting, as it does not always behave as expected. The lighthouse originally 

served its usual purpose of using light to steer those at sea to safety. Symbolically, it is 

linked to exploration and the navigation of natural landscapes and serves as a universal 

sign of safety. However, when its light reaches the crystal leaves of the flower, the light 

becomes refracted. Garland’s geomorphologist reflects that ‘[t]he Shimmer is a prism, 

but it refracts everything. Not just light and radio waves. Animal DNA. Plant DNA. All 

DNA’ (1:05:43). Her description of the Shimmer as a prism is perhaps the most 

authentic piece of VanderMeer’s writing that made it into the adaptation. 

Isaac Newton first discovered that white light is composed of a spectrum of colours by 

passing it through a prism. The prism refracts its light and reflects out the spectrum of 

colours separately due to the varying wavelengths of the different colours (Shapiro 

1980). Newton’s experiments with prisms served to prove that the colours produced by 

refractions were not created by the prism but instead from the white light entering the 

prism. Light refraction through a prism lends itself well as a metaphorical framework to 

explore the refraction of beings in Area X. The human form enters the prism of Area X 

and becomes refracted into an infinite spectrum of new forms. The refractions are not 

constitutive of the prism of Area X but of the essence of the refracted being, and the 
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projections exiting the prism are not ‘other’ to the original. Combining this approach 

with VanderMeer’s loop temporality suggests that the prism of Area X may have a 

temporal aspect. The biologist enters Area X and undergoes a temporal refraction, 

where her brightness creates endless future iterations of herself that exist 

simultaneously, as if her future forms, like the refracted white light in Newton’s 

experiments, have become projected onto the landscape.  

White light refraction also offers a nice metaphor for VanderMeer’s critical engagement 

with storytelling and literary tradition. Kermode, Husserl, and Arran Stibbe all assert, 

albeit in different ways, that storytelling is a foundational tool for humans to orient 

themselves socially, spatially, and temporally. When the essence or light of the beings 

in Area X refracts through its prism, the stories of their lived experiences refract too. 

When the biologist’s double is questioned at the Southern Reach, she reflects that ‘it 

feels like I’m receiving someone else’s memories. From the bottom of a well. In a 

dream’ (Authority 171). As a refraction of the biologist, the experiences and memories 

of the double are also different from the original. The double’s attention to her 

difference from the original suggests that refraction contains the potential for 

transgression. The double reflects that ‘[p]erhaps a copy could also be superior to the 

original, create a new reality by avoiding old mistakes’ (Acceptance 34). Her desire to 

avoid mistakes suggests that a reflective engagement with the biologist’s experiences 

allows her to change her reality. These refracted stories highlight the importance of 

adopting reflective narrative practices across all aspects of life, particularly in our 

contemporary context when engaging with the landscape. Sharing knowledge and 

learning from others with different perspectives offers ways to transcend 
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anthropocentric structures. Many different ‘shades’ and modes of thinking are 

necessary to effect change. 

VanderMeer’s refraction of the Gothic, for example, exposes the importance of 

positionality. The biologist finds an entry in her husband’s abandoned journal that 

describes ‘a ghastly procession heading into the Tower’ (Annihilation 165). The beings 

who enter the Tower resemble all of the members of his expedition, including a 

doppelgänger of himself. He notes that to witness his other self made him realise that 

‘[w]e were dead. We were ghosts roaming a haunted landscape, and although we didn’t 

know it, people lived normal lives here, everything was as it should be here… but we 

couldn’t see it through the veil, the interference’ (Annihilation 165). His realisation that 

the landscape is haunted due to his own overlapping presence with his doppelgänger 

reveals the uncanny experience of the disintegration of temporal barriers. His moment 

of spectatorship feels contemporary to him because his linear view of temporality veils 

his understanding of Area X. His doppelgänger is one future version of him out of many 

future iterations and is far better suited to the kind of existence offered in Area X. The 

spectral quality of the landscape is a product of the only available analogies he has for 

a temporality that does not behave as expected. Once he realises that the glimpses of 

human-like presence in the monsters are actually remnants of their original human 

forms, he ceases to classify the uncanny and spectral as such. This suggests that, 

rather than attempt to assuage anxieties of border crossing by through a 

demystification of the ‘other’, VanderMeer suggests that the uncanny depends on 

perspective. The mirroring effect of the doppelgängers and the words of the tower acts 

as a counter-narrative, which contains both incomprehensible and familiar elements. 

Crucially, the story told by Area X, even in its obscured form, compels those who 
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encounter it —expedition members and readers alike —to reflect on their own 

cosmological narratives. 

VanderMeer’s trilogy engages in a constant, self-reflective revision of literary tradition. 

His monsters challenge the limits of representation, to the point where everything 

becomes refracted pieces that do not add up to one cohesive image. The monsters are, 

in a strange and undefinable way, living and breathing hyperobjects whose existence 

lies outside of the linguistic, temporal, and spatial confines of representation. The 

tower is an example of a monster that resists categorization, as it is described at 

different points as a building, a being, a double of the lighthouse, and a vessel for 

something ‘other’. Due to its dual existence as both a material object and a being, the 

biologist oscillates between describing it as living and inanimate. She wonders at 

various points whether it serves a purpose or has a specific intention and how it is 

connected to the lighthouse. She not only struggles to find the right words to describe 

the landscape but also to form a coherent narrative that makes sense of the landscape 

and the connections between its inhabitants. The landscape itself is one of 

VanderMeer’s monsters, a hybrid biological/vegetal being sustained and changed by 

the stories of those who enter. Speculations about the lighthouse feature frequently 

throughout the biologist’s reflections, and when she finally journeys there, she finds a 

hidden trap door. The hidden space contains a mountain of journals from previous 

expeditions, along with other papers and cassettes, all filled with detailed observations 

about Area X. The biologist describes the mound both as a monster in itself and as an 

ecosystem where critters and small animals feed on the papers. She notes that ‘torn 

pages, crushed pages, journal covers warped and damp. Slowly, the history of exploring 

Area X could be said to be turning into Area X’ (Annihilation 198). Her description of the 
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disintegration of the stories portrays the lighthouse as the digestive system of a 

monster, which chews and processes human stories until they become a part of the 

monster itself. The digestive powers of the lighthouse also allude to the lighthouse as 

the brain of Area X, which makes the journals quite literally food for thought. The 

biologist reflects that the lighthouse seems to draw expedition members in. Crucially, 

those who journey there have already completed their written accounts of the 

landscape before they enter the lighthouse to deposit them in the hidden space and 

return to the landscape, where they are transformed into something ‘other’. The 

monster’s rewriting of the expedition member’s stories is illuminating because it points 

towards a new kind of reflective storytelling. The biologist reflects that the lighthouse 

feeds on human stories and transforms them into something new: 

The journals and other materials formed a moldering pile about twelve feet high 

and sixteen feet wide that in places near the bottom had clearly turned to 

compost […] The scene obliquely embodied the scrap of writing I had 

ecountered on the Tower wall: … the seeds of the dead to share with the worms 

that gather in the darkness and surround the world with the power of their lives. 

(Annihilation 198) 

Not only does the lighthouse refract the stories, but it also uses them to describe the 

inner workings of the transformative powers of Area X. The imagery of the new narrative 

portrays the process of digestion that is happening to the pile of journals as a cycle of 

compost and growth. It also suggests something much more abstract; human stories, 

deconstructed and digested by the monstrous ‘others’ of Area X, hold a transformative 



C h a p t e r  3 :  “ I t  W a s  J u s t  t h e  C l o s e s t  T h i n g  t o  A n  A n s w e r ”  | 249 
 

 

power. The mulch of hundreds of different lived experiences provides fertile ground for 

new stories to take root. 

In addition to the digestive imagery of the lighthouse, the biologist describes the Tower 

in similar, if not more, biological terms. The biologist theorises that the Tower is a 

refraction or double of the lighthouse, with its identical spiral staircase that leads to 

light, which is why she is hesitant to view it as a tunnel. She feels strongly that the Tower 

and lighthouse are connected in some way, and that the Crawler serves as a link 

between the two structures, although she is not sure exactly what purpose each serves. 

Descending into the tower, she observes that ‘the tower breathed, and the walls when I 

went to touch them carried the echo of a heartbeat… and they were not made of stone 

but of living tissue’ (Annihilation 41). Her description of the tower’s breath combined 

with her creeping suspicions that they ‘were descending into an organism’ (Annihilation 

41), portrays the tower as a mouth. The notion of humans entering the mouth of a great 

monster inverts anthropocentric structures of consumption. Jacques Derrida argues 

that agriculture has caused ‘the reduction of the animal not only to production and 

overactive reproduction […] of meat for consumption but also of all sorts of other end 

products, and all of that in the service of a certain being and the so-called human well-

being of man’ (394). The animal becomes part of a discourse of consumption through 

the agrilogistic project in much the same way as the landscape. Area X as a monster 

and the monsters that inhabit it actively defy agrilogistic discourse as they upset 

anthropocentric hierarchical structures through their ‘not to be consumed-ness’. 

Instead, the Area X monster consumes human bodies and stories, transforming them 

into new kinds of beings with narratives composed of living tissue. These new narratives 

originate on the walls of the spiralling staircase as the living words trail down into its 
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structure. The words seem to become ‘fresher’ towards the deepest part of the tower, 

which constructs a sense that the tower projects the words outwards as if telling a 

story. Significantly, the words only take on their biological form within the tower, as 

their presence in Area X and beyond is in their transcribed form, recreated only by 

human witnesses to the words. 

Andrew Strombeck argues that ‘VanderMeer reminds readers that texts serve as a 

crucial hinge between humans and nonhumans, even as he points readers to ways in 

which language itself functions in an inhuman way’ (1371). His engagement with writing 

in the trilogy likewise posits that Area X co-writes the many different texts within the 

novels, suggesting that texts and beings are intrinsically linked. He suggests that the 

Southern Reach trilogy imagines language ‘as something intimately tied to, and 

sometimes generated by, the world itself’ (1368). His identification of VanderMeer’s 

complex engagement with experiences of connection and change reveals how the 

trilogy destroys discourse and reconfigures language. The story told by Area X does not 

need language or even to be spoken. Instead, it is communicated through the spores of 

the words, which infiltrate the minds of the observer. This suggests that the monsters of 

Area X engage in storytelling practices, as the Crawler ‘went far afield to gather the 

words, and it had to assimilate them, even if it didn’t understand them before it came 

back to the Tower. The Crawler had to in a sense memorize them, which was a form of 

absorption’ (Annihilation 93). The Crawler enables the symbiotic relationship between 

the lighthouse and the Tower because it acts as a pollinator that collects stories from 

the lighthouse and fertilizes the Tower with new ones. Communication through spores 

also accounts for the fact that other monsters continuously descend the steps of the 

Tower, as re-infection by the spores allows them to absorb new knowledge collected by 
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Area X. VanderMeer’s spore-stories, strange and unique as they are, point towards a 

way that our literary tradition can be reconfigured to tell new stories that transcend the 

harmful implications of discursive practices. VanderMeer blurs the line between ‘real’ 

and ‘fictional’ and treats them as if these categories are interchangeable. This speaks 

to the experiential nature of storytelling, as fictional stories are just as vital for the 

formation of knowledge and critical thinking as ‘real-world’ experiences. This also calls 

into question the separability of fictional stories (i.e. literature) and 

cosmological/’sense making’ stories, as many kinds of storytelling are found in the web 

of roots and words in Area X. 

VanderMeer’s portrayal of nature writing resembles Christina Lupton’s analysis that 

‘texts participate materially in a world withdrawn from cognitive reach’ (299). The 

human stories in the trilogy become material parts of the landscape, just like the matter 

of Area X becomes a part of the bodies and stories of those who enter. Moreover, the 

texts are produced in collaboration between human and nonhuman. Acceptance 

details the moment where “patient zero”, lighthouse keeper and former preacher Saul, 

pricks his finger on a thorn of an unusual flower and begins to change. In the final 

moments before the light changes him beyond recognition, a sermon-like stream of 

strange words burst from him. This sermon, which became the words on the Tower 

walls, is a hybrid of Saul’s words and the new language of Area X. They are equal 

authors of the story that they tell and the material reality that their textuality imparts on 

the landscape. This kind of collaborative storytelling conceptually resembles 

sympoiesis. Donna Haraway draws on sympoiesis to imagine post-human storytelling, 

citing Beth Dempster's definition of sympoiesis as ‘collectively-producing systems that 

do not have self-defined spatial or temporal boundaries. Information and control are 



C h a p t e r  3 :  “ I t  W a s  J u s t  t h e  C l o s e s t  T h i n g  t o  A n  A n s w e r ”  | 252 
 

 

distributed among components. The systems are evolutionary and have the potential 

for surprising change’ (Staying with the Trouble 61). To Haraway, the term signifies post-

human storytelling. She describes: 

Sym-poiesis is a simple word; it means “making-with.” Nothing makes itself; 

nothing is really auto-poietic or self-organizing […] Sympoiesis is a word proper 

to complex, dynamic, responsive, situated, historical systems. It is a word for 

worlding. (Staying with the Trouble 58) 

Haraway argues that the term sympoiesis refers to the powers of storytelling to 

transform matter. Likewise, the world-language created in Area X represents a 

collaborative storytelling process in which each being offers their experiences and 

words to be transformed into a part of the landscape’s material reality – literally 

transforming the world. Strombeck suggests that ‘VanderMeer emphasises that texts 

are inextricable from human inquiry, and unreliable as objective measures of truth, 

because they participate in the same cognitively inaccessible world as the phenomena 

they purport to index’ (1374). Sympoiesis, then, requires us to imagine a form of 

storytelling that does not exist to give truthful accounts, but rather to enact 

collaborative transformation with nature. The power to create material reality through 

our stories depends on our language and metaphors. 

Sontag prefaces her infamous Illness As Metaphor by stating that ‘illness is not a 

metaphor, and that the most truthful way of regarding illness—and the healthiest way 

of being ill—is one most purified of, most resistant to, metaphoric thinking’ (3). When I 

wrote the conclusion to my undergraduate dissertation on The Southern Reach trilogy, I 

was inclined to believe that VanderMeer’s dissolution of language revealed a similar 
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attitude. However, the research I have completed for this chapter in the context of my 

thesis, has changed my approach to language in Area X. In my dissertation I argued that 

the expedition members reverted to a discourse of disease when faced with those 

monstrous parts of Area X that exist outside the realm of our analogies. While I still 

believe that VanderMeer highlights a fundamental tendency to employ a discourse of 

disease in the face of the unknown, this thesis argues that he exposes these practices 

as conscious structures of institutional power. The biologist is most resistant to these 

discursive practices because in her professional experience, illness is a scientific 

framework not metaphor. However, she too frequently portrays Area X in terms of 

zoonotic transmission or environmental contamination. The crucial difference in her 

engagement with disease as metaphor is that she actively acknowledges these are the 

closest available analogies, but not altogether adequate. She reflects ‘I am just the 

biologist; I don’t require any of this to have a deeper meaning. I am aware that all of this 

speculation is incomplete, inexact, inaccurate, useless. If we don’t have real answers, 

it is because we still don’t know what questions to ask’ (Annihilation 192). This is 

significant because it suggests that VanderMeer’s engagement with language is not to 

resist metaphor, as Sontag encourages, but to remain reflectively aware of the fact that 

these metaphors are not logocentric and should not limit our approaches to the ‘other’. 

The potential for estrangement within disease metaphor also makes them potent tools 

for institutional control over nature. The Southern Reach’s approach to Area X, as 

something contaminating, reveals anthropocentric attitudes because establishing 

control over the wild landscape is more important than understanding it. Area X 

represents the ultimate affront to their power, as the beings that inhabit the landscape 

exist as both human and ‘other’. VanderMeer’s monsters are not simply ‘new’ types of 
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animals because their ‘otherness’ refuses to become a part of agrilogistic 

categorization. They are at once too human and too ‘other’ to exist within the 

parameters of the animal world. The Southern Reach does not attempt to capture or 

learn anything from the beings in Area X, which is unusual given the ‘alien takeover’ 

theories that appear frequently. However, Control does believe that Ghost Bird holds 

the answers. As she appears in human form, her body is subjected to anthropocentric 

control as it is perceived as non-threatening to hierarchical structures. The Southern 

Reach is convinced that she is the answer to the mystery of Area X because she is the 

product of the landscape – a product that appears in an ‘acceptable’ form within 

agrilogistic discourse. They attempt to subject her body to institutional control, in the 

hope that she can carry out their agrilogistic desire to colonize nature. The Southern 

Reach assumes that her human form means she can be easily made docile through 

monitoring and conditioning, and that she will eventually be able to verbalise the 

answers to the mystery of Area X, as she shares their language. She refuses to answer 

their questions: “‘I’m not an answer,’ she said. ’I’m a question.’ She might also be a 

message incarnate, a signal in the flesh” (Acceptance 37). She knows that her body is 

not capable of communicating the answers that they want, as her ability to speak is a 

‘side-effect’ of her human form that can never convey the truth of Area X. The 

communication of Area X does not exist in a recognisable linguistic form and the 

assumption that she will be able to force it into something which can be expressed 

through words reveals their anthropocentric persistence in engaging with the ‘other’ on 

human terms. 

While the Southern Reach’s use of disease metaphor highlights zoonotic anxieties and 

anthropocentric desires to maintain barriers between the human and the ‘other’, Area 
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X’s contaminating nature reveals a larger concern about human reactions to change. 

Norman Macleod argues that discourse on viral pathology construct viruses as 

possessing agency. This projection aligns with Sontag’s suggestion that ‘[f]eelings 

about evil are projected onto a disease. And the disease (so enriched with meaning) is 

projected onto the world’ (43). These approaches to disease reveal that the field of 

epidemiology and virology are linked to questions of representation and interpretation. 

Macleod suggests:  

More interesting is the, somewhat neglected, aspect of the viral-disease 

metaphor’s cultural extrapolation. Viruses are not designed to damage or kill 

their hosts. The point of a virus is life, not death […] The problem with pathogenic 

viruses—especially those that hosts have not encountered before—is that, in 

the system’s efforts to find and develop a means of neutralizing the virus, the 

state of the body is changed, sometimes beyond the point at which the body 

(especially weakened bodies) can remain alive. Consequently, it’s not the virus 

that kills, it’s the body’s reaction to the virus that kills. (50) 

It is important to note that Macleod was a clergyman and his engagement with viral 

transmission is philosophical and at times generalising. Macleod’s assertion that the 

purpose of viruses is to maximise their own transmission does not apply to viruses like 

Herpes that remains dormant in the body for long periods of time without transmission. 

However, his engagement with the discourse of agency in viruses nonetheless offers an 

interesting perspective to VanderMeer’s spore transmission. He suggests that viruses 

do not know ‘good’ or ‘evil’ and they do not target hosts with any kind of preference or 

discrimination. The aesthetic attributes of disease identified by Sontag and Macleod 
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are entirely discursive and always politically or ideologically motivated. The Southern 

Reach trilogy exposes this process of representation, as fear of viral transmission is 

instilled in the expedition members by the Southern Reach. However, the spore 

transmission in Area X is transgressive and empowering; it forms a symbiotic contagion 

in which the landscape and the infected host infiltrate each other and transform 

together. The expedition members are just as much ‘contaminating hostile infiltrators’ 

as the pathogens in Area X, which suggests that disease as discourse can be inverted 

from focusing on a fear of change to celebrating transformation and assimilation.  

The biologist speculates that the Crawler exists in a symbiotic relationship with the 

Tower. She imagines a mutual transformation that starts with the human who becomes 

the Crawler and ‘sometime there-after the ground shifting in a uniform and pre-planned 

way to leave the lighthouse standing where it had always been but depositing this 

underground part of it inland (Annihilation 6). The symbiotic relationship between Area 

X and the beings who enter constructs a new kind of embodiment where bodies and 

spaces transform together. This model of transformation offers a compelling 

framework for embodied storytelling, as it suggests that experiential stories about Area 

X are collaborative. This is foreshadowed in the biologist’s unease as the words in the 

Tower ‘infected our own sentences when we spoke, as we tried to catalogue the 

biological reality of what we were both seeing’ (Annihilation 47). The patterns in the 

growth of the words and their presence become a haunting ‘other’ that exists in an 

incomplete form both in her body and the space around her. They inform and alter her 

experiential stories, just as her stories feed it and allow it to grow. 
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Conclusion 
 

The many fragments of stories and words scattered across Area X appear as a taunt to 

those who believe that ‘sense making’ through literary traditions will unlock its mystery. 

Instead, the limitations of such approaches are exposed, and new non-linguistic, non-

hierarchical narratives begin to emerge. It is only through collaboration and continuous 

change that the words can be understood because their purpose is not to provide 

linguistic meaning but to form a symbiotic network of knowledge with the host. 

VanderMeer’s symbiotic storytelling illustrates that writing ‘serves to make present a 

meaningful sense of the ecological by inserting both reader and writer into a realm in 

which meaning can be generated in an unmediated way’ (Smith and Hughes 3). 

Speculative landscapes, such as Area X, construct a cognitive estrangement through 

which the human slowly becomes the uncanny ‘other’. VanderMeer’s strange ecology 

serves as a reminder that there are limitations to human knowledge and undermines 

anthropocentric assumptions that writing conveys logocentric truth about nature. As 

the biologist’s paranoia about her thoughts and analogies suggests, representations of 

nature are highly subjective, and the truth of Area X is constructed through symbiotic 

embodiment, thereby tied to individual embodied experience. That is not to say that 

writing and storytelling are not important. 

In fact, texts are everywhere in the novel in the form of maps, dossiers, conspiracy 

theories, journals, and biological words. They travel and haunt the landscapes both 

within and outside of Area X. The Crawler writes his words on the walls of the Tower, 

and they appear shockingly displayed on walls inside the Southern Reach, the 

Director’s house, and inside the minds of employees and expedition members alike. 
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The words also appear in the pile of journals, just like some of the journals travel 

through Area X and across its border into the building of the Southern Reach. Writing is 

how Area X proliferates and makes a home for those it encounters. Andrew Strombeck 

argues that ‘the novels position Area X as the ‘author’ of the series, an omniscient force 

that generates character arcs, arranges imagery, and changes the setting’ (1379). His 

eloquent analysis of VanderMeer’s attention to the shortcomings of institutional 

interpretative engagement, which ultimately obscures the ‘truth’ of Area X, explores the 

landscape as a site of ecological disaster mismanaged by insufficient institutional 

understanding. However, while I agree that the Southern Reach approaches Area X as a 

site of ecological disaster (or rather, as a site of exposure to contagions, as I have 

argued), I believe that VanderMeer’s speculative landscape exists outside the 

connotations of morality inevitably contained in terms like 'disaster'. The unyielding 

change in Area X is neither good nor evil, as much as it is inevitable and non-linear. Area 

X is unsettling because it erases that which makes us human, and naturally 

destabilises the human frameworks we rely on to construct our identities, orient 

ourselves in the world, and communicate with one another. As Ghost Bird reveals, such 

change contains positive and transgressive potentials like access to knowledge, 

communication, and bodily experiences that are not accessible to the human form. 

However, the only available analogies that can somewhat adequately portray the 

experience of this change from human to ‘other’ are of disease, which is historically 

and discursively linked to constructions of morality. Like Macleod’s assertion that ‘[t]he 

point of a virus is life, not death’ (50), the transformative powers of Area X sustain life, 

albeit in ways that look distinctly different from human ontologies. VanderMeer’s 

contaminating landscape highlights how disease metaphors discursively connect the 
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experience of change to something immoral or evil, as he highlights ties to anxieties 

surrounding death or ontological barriers. The trilogy examines the limitations of 

discursive approaches to lived experiences of change and warns readers about the 

violent consequences of employing the nearest available analogies uncritically. That is, 

of course, not to say that environmental disasters or climate change are morally or 

ethically neutral. VanderMeer frequently highlights how change can lead to violence, 

particularly in responses that seek to return the landscape to its previous state. The 

trilogy, with its potent imagery of disease and critique of representation, explores an 

important perspective on the experience of environmental and bodily change. Because 

change unsettles and disorients, discursive demoralising seems only logical. The 

expedition members’ experiences of pain, fever, and uncertainty of change are certainly 

not portrayed as positive or enjoyable. However, as Lisa Diedrich argues, the goal of 

recovery from illness is not to return exactly to one's former state. She suggests: 

[T]elling stories—and telling stories of and through the body in particular—is, 

simply put, an ethical act, with the potential to “repair the damage that illness 

has done” […] But in many contemporary illness narratives, to repair is not the 

same as to return to the way one was before. (2) 

She suggests that the experience of illness and recovery contains a powerful 

subjugated knowledge that is only obtainable through the experience of change. 

VanderMeer’s purposely elusive truths about Area X serve as an important reminder 

that the journey is just as important as the destination. Climate change is unsettling, 

destructive, and often results in violence because of the inadequate knowledge of 

governing institutions. It nonetheless also contains a change, not unlike that of illness, 
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in which ‘stories of and through the body’ (2) can begin to repair the damage and ensure 

that our existence in the world does not return to the way it was before. 

Area X’s almost hyperbolic estrangement, as it actively ‘resisted any interpretation’ 

(Annihilation 71), provides a potent site for critical engagement with approaches to 

climate change. The expedition’s foray into a landscape in a state of accelerated 

refraction explores very real anxieties connected to environmental change. The 

disorienting estrangement of Area X is becoming a reality for an increasing number of 

people as our environments continue to transform. Kelsea Best et al. reveal that ‘[t]here 

are more migrants and displaced people today than at any previous time in human 

history, and their numbers are growing […] In the year 2023, approximately 20.3 million 

people around the world were displaced by floods, storms, droughts, wildfires, and 

other climate-related weather hazards’ (2). VanderMeer’s speculative texts highlight 

both the difficulties and the necessity of reflecting on the stories we tell about the 

changing world around us, as the Southern Reach’s narrative obscures the expedition’s 

ability to make sense of the landscape. 

VanderMeer explores various forms of storytelling that engage with several emerging 

theories of more ethical ways of making sense of the ‘other’. The linguists of the 

Southern Reach recognise how discursive practices and identity influence the context 

of the expedition members’ observations. Their conditioning and renaming aims to 

construct an objectivity that resembles transcendental phenomenology (Husserl), in 

which the observer steps outside of the context of their identity. However, the biologist 

quickly identifies problems in this approach as their need to work within a shared 

discourse limits her ability to make observations about things in Area X, which exist 
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entirely outside of our analogies. The biologist employs a similar strategy to Husserl’s, 

as she observes the experience of the object before she moves on to reflection or 

judgement. Her narrative upholds a commitment to describe the landscape and its 

contexts before she reflects upon her own reaction to it. A significant example of this is 

her insistence on referring to the topographical anomaly as a tower rather than a 

tunnel. She notes that she did not know ‘why the word tower came to me, given that it 

tunneled into the ground. I could as easily have considered it a bunker or a submerged 

building. Yet as soon as I saw the staircase, I remembered the lighthouse on the coast’ 

(Annihilation 6). She recognises an important feature of the anomaly that the others do 

not see, because of their use of the term 'tunnel', which draws on assumptions of a 

destination. She marks her desire to call it a tower as “irrational”, and reflects on how 

either term may obscure their ability to understand it. However, setting aside her 

positionality feels increasingly performative and obscures her instincts. Transcendental 

phenomenology draws on human experience, but as the ‘truth’ about Area X lies in non-

human connections and experiences, the Southern Reach’s approach to objectivity 

misses a key perspective. VanderMeer’s focus on objectivity and non-anthropocentric 

storytelling is commonly grouped with a ‘growing body of ecocriticism that has been 

influenced by object-oriented ontology and new materialism’ (Strombeck 1366). 

Object-oriented ontology, also referred to as OOO, accepts that ‘[n]o one is actually in 

possession of knowledge or truth’ (Harman 5). Graham Harman argues that, in OOO, 

‘[a]ll objects must be given equal attention, whether they be human, non-human, 

natural, cultural, real or fictional’ (2). OOO is not interested in what an object is but 

rather in its connections to the world and beings around it. The Southern Reach trilogy 

contains many instances where the biologist reflects a similar lack of interest in 
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establishing definitions of beings and landmarks as singular and separate entities. For 

example, her theory about the Crawlers' symbiotic relationship with the lighthouse and 

Tower portrays them as interconnected elements of the ecosystem of Area X. 

Strombeck’s argument that text and materiality are connected within VanderMeer’s 

work suggests that he has a clear awareness of the thinking within OOO. Strombeck 

gives the example of the biologist’s frustration with the missing Tower on her Southern 

Reach issued map to explore the mutually constitutive nature of human and text. The 

map as a text is useless when landmarks begin to move around. While there are certain 

moments across the trilogy that explore the thinking in OOO, there are also many 

moments where the parameters of this theory are broken. Many characters, particularly 

the biologist and psychologist, maintain an almost obsessive or compulsive 

prioritization of the landscape above all else. The trilogy also fails to uphold the 

philosophy’s stance on truth, as the biologist eventually discovers the truth about Area 

X when she steps into the light at the bottom of the Tower. This truth, however, is unique 

to her and incommunicable to others, even the reader. VanderMeer’s commitment to 

disorientating ambiguity suggests that there is no universal cosmological story that 

explains Area X. Instead, the story of the landscape is made up of a pile of journals that 

become their own ecosystem, as they ‘bring forth the seeds of the dead to share with 

the worms that gather in the darkness and surround the world with the power of their 

lives’ (Annihilation 23 and 198). There is no identifiable point where the stories and 

experiences in the journals end, and Area X begins. In defiance of the Southern Reach’s 

instruction to leave anything personal behind, Area X brings the personal into its 

material realm. 
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Strombeck argues that texts and materiality are connected, and he provides the 

example of how the missing topographical anomaly renders the Southern Reach’s 

maps unusable. His example highlights an impactful tension in VanderMeer’s 

nonhuman-authored texts, as the unstable materiality of Area X is what makes its 

stories unintelligible to the human observer. This suggests that in a transformative 

environment, our stories and interpretative engagement require flexibility in 

imagination. That is why the Southern Reach’s efforts continually prove unfruitful, as 

they refuse to think outside of the barriers of their anthropocentric hierarchies. It is also 

why the biologist is able to understand the landscape better than any previous 

expedition member. Control counts the number of words spoken by the biologist in 

conditioning interviews and finds that she speaks very few words compared to her 

fellow expedition members. Her cautious approach to language and desire to observe 

rather than categorize make it easier for her to resist discursive barriers. He also 

discovers that the biologist was only selected for the mission because the psychologist 

had chosen her specifically. A flashback in Acceptance highlights the moment she 

searches through files of potential expedition members, and reflects that ‘[r]ight on top 

is the most promising, to your mind: an antisocial biologist whose husband went on the 

last eleventh [expedition]’ (Acceptance 252). The biologist's “antisocial” personality is 

what makes her the most promising candidate, in the psychologist’s eyes. This 

suggests that the biologist’s hermeneutic situation, rather than obscuring her ability to 

observe the landscape, actually makes her more suited to explorations of the nature of 

Area X. Her hermeneutic situation includes a lived experience of estrangement from 

human social structures and an acute awareness of their artifice and the performativity 

required for her to conform. She also has significant experience living in undisturbed 
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natural spaces and enjoys spending hours observing the intricate ecosystems of tidal 

pools that remain untainted by humanity. Her identity before Area X was fractured and 

performative, and the Southern Reach’s instruction to become the biologist allows her 

to retain the only part of it that was ever truly stable. She is able to understand that, like 

the social and discursive structures that she has pretended to belong to, the Southern 

Reach’s desire to find the truth of Area X is equally artificial. She reflects that ‘[a]lmost 

anyone else might see it differently. But I am not those people. I am just the biologist; I 

don’t require any of this to have a deeper meaning’ (Annihilation 192). She easily 

assimilates into the landscape because she does not require a fixed understanding of 

it. Instead, she orients herself in the landscape through observations of the 

connections between beings and the sensations of her embodied experiences, which 

enables her to thrive in the transformative landscape. She is also highly imaginative and 

seeks possibilities beyond what conforms to the rules of society or science. Yet she 

remains open to the possibility that other realities can exist simultaneously. 

Only by living through change and learning to work collaboratively to make sense of it 

can we begin to understand hyperobjects like climate change and start to repair the 

damage by sharing embodied stories. ‘[Ghostbird] saw that the biologist now existed 

across locations and landscapes, those other horizons gathering in a blurred and rising 

wave. There passed between the two something wordless but deep’ (Acceptance 195). 

VanderMeer’s portrayal of the failures of the Southern Reach’s scientific approaches to 

yield results alludes to the shortcomings of approaches to climate change. Minna 

Salami argues that ‘[t]he idea that calculable reasoning is the only worthy way to 

explain reality through is one of the most dangerous ideas ever proposed. Our approach 

to knowledge has become fundamentalistically rule-bound and rigid’ (17). 
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VanderMeer’s linguists ‘burning up during reentry into the Earth’s atmosphere after 

encountering Area X’ (44), suggests that the story of Area X cannot be reduced to 

linguistic functions or data. The story of Area X requires participation and an openness 

to a change in our experiential reality as it alters our bodies and landscapes. 
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Words Matter, or Words as Matter? Embodied Storytelling and 
Spatial Belonging in This is How You Lose the Time War and 

The Bees 
 

Introduction 
 

The previous chapters in this thesis have argued that storytelling about lived 

experiences offers productive and transgressive ways to share knowledge about the 

world we inhabit and the nonhuman beings with whom we coexist. The key texts 

discussed in these chapters share a common concern for the institutional and 

ideological power that influences the way these stories are told through discourse and 

literary tradition, as well as how the knowledge they contain is controlled or 

constructed as heretical. Through a comparative analysis of Amal El-Mohtar and Max 

Gladstone’s This Is How You Lose the Time War and Laline Paull’s The Bees, this 

chapter will explore new ways of storytelling that transcend anthropocentric narrative 

practices by engaging critically with literary tradition through the manipulation of genre, 

form, and intertextuality. These two novels are unique in how they celebrate lived 

experience and embodiment, whose transgressive powers are world-changing when 

shared through storytelling. This final chapter will provide a crucial example of how 

speculative fiction effects real change through its imaginative portrayal of embodied 

stories and intertextual engagement, and emphasize that experiential stories have 

equal value to those great works of literary history. 

Time War is a cleverly written, non-linear love story told through a series of descriptions 

of battles fought in the Time War, as well as the forbidden letters exchanged between 

two rival soldiers. Amal El-Mohtar authors Blue’s experience of the war and her faction, 
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Garden, whose agents are plant-like beings that were seeded throughout history as 

covert operatives with the task of altering pivotal moments to an elusive ideological 

end. Blue explains: 

Our games are long and slow, and our maturation also. Garden seeds the past 

with us […] and we learn from and grow into its threads. We treat the past as 

trellis, coax our vineyard through and around, and harvest is not a word for 

swiftness; the future harvests us, stomps us into wine, pours us back into the 

root system in loving libation, and we grow stronger and more potent together. 

(56) 

Blue’s rooted and organic presence in the past is a stark contrast to Max Gladstone’s 

Red. She is a high-tech cyborg whose Agency prefers disembodied states of being, and 

she moves swiftly up or down-thread, as she alters history. Red is a flawless machine 

created to kill to secure victory, although this is not as easy for her as it is for her fellow 

agents. She steps off the battlefield and ‘[o]nce flaps of pseudoskin settle and heal and 

the programmable matter of her clothing knits back together, Red looks, again, 

something like a woman’ (9). The story begins when Red surveys another of the Time 

War’s infinite number of battlefields and finds a letter from her rival agent, Blue. 

Correspondence with the enemy is an act of treason, but Red decides to face Blue’s 

challenge despite the risks because ‘the letter is a gauntlet thrown, and Red has to 

know’ (11). Basing her decision on a desire for knowledge foreshadows their future 

exchanges as they share the myth of their factions and knowledge about bodily 

experiences that are discouraged by both sides of the war. Their exchange of embodied 

knowledge presents a unique perspective on storytelling, as bodily acts like eating and 
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reading become politicized and hence transgressive and defiant. They inscribe their 

letters in nature, in animals, and in machines, and carry them within their bodies. The 

embodied knowledge shared in the letters becomes part of their bodies and irrevocably 

alters them. However, as they gradually become part of each other’s experiential 

stories, they discover that they were never as binary as their factions led them to 

believe. Blue reflects that ‘[i]t occurs to me to dwell on what a microcosm we are of the 

war as a whole, you and I. The physics of us. An action and an equal and opposite 

reaction. My viny-hivey elfworld, as you say, versus your techy-mechy dystopia’ (32). 

Despite Blue’s portrayal of Red as her binary opposite, their experiences and their 

factions are ideologically very similar. Their descriptions of the repetitive missions that 

they carry out for some ideological means that they struggle to properly identify, 

contain a kind of fatigue and claustrophobia. This is evident in the sparsity of details 

about the historical events that they have been sent to alter, in contrast to the rich 

description of the landscape and debris. This is significant because El-Mohtar and 

Gladstone leave breadcrumbs to the historical context of the moment in a way that 

relies on the reader to bring their recollections about them into the novel. I will refer to 

this as “blank history” and suggest that this very intentional engagement with historical 

“truth” highlights that history is narrative. 

The historical references in the novel engage critically with history as a concept in ways 

that resemble Roland Barthes’ theory of mythmaking. Barthes argues firstly that ‘what 

must be firmly established at the start is that myth is a system of communication, that it 

is a message. This allows one to perceive that myth cannot possibly be an object, a 

concept, or an idea; it is a mode of signification, a form’ (Mythologies 131). According to 

Barthes, myth is constructed on the signifier’s ambiguous, simultaneous existence as 
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form and meaning in which the emergence of one results in the emptying of the other, 

which renders knowledge formless and unstable. It is this instability of knowledge that 

El-Mohtar and Gladstone employ to highlight how contexts change in the eye of the 

beholder. The novel's vague intertextual and historical references resemble the form of 

what Linda Hutcheon terms “historiographic metafiction”. She defines historiographic 

metafiction as works that are ‘intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay 

claim to historical events and personages’ (5). She highlights that ‘[f]iction and history 

are narratives distinguished by their frames […] frames which historiographic 

metafiction first establishes and then crosses, positing both the generic contracts of 

fiction and of history’ (109). In this engagement, historiographic metafiction rethinks the 

forms and contents of both the historical and literary past. The kind of critical 

engagement described by Hutcheon is overtly similar to El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s use 

of intertextual and historical references. Hutcheon identifies that historical metafiction 

takes a questioning stance towards the narrative conventions and ideological positions 

of historiography, but it does not denounce or destroy these conventions. I argue that 

engagement with historicity and literary history in Time War exposes ideological 

structures within both kinds of narratives. I will further suggest that rather than 

villainising either, the novel contains a ‘concern for the multiplicity and dispersion of 

truth(s), truth(s) relative to the specificity of place and culture’ (Hutcheon, 108) that is 

characteristic of the genre. The novel’s “blank history” illustrates that many different 

versions of historical events exist with slight variations, and drawing on these for 

context changes the perception of the novel. The novel calls for a reconfiguration of the 

construction of history as unambiguous truth in favour of a view of history and literature 

as a system of sense-making storying that provides knowledge when shared. The novel 
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is particularly interested in the truths of place and how embodied connections to place 

enable individuals to tell new stories. 

Minna Salami argues that ‘[h]ow we move and feel in the world, the air we breathe, the 

health of our trees, the food we eat, the ideologies we support, the way we dance and 

make love are all reflections of what we know’ (21). She calls for a new kind of 

knowledge centred in embodied experience that encompasses the living and 

transforming nature of knowledge. Before their letter exchange, Red and Blue knew only 

what their hive-mind and omnipresent network of agents allowed them to learn. When 

they share their individual desires for embodied connection to a more stable sense of 

place, they acquire new kinds of knowledge that exists outside of the institution and 

centres on embodied experience. Their longing for an intimate, embodied connection to 

space reveals experiential storytelling centred on embodiment, and challenges power 

structures within the literary and historical myths that comprise human social and 

spatial contexts. Red and Blue have fought across thousands of battlefields in parallel, 

past, and future worlds, but as their letters become parts of them, they realise that it 

does not matter which ideology wins. Their speculative letters offer a new mode of 

literary engagement, one that imagines literature as both real and fictional, intellectual 

as well as made of matter. The knowledge that they learn from each other is individual 

yet shared, and it is embodied, often playful, and emotional. It is a stark contrast to the 

factual and power-driven curated knowledge of their factions. It is knowledge based on 

‘wonder, joy, embodiment, poesy, and play, or what we may call the sensuous’ (Salami 

19). Salami calls for a deconstruction of Europatriarchal biases of knowledge that 

curate knowledge according to white Western patriarchal ideology. She argues for a 
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new mode of knowledge that combines the rational and quantifiable with the 

imaginative and terms this ‘sensuous knowledge’. She suggests: 

We need an approach to knowledge that synthesizes the imaginative and 

rational, the quantifiable and immeasurable, the intellectual and the emotional. 

Without feeling, knowledge becomes stale; without reason, it becomes 

indelicate. […] it is the marriage of emotional intelligence with intellectual skill. It 

is perceiving knowledge as a living and breathing entity rather than as a 

packaged product to passively consume. (17) 

Red and Blue’s letters provide a space for them to develop and share sensuous 

knowledge that physically alters their bodies and their embodied experiences. They 

become part of each other and of the spaces they travel through and combine their 

sensuous knowledge with intellectual skill through their frequent intertextual 

references and taunts. The novel highlights how embodied knowledge and creative 

playfulness expose ideologically constructed cosmologies and allows new stories to be 

told. These new stories do not require a post-ideological world to be effective, as long 

as they maintain a commitment to engaging critically with ideological narrative 

systems. 

Inspired by Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto, I will term these new stories “Cyborg 

Stories” which seems to be a fitting description given Red and Blue’s hybrid ontologies. 

Cyborg Stories take on the transgressive powers of the cyborg, which Haraway 

represents as ‘a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of 

social reality as well as a creature of fiction […] a matter of fiction and lived experience’ 

(A Cyborg Manifesto 6). Haraway’s cyborg is a hybrid being whose intersectional 
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existence means it is ‘other’ in ways that allow it to exist outside of the power structures 

of Western ideologies. The transgressive cyborg, a recurring theme in Time War, 

imagines an embodied existence of kinship with nature, animals, and machines. In this 

kind of kinship, both bodies and nature are safe from appropriation by ideologically 

motivated power structures. The novel consists of several narratives: two omnipresent 

third-person narratives that describe the context of Red and Blue’s respective 

experiences with the letters, and two first-person narratives within the letters 

themselves. These interlacing narratives embody elements of Haraway’s cyborg 

manifesto in that they blur the distinction between history and myth, and play with form 

and genre to reconfigure literary tradition. The third-person narratives, Blue’s written by 

El-Mohtar and Red’s by Gladstone, are stylistically similar in their tension between the 

blankness of history and the carefully described landscape mentioned above. Haraway 

argues that ‘[c]yborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which 

we have explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves. This is a dream not of a 

common language, but of a powerful infidel heteroglossia’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 66). I 

will argue that Red and Blue’s letters are Cyborg Stories that play specifically with 

embodiment and matter to reimagine our bodies as embedded in a network of spatial 

connections that mutually affect our embodied experiences. The act of sharing these 

lived experiences about individual connections contains a transformative power. They 

become part of each other: ‘I have built a you within me, or you have. I wonder what of 

me there is in you […] Letters are structures, not events. Yours give me a place to live 

inside’ (72). Their letters are at once artefacts and spaces. They are built from the 

exchange of knowledge about real spaces, but their matter is also made from the 

materials of the spaces they are written into. This suggests that they exist in a symbiotic 
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relationship where spaces shape and are, in turn, shaped by storytelling as the stories 

are written with their matter and resides inside the storyteller. In this sense, the 

individual becomes an archive of individual connection with space but also of shared 

embodied experience. Joseph Hurtgen argues: 

Embodied archives are located in the minds of characters. They directly affect 

the body in various ways. But as archival technology shifts, so too does the way 

that it is embodied and the effects of that embodiment. In some cases, archival 

embodiment refers to memorizing texts or learning from and applying 

information in novel ways. At other times, embodying an archive is an enforced 

gender performance, an enforced othering, or a gender-bending experience of 

the other’ (3) 

Embodied archives can either reinforce structures that create docile bodies or serve as 

embodied sites of resistance. Which one depends on the stories held in this archive. If 

all these embodied stories reinforce a universalised ideological narrative, its messages 

will construct the context of embodied experience. If this archive, instead, is filled with 

a wealth of stories with different ideologies, discursive approaches, and embodied 

experiences, these stories invite critical and reflective thinking. 

Paull’s The Bees is similarly attentive to narrative style and tradition, and her story also 

engages with the powers and narrativization of embodied experience. The novel tells 

the story of sanitation worker Flora 717 as she struggles to navigate her desire to serve 

her hive society and her bodily instincts, which tell her that some laws should not be 

followed. Flora 717 struggles against the hot and claustrophobic cell, and as ‘[a]ll the 

joints of her body burned from her frantic twisting against the walls […] She forced and 
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tore and bit until there was a jagged hole into fresher air beyond. She dragged her body 

through and fell out onto the floor of an alien world’ (3). The opening paragraph evokes a 

daring escape from a dystopian prison or perhaps the emergence of an army from their 

spaceship cryopods as thousands of bodies break free from their cells and emerge into 

the Arrivals Hall. However, the bodies escaping from their cells are bees, and the 

Arrivals Hall is the first glimpse of their hive where they will live and work to serve their 

Queen. Flora 717, like all other floras, is a sanitation worker who belongs to the lowest-

ranking kin of the hive. Immediately after hatching, Flora is stopped by the hive’s police 

because she looks different from the other sanitation workers. The hive is structured 

around a cosmological narrative that seems to consciously invoke Christian themes, 

and it is portrayed as a feudal system. The workday is structured around scheduled 

moments of worship of the Queen, and each worker recites the hive commandment, 

‘Accept, Obey and Serve’ (16). The hive operates with a strict hierarchy, where bees are 

born into their designated work roles. The daily running of the hive is supervised by 

higher-ranked bees given the title Sister in front of their kin’s name. One kin, named 

Sage, has taken it upon themselves to govern the hive in the absence of the Queen. 

However, once the Queen is discovered to be ill, the Sage kin seize their opportunity to 

produce a new Queen from their own kin to legitimize their authority. 

Like Time War’s mesh of narratives, Paull’s description of a religious cosmology 

represents a self-conscious engagement with narrative forms. The novel comprises a 

multitude of worlds with distinct narratives and sub-narratives. These are determined 

by the separation of Flora as a narrator in her own right and the omnipresent third-

person narrator of the novel itself. Paull’s separation of Flora’s narration and the 

novel’s unknown narrator draws on practices that David Herman argues construct 
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positive moments of nonhuman narration. He suggests that, in creating this kind of 

separation, the author of animal biographies avoids “speaking for” the nonhuman 

protagonist, and acts instead as a translator whose task is to convey meaning with 

minimal interference of their own positionality. Herman argues: 

[S]tudy of fictional as well as nonfictional narratives that include but extend 

beyond the realm of the human can open up productive routes of exchange 

among the arts, sciences, and humanities, even as approaching these narratives 

from a cross-disciplinary perspective can foster new ways of imagining and 

responding to trans-species entanglements in wider biotic communities. (15) 

Paull carefully crafts the layers of the novel, and by situating Flora’s speech in the past 

tense, she constructs a reflection of non-human experiences of the fear and violence of 

anthropocentric space. At this point, it is important for me to distinguish the different 

planes of the novel that I have observed: the first plane of the novel is the real and 

tangible hive, which inspired Paull to write a biography whose subject is an animal. I 

cannot, of course, speak directly to the circumstances of this inspiration, but imagine it 

as a scientific paper or your favourite David Attenborough documentary explaining 

observed changes in behaviour amongst bees in an observed hive. Scientists can guess 

that the reason is environmental changes, likely caused by human interference, but 

cannot speak to the stories or feelings behind these changes in what used to be 

“automated” behaviour. While this is where Flora’s “speech” occurs, we have no real 

way of knowing what narratives are produced in this world. The second plane is the 

stories that Paull imagines that the bees of that particular hive use to construct a 

shared cosmology or ideology, which forms a framework for their behaviour and 
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coexistence. Interestingly, this world, which is also the one into which Flora speaks, is 

constructed in inherently human terms through phrases like ‘nursery’, ‘library’, and 

‘Queen’s chamber’. The six foundational stories of dangers to the hive and a series of 

commandments that are reconfigurations of Christian prayers convey a sense that 

what Flora experiences is anthropocentric space. The final plane is what I refer to as the 

“world of the novel”, in which Flora’s speech is translated into language and where 

emotion and empathy are attributed to her statements in the past tense. Paull avoids 

speaking for Flora, despite the fact that she ascribes words and emotions to her 

speech, through her attention to the unreliability of Flora’s words, which are often 

forced, twisted, or silenced. It is essential to make this distinction between the various 

levels of worlding in the novel, as it is within these layers that Paull constructs her 

critique of anthropocentric structures. The dynamic between the level of the hive’s 

cosmologies and the world of the novel constructs a revealing perspective on the 

connections between illness, environment, and storytelling. 

The hive’s ideology is maintained through a library that contains six stories of major 

threats whose knowledge must be “worshipped” regularly to ensure its continued 

presence in the Hive Mind. This detail offers an insightful comment on the ways in 

which religious cosmologies are maintained and reinforced, as worship of these 

ideological stories is portrayed as an honourable task. Michel Foucault discusses 

religion as a source of institutionalised discipline established through shared 

cosmologies and rituals. Saran Ghatak and Andrew Stuart Able draw on Casanova’s 

identification that Foucault’s engagement with religion ‘amply demonstrated that inner 

discipline has a greater “civilizing” effect than any this-worldly reward or any external 

discipline and punishment effected by the powers of this world’ (219) to argue that 
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‘[s]uch inner discipline does not emerge in a vacuum; it is the product of group 

activities and rituals that are the hallmark of religious life’ (219). Attending to the stories 

and the regularly scheduled moments of worship of the Queen represents such 

religious rituals that construct discipline. As Ghatak and Able note, religious discipline 

maintained through activities and rituals is both social and internalised, and causes a 

form of self-monitoring. In The Bees, such discipline is maintained through a discourse 

of disease in which any bee who does not conform is portrayed as morally contagious. 

Flora frequently brands herself a “sinner” when her thoughts and desires stray beyond 

what is socially accepted, and she fears that these “heretic” thoughts are proof of 

illness. 

Susan Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor offers a productive framework for exploring how 

Flora’s hive draws on disease metaphor to portray bees whose very natural bodily 

functions transgress their hierarchical status as evil. Sontag argues: 

With the advent of Christianity, which imposed more moralized notions of 

disease, as of everything else, a closer fit between disease and ‘victim’ gradually 

evolved. The idea of disease as punishment yielded the idea that a disease could 

be a particularly appropriate and just punishment. (20) 

Like Sontag’s identification of the intensified connections between disease and 

morality, Flora’s hive operates on a similar premise. Bees found to have physical 

“deformities” are immediately killed to prevent any deviation from spreading through 

the hive. Illness is portrayed to be physical evidence of their sinful nature, and being 

killed to preserve the health of the hive is the ultimate act of repentance. I will argue 

that Paull draws on a discourse of disease to highlight how natural bodily functions that 
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are heavily regulated within the hive become moralised. The regulation of bodily 

functions is part of the hive’s wider biopolitical framework, which protects the 

population against threats contained within the library. Foucault describes biopower as 

‘the set of mechanisms through which the basic biological features of the human 

species became the object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power’ 

(Security, Territory, Population 1). Biopower is a system of regulation and discipline 

through which governments manage populations through methods like data collection, 

surveillance, and policy, and individual bodies through institutions like hospitals, 

schools, and prisons. Biopower focuses on various aspects of human existence, such 

as birth rates, theft, or the management of disease. Disease management is an 

example of biopower that is especially central to the population. While structures of 

control are usually automated and hidden, the COVID-19 pandemic has made these 

structures of control visible. Lennard Davis suggests: 

As Michel Foucault and others have noted, the development of a medical 

system is of course also a system of control. If it works well, it is hidden and 

undetectable—powered by self will rather than heavy-handed regulation. And 

the system has worked very well, until now when the evolution of the word 

health suddenly becomes more clearly a way of talking about power and setting 

one group over another. Enforcement now becomes a matter of medical metrics 

in a time of necessity. (141) 

COVID-19 measures reveal the wide-ranging system of intervention in biopolitics. 

Measures of discipline on individual bodies included mandatory tests and vaccines, 

with severe restrictions for those unwilling to subject their bodies to either, as well as 
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requirements for mask-wearing, social distancing, and isolation in the event of 

exposure. Regulatory measures for the general population control included a ban on 

socializing, the closure of social spaces, and mandatory testing, alongside an app that 

monitored proximity to infected individuals by tracking the user’s location. The scale of 

the pandemic meant that these measures of control were implemented in quick 

succession, and as such, they were much more easily distinguishable from other 

biopolitical structures. However, the extremity of these measures constructs a false 

sense that these structures are only employed in unprecedented situations. Daniele 

Lorenzini argues: 

[I]f we just insist on coercive measures, on being confined, controlled, and 

“trapped” at home during these extraordinary times, we risk overlooking the fact 

that disciplinary and biopolitical power mainly functions in an automatic, 

invisible, and perfectly ordinary way—and that it is most dangerous precisely 

when we do not notice it. Instead of worrying about the increase of surveillance 

mechanisms and indiscriminate control under a new state of exception, I 

therefore tend to worry about the fact that we already are docile, obedient 

biopolitical subjects. Biopolitical power is not (only) exercised on our lives from 

the outside, as it were, but has been a part of what we are, of our historical form 

of subjectivity, for at least the past two centuries. (42) 

Lorenzini identifies a tension within biopower in biopolitical strategies, as on the one 

hand, there are visible interventions in times of uncertainty, and on the other, there are 

normalized and invisible self-replicating structures of control. Foucault argues that 
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biopower shapes the spaces that we exist, what he terms the “milieu”, and becomes 

naturalised fact of life in much the same way as Barthes demythologized myth. 

The Bees’ underlying concern with the unprecedented threat of climate change, which 

unsettles the foundational systems of knowledge on which the hive structures its social 

structures, exposes this duality of biopower. While the unexplained hardship caused by 

the change in the hive’s surroundings - for example, larger quantities of rain and 

poisoned fields - intensifies some biopolitical structures, and non-conforming workers 

are killed at higher levels than before, other laws are relaxed. Sigurd Bergmann argues 

that this is a common tendency observed in religious responses to change. He argues: 

First, religions are exerting an influence on believers’ worldviews, which can be 

in harmony and even in conflict with other cultural and political influences. The 

influence by worldviews remains ambivalent as it either can strongly motivate 

climate activism or encourage quietism and denial of on-going change. Second, 

the social scientists emphasize that many people are reached and affected by 

the moral authority wielded by religions. (14) 

Flora’s hive displays a firm denial of the reality that their traditions become inadequate 

in the face of climate change. While some of their rules are relaxed to maximize 

resources, constructions of morality and anxiety about nonconformity are significantly 

intensified. The higher kin of the hive frequently uses “tradition” as an idealistic 

justification for refusing to adapt to change, and other insects, like wasps, who have 

turned to new ways of surviving in the face of climate change, are portrayed as sinners. 

However, Flora’s transgression of the hive’s hierarchy and bodily restrictions is allowed 

because there is a shortage of “skilled” workers who can work in the nursery or as 
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foragers. Despite her low kin, Flora’s body can perform these labours, and as she is less 

valuable than workers of higher kin, she is assigned more dangerous tasks. When Flora 

is granted permission to forage, she is informed that ‘it has been decided to send out 

scouts to try to locate all tainted sources. Obviously because of the risk of death, the 

lower the kin the better’ (112). The violence against those whose bodies and actions 

have been labelled sinful or whose lowly ranks suggest they are disposable increases in 

times of change. 

Paull’s critical engagement with biopolitics highlights that to be human means that the 

spaces in which we exist are tied to a network of both visible and invisible structures of 

biopower. She constructs her critique of biopolitical control through her engagement 

with dystopian genre traits, such as the hive’s totalitarian governance, constant 

surveillance of citizens, information governance, and dehumanisation. Her engagement 

with these frameworks of power reveals how disease as discourse shapes political 

reality. Biopolitical strategies for managing the spread of disease and population health 

draw on data, surveillance, and predictive models to determine where preemptive 

barriers are necessary. This mechanistic organisation of society requires subjects to 

conform and self-monitor in order to protect the health of the society as a whole. 

However, as Flora 717’s experiences reveal, biological beings are not machines and 

more control does not necessarily lead to healthier populations. In his 2019 book 

Modern Dystopian Fiction and Political Thought, Adam Stock argues that dystopian 

fiction ‘has become a point of reference for discussions about governance, popular 

culture, international relations, security, racial discrimination, policing, environmental 

concerns and much more besides’ (2). He highlights that a positive relationship exists 

between the cultural genre of dystopia and political life, which suggests that works like 
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The Bees, and the other texts in this thesis, can offer new approaches that may shape 

our political reality towards encompassing a more sentientist approach. I will employ a 

similar approach, drawing on Flora’s experience of illness metaphor to examine the 

implications of such discursive approaches for our development of climate politics.  

Taking the lead from Stock, Haraway and Salami’s calls for the creative forces of 

storytelling to become a part of our politics, I will draw on The Bees and Time War to 

highlight ways that speculative fiction can offer productive moments of sociopolitical 

reflection and transgression. The novels offer a framework from which to explore the 

consequences that our changing climate has on structures of power and how such 

moments of change offer possibilities of transgression, but also intensification of these 

structures in ways that disproportionately affect marginalised communities. Time 

War’s portrayal of Red and Blue’s desire for embodied connection in their limitless 

world of constant change portrays a similar concern for ideological power in historical 

moments of change. Both novels highlight spatial embodiment as a transgressive form 

of knowledge that is distinctly undervalued or even discouraged in their hive-mind 

societies. Their speculative engagement with storytelling suggests that sharing 

embodied experiential stories offers a productive approach to our current epoch of 

change. Rather than reverting to universal cosmological narratives, as Flora’s Hive, 

Garden, and the Agency all do, the protagonists of these novels collect a wealth of 

embodied stories. They carry these within their bodies, becoming a kind of archive 

incarnate, which allows them to navigate moments of crisis in new ways and share 

knowledge with their peers through speculative storytelling. 
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The Biology of Words 

 

Words are abstraction, break off from the green; words are patterns in the way fences 

and trenches are. Words hurt. I can hide in words so long as I scatter them through my 

body; to read your letters is to gather flowers from within myself, pluck a blossom here, 

a fern there, arrange and rearrange them in ways to suit a sunny room. (68) 

Amal El-Mohtar and Max Gladstone’s This is How You Lose the Time War opens in the 

aftermath of a battle, as Red walks through the debris that is scattered across the 

landscape. The novel recounts Red and Blue’s chase through timelines and worlds as 

they each attempt to change historical moments to win the war for their faction or 

sabotage the other’s ability to do so. However, on that first battlefield, Red finds a letter 

from Blue that changes her path. In her decision to read it, Red commits an act of 

treason and, as Blue taunts, ‘[i]n order to report my words to your superiors you must 

admit yourself already infiltrated, another casualty of this most unfortunate day’ (13). 

Their correspondence is a mutual act of complicity and trust that eventually leads them 

to trace each other through time, where they inhabit the same spaces and write love 

letters into the fabric of their landscapes. Their respective narratives, Blue’s written by 

El-Mohtar and Red’s by Gladstone, both contain strategically placed historical and 

literary references and appear to deliberately omit factual elaborations. The context is 

left to the reader to construct from their recollections about the many historical 

moments, which means that any scene-setting relies on an internalised narrative of the 

nature of the people, the land, or the events of that specific moment. In other words, 

unless the reader happens to be a historian, their engagement with the novel is based 

on knowledge from myths. Roland Barthes argues that myth is a system of 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 285 
 

 

communication that contains ideologies and that myth is discourse, and through 

discourse, anything can become myth. He suggests that ‘[i]n this sense, we can say 

that the fundamental character of the mythical concept is to be appropriated’ 

(Mythologies 143), as the discourse from which myth is created and perpetuated is 

shaped to suit ideological motives. Myth as a mode of communication contains a self-

replicating normalizing of the ideologies contained within it, which conceals their 

artifice and portrays them as natural. Myth-reading can mean submission to ideological 

control, as the signified is constructed by ideological motives and deliberate discursive 

approaches. The appropriation of myth is a part of political or ideological structures of 

power, as myth obscures motive, as if the picture naturally conjured up the concept as 

if the signifier gave a foundation to the signified’ (135). El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s 

moments of ‘blank history’ suggest that history is mythical and tied to the same 

ideological structures of appropriation suggested by Barthes. The novel purposefully 

invites readers to project their understanding of history and the hidden ideologies it 

inevitably contains into the narrative space. The projection of the reader’s historical 

myth onto the narrative creates an illuminating tension, as the conflation of myth with 

history places an emphasis on the human experience. Robert A. Segal argues: 

Demythologized, myth ceases to be about the world and turns out to be about 

the human experience of the world. Demythologized, myth ceases to be an 

explanation at all and becomes an expression, an expression of what it ‘feels’ 

like to live in the world. Myth ceases to be merely primitive and becomes 

universal. It ceases to be false and becomes true. It depicts the human 

condition. (47) 
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By leaving such undefined historical breadcrumbs, the novel challenges the notion of 

historicity, as these moments remain open to a multitude of interpretations. This 

suggests that, to El-Mohtar and Gladstone, establishing a sense of historical accuracy 

is not central to the individual’s construction of a sense of self or to their understanding 

of the space around them. Instead, it is the ideologies that myth conceals that 

influence and give context to the individual’s self-fashioning. As Red and Blue embark 

on their journeys of self-discovery and begin to question the ideologies of their factions, 

the novel constructs a cognitive estrangement that allows the reader to embark on their 

own journey to confront the ideologies that make up their own context. This chapter will 

argue that the novel’s critique of ideology engages with modes of storytelling to explore 

how stories both reinforce and transcend power structures and offers spaces for 

collaborative knowledge exchange. This novel questions authorship and ownership of 

language at a foundational level, as it is written as a collaborative piece. The third-

person narratives, Blue’s written by El-Mohtar and Red’s by Gladstone, are stylistically 

similar in their tension between the blankness of history and the carefully described 

landscape mentioned above. Just as their fictional characters trace each other’s 

imprints on landscapes across time, El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s letter-writing initially 

appears as direct responses that establish their formal rules of literary engagement. 

However, as their creative engagements with the historical spaces continue to evolve, 

diverge, and intersect, the letters become more symbiotic. The letters in Time War 

travel across worlds and decades, and influence each other linguistically and 

discursively, just as they alter the bodies of Red and Blue. This mutual effect obscures 

authorship, offering a story that is a true symbiotic collaboration between El-Mohtar 
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and Gladstone, Red and Blue, and the many landscapes that serve as the context and 

material from which they are written. 

I argue that the playful storytelling in the novel represents what I will call ‘Cyborg 

stories’. I base this on Haraway’s transgressive figure of the cyborg, ‘a cybernetic 

organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a 

creature of fiction […] a matter of fiction and lived experience’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 4). 

Haraway’s cyborg is a hybrid being whose intersectional existence means it is ‘other’ in 

ways that allow it to exist outside of the power structures of Western ideologies. The 

transgressive cyborg, a recurring theme in Time War, imagines an embodied existence 

of kinship with nature, animals, and machines. In this kind of kinship, both bodies and 

nature are safe from appropriation by ideologically motivated power structures. The 

novel consists of several narratives: two omnipresent third-person narratives that 

describe the context of Red and Blue’s respective experiences with the letters, and two 

first-person narratives within the letters themselves. These interlacing narratives 

embody elements of Haraway’s cyborg manifesto in their transgressive and 

intersectional materialities. They blur the distinction between history and myth and play 

with form and genre to reconfigure literary tradition. In true cyborg fashion, their ‘blank 

history’ provides a space where the reader’s imagination influences the material reality 

of the novel. My reading of the novel suggests that it is highly ecocritical, a reading in 

which I project my recollections of the historical context onto the novel’s landscapes. 

This argument is constructed based on the connections I bring into the text through my 

positionality as an ecocritical researcher living and researching contemporary literature 

in the Anthropocene. The intertextual references that leave the context of Red and 

Blue’s war open to the reader's knowledge and imagination mean that the novel 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 288 
 

 

remains eternally contemporary, as social and cultural understandings of the novel’s 

historical allusions continue to evolve. This creates a sense that the Time War does not 

just imagine time travel; its carefully changing approaches to style make it ‘timeless’. 

The novel also highlights the anthropocentric nature of myth by constructing a tension 

between the absence of description of historical and mythical moments and careful 

attention to the landscape. The contrast is evident in Red and Blue’s perspectives, 

which pay great attention to the spatial sites where the events occur. This is particularly 

clear when Red goes undercover for 10 years with a Mongol horde who cut down trees 

to use in Genghis Khan’s war efforts. Despite having spent 10 years with these people to 

ensure that the outcome of the war suits the Agency, Red barely describes anything 

about them or gives any context to the war. Instead, she offers a detailed description of 

the forest and the ecological destruction left in its wake: 

Many more than a hundred trees stand here, a quantity so vast no one dares 

number it. Wet, cold wind spills down the mountains, and branches clatter like 

locust wings. Warriors creep beneath needled shadows and go about their work. 

Icicles drip and snap as the great trees fall, and felled, the trees leave gaps in 

green that bare the cold white sky […] They loop the trunks with cord and drag 

them through trampled underbrush to the camp, where they will be peeled and 

planed to build the great Khan’s war machines. (29) 

This brief mention of Khan is the only indication that she speaks about a real historical 

event, as she portrays the horde strictly through their interaction with the landscape 

and how, over time, the war has taught them to use nature against their enemy. Her 

lack of interest in the details of the historical moment suggests a detachment from 
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socio-historical structures. Moreover, it also reveals a recurrent concern for the 

consequences that these human events have on the landscape. She expresses 

sadness for the callous ways that landscapes are laid to waste throughout the timeline. 

In the first chapter, on a mission to kill two conflicting armies so a more suitable 

replacement can emerge, Red mentions that the planet will be destroyed no fewer than 

six times. The knowledge that ‘the planet waits for its end’ (11) intrudes on her 

reflection on the success of her mission and her observations of the death around her. 

Her thoughts keep returning to the landscape’s reaction to the battle, which seems to 

take revenge as ‘[s]ilver moss devours steel, and violet flowers choke the dead guns. If 

the planet lasted long enough, the vines that sprout from the corpses’ mouths would 

grow berries.’ (10). Her reflection that, given enough time to heal, the landscape could 

eventually erase the traces of violence suggests a dual sense of blame. The landscape 

has been disturbed by the pointless human battle for power, but its final destruction is 

caused by the Time War in which Red’s Agency wages a similar battle for power against 

Blue’s Garden. Many places and timelines have already been destroyed, and the 

intrusive reminders of another planet’s imminent destruction construct weariness and 

uncertainty as Red’s thoughts continue to loop back to the waste. As an efficient and 

dedicated agent, she is directly responsible for much of the destruction, and she is 

supposed to enjoy her victory, ‘but the thought sours in the framing’ (9). Blue’s first 

letter echoes the sentiment that the destruction is wasteful, complimenting Red by 

saying that ‘the elegance of your work makes this war seem like less of a waste’ (13). 

Their mutual concern for the landscape suggests that they share a desire to feel a sense 

of spatial belonging, which is discouraged by their factions. In her response to the first 

letter, Red confides that ‘[i]t’s so easy to crush a planet that you may overlook the value 
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of a whisper to a snowbank’ (17). As a mindless soldier, Red ought to destroy planets as 

the simplest solution to her mission; however, she prefers to develop an intimate 

knowledge of the landscape that allows her to manipulate it in ways that enable her to 

achieve her objectives without causing harm. Her concern for the war's impact on the 

landscape highlights the anthropocentric neglect of nature within historical and 

mythical narratives that focus on human events and experiences. 

Red’s lack of interest in the historical context of her missions, in contrast to her 

repetitive and disruptive concern for planetary well-being, reveals a thread of ecological 

concern running through the narrative. It also playfully constructs a counter-narrative to 

the anthropocentrism of the reader’s myths by disrupting the power of those myths with 

a complete lack of interest. At the beginning of the novel, both Red and Blue reflect that 

they always win their missions. However, once they begin their correspondence, they 

often forfeit the outcome of their mission in favour of retrieving the letter. Red reflects 

that she will ‘be sent, no doubt, to undo the damage [Blue has] caused. And we’ll run 

again, the two of us, upthread and down, firefighter and fire starter (95). They often refer 

to their missions as a game, and their lack of concern for their outcomes offers a 

satirical comment upon the interchangeable nature of ideology. If a particular ideology, 

and with it the myths that reinforce its authority, does not prevail, another will take its 

place to ensure continued power. In addition to the counter-narrative of their focus on 

the landscape, they also produce individual narratives in their letter exchanges. The 

landscape serves as a site that enables letters of resistance, as their descriptions of the 

landscape provide context for acts of reading and writing. Often, the letters are written 

into nature itself, as in the case of the letter Red finds in the rings of an ancient tree 

while she is undercover with the Mongol horde. This creates an interesting tension 
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between space as a site for anthropocentric myths that depict the human condition 

and space as a site where new, transgressive stories can be exchanged. Space, in these 

new stories, becomes more than a signifier; it becomes part of the story itself. Their 

letters are crafted with and written into the landscape. Blue promises: 

Red, I love you. Red, I will send you letters from everywhen telling you so, letters 

of only one word, letters that will brush your cheek and grip your hair, letters that 

will bite you, letters that will mark you. I’ll write you by bullet ant and spider 

wasp; I’ll write you by shark’s tooth and scallop shell; I’ll write you by virus and 

the salt of a ninth wave flooding your lungs; I’ll— (103) 

The shapeshifting matter of their letters requires them to become intimately familiar 

with the landscape in order to identify the subtle ways in which the letters have altered 

it. Their faction’s disregard for the ecological waste of their war suggests that they will 

not be able to intercept the letters because they do not possess enough understanding 

of the landscape to find them. Their correspondence engages in an exchange of 

transgressive embodied knowledge based on their bodily experiences of changing 

landscapes. Salami suggests that ‘[t]he only way to change the course of humanity is to 

challenge the input—to reimagine the way we think of knowledge with an altogether 

different, corrective story’ (27). Their correspondence becomes a corrective story 

because it changes how they perceive the world. Red reflects: 

Thinking builds patterns in the brain […] So I change your shape in my thoughts. 

It’s amazing how much blue there is in the world, if you look. You’re different 

colors of flame: Bismuth burns blue, and cerium, germanium, and arsenic. See? 

I pour you into things. (63) 
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Red carefully avoids thinking about Blue’s name and shape as she projects her onto the 

landscape, and observes her in the shape of animals, flowers, or names of things that 

remind her of her name. This mutual projection of Blue onto the world, as well as the 

world onto Red’s image of Blue, suggests that their relationship becomes a means for 

Red to establish connections to her spatial reality. Blue shapes the sense-making 

stories that Red tells about the world because the letters teach her to make embodied 

connections to the world. 

A potent example is their journey to Atlantis. To explore how lived experience impacts 

literary engagement, I hope that I may now be excused a moment of subjective 

discussion. To me, given my natural tendency to be slightly biased towards seeing 

ecocritical references everywhere around me, the story of Atlantis contains dystopian 

images of anthropocentric planetary destruction. My experience of the Atlantis story is 

primarily through rewritings such as J.G. Ballard’s The Drowned World (1962) and John 

Lanchester’s The Wall (2019), novels that explore themes of environmental destruction 

caused by anthropocentric attitudes. Atlantis also commonly features in popular 

culture as a backdrop for heroic quests in games or comic books, for example, Warner 

Bros’ film adaptation of Aquaman (2018) and Ubisoft’s Assassin’s Creed; Odyssey 

(2018). However, the original moral of the story, as told by Plato, did not contain the 

elements that can be understood as ecocritical in focus in the same way that the 

adaptations that the reference to Atlantis make me think of are. Scholars such as 

Gerard Naddaf suggest that Atlantis, as a literary device in Plato’s cautionary tale, 

served as a warning against hubris and greed. In the tale, Atlantean society was 

destroyed as punishment for its corruption and the assumption that its intellectual 

powers rivalled those of the gods. The dynamic of powerful, morally corrupt societies 
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provoking the wrath of gods is a common theme in the Classics, which frequently ends 

with the Gods wielding natural forces against the offending humans. In both the 

Odyssey and the Iliad, Poseidon wields his power over the sea to punish mortals, and in 

Metamorphosis, Zeus sends a flood to wipe out humanity just as God does in Genesis 

6-9. Reading the Atlantis section from the perspective of Plato’s allegory highlights 

structures of mythmaking and critical engagement with literary history. It matters which 

version of Atlantis is brought into the narrative, as the context of the myth informs the 

critical direction of the narrative. 

Red explains that her task is to give the mathematicians and inventors time to escape 

before the island is destroyed, as they are great thinkers of ‘Small touches, ideas so 

fundamental they seem useless. Nobody here knows their worth, yet. But if they do not 

perish on this island, someone might realize their use a few centuries earlier and 

change everything’ (41). Blue’s letter reveals that her interference initially served to 

make Atlantis a place of priestly worship, temples, knowledge, and art dedicated to the 

gods, and she, too, is there to save as much as she can. However, she notes that ‘[t]he 

volcano was the best thing to ever happen to it: Now it’s legend, possibility, mystery, a 

far more generative engine than anything it developed over a few thousand years’ (43). 

The legend of a lost civilization with mysterious knowledge fuels creativity and future 

stories far more than the real place ever could. Contextualising Blue’s statement with 

Plato’s version of the Atlantis myth frames a debate about history as it contains a 

tension between myth and history, which is also present in the novel. According to 

Gerard Naddaf, Plato’s story of the disappearing island has led to much debate about 

whether it was purely allegorical or whether, as Plato maintains, a real sunken island 
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exists. Blue’s factions’ desire for Atlantis to achieve its mythical narrative potential is a 

direct conflict with Red’s factions’ urge to shape history. Red observes: 

Atlantis sinks. Serves it right. Red hates the place. For one thing, there are so 

many Atlantises, always sinking, in so many strands […] Most strands lack 

Atlantis altogether, know the place only through dreams and mad poets’ madder 

whispers. Because there are so many, Red cannot fix just one, or fail to. 

Sometimes it seems strands bud Atlantises to thwart her. They conspire. History 

makes common cause with the enemy. (40) 

Red’s comment that, in some strands, Atlantis exists purely as a myth seems to imply a 

connection between those myths and the emergence of more Atlantises in other 

strands. The persistence of the myth gives life to real historical drowned worlds, which 

in turn ensure the continuation of the myth. Her personification of history, which she 

feels is conspiring against her, reveals that history is constructed from cosmological 

narratives, myths, and language, all of which are influenced by ideologically motivated 

power structures. Blue comments that the destruction of a utopian society in favour of 

an idealised myth is ‘what we treasure. That’s us, always: the volcano and the wave’ 

(43). Her comment reveals that her faction draws on the kind of ideologically controlled 

mythmaking that Barthes argues becomes naturalized and that mythical knowledge is 

more useful to them than actual natural knowledge, which is contingent on a sense of 

spatial belonging. Garden disregards humans and the spatial relations that comprise 

history. Red’s Agency, in contrast, seems to manipulate history differently by interfering 

with the spatial or social contexts of the historical event. Plato’s Atlantis, then, gives 

context to the gradual disintegration of Garden’s mythmaking as oppositional to the 
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Agency’s historizing. However, it becomes increasingly clear to Red and Blue that the 

two words have the same function. Their discussions of vague details of missions 

portray their work as ‘less a game of Go than a game of tic-tac-toe, outcomes 

determined from the first move, endlessly iterated until the split where we fork off into 

unstable, chaotic possibility’ (13). Their realisation that they are eternally trapped in a 

loop of moves and countermoves suggests that their promised utopias are nothing 

more than illusions. Whether it is Garden or the Agency that wins a mission does not 

matter as their destructive battles rage across the threads of time. 

The novel engages in this debate, whether the reader recalls Plato’s Atlantis or some 

other iteration with different cultural contexts. Favouring one Atlantis over another does 

not alter the critical engagement of the novel; it rather allows some issues to be 

confronted more directly, depending on the reader’s lived experiences and knowledge. 

In the case of a more ecocritical version of Atlantis, the tension between natural power 

and human knowledge is brought to the forefront. Red describes how ‘The volcano 

quakes and splits, vomits rock into the air’ (41), which suggests that the earth itself is 

sickened by the advanced society of Atlantis and perhaps also by the Time War itself. 

Rather than maliciously punishing the island's inhabitants, the crumbling volcano 

suggests that the meddling of various agents has contaminated the natural landscape 

to the point where it is unable to sustain its continued misuse. Blue describes the 

space of Atlantis in similar terms as she writes to Red: ‘what a dreary place. Stagnant, 

sick as a sucking wound. A successful experiment with disgusting results’ (43). Her 

portrayal of the society on Atlantis as a wound upon the space of the island suggests 

that the kind of utopian intellectualism found there injures and poisons the natural 

landscape, which eventually results in the disintegration and death of both the island 
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and its society. The disease metaphors used by both Red and Blue offer a stark contrast 

to Plato’s portrayal of divine punishment. In the novel, both the island and its 

inhabitants suffer due to human behaviour. However, as Blue notes in her letter, the 

mass displacement of the people on the island gives rise to a myth that is more 

generative than the stories of the place itself. I suggest that Garden’s desire to create a 

myth of lost spaces reveals that displacement stories, which are nostalgic for these 

spaces, are more open to ideological influence than sense-making stories grounded in 

intimate knowledge of place. By leaving a blank space for the reader to insert their 

knowledge of the Atlantis myth, Plato’s version of the divine forces using nature to 

punish human hubris is brought face-to-face with El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s portrayal 

of ecological devastation. They hold up a mirror in which the reader is forced to 

confront idealist attitudes in Plato’s original, which has formed the basis of more 

contemporary iterations. The hunger for progress that led to the ecological 

displacement of the Atlanteans is repeated in cultural imaginings of rediscovering the 

lost civilisation and their knowledge. However, Red and Blue’s engagement with 

Atlantis does show concern for humanity's lost progress. Instead, Red reflects on the 

consequences of displacement and the changed environment, something which is an 

acute contemporary possibility. 

El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s intentional reconfiguration of the Atlantis myth through their 

portrayal of the sick landscape represents an argument that the destructive reality of 

anthropocentric attitudes to nature becomes obscured in history because it is wholly 

focused on human experiences. This is a central contrast in the two iterations of 

Atlantis that I have discussed above. Plato’s original work focuses on 

anthropocentrism, with a specific emphasis on the assumed superiority of humans 
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over the gods, thereby maintaining a focus on human consequences. Ecocritical 

rewritings like The Wall (2019) instead focus on the ecological devastation caused by 

anthropocentric attitudes and the need for humans to reconfigure the way that they 

exist in their permanently altered world. El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s portrayal of the 

landscape primarily describes the impact of this historical moment on nature. 

Their engagement with storytelling in this moment of destruction is compelling, as 

Blue’s letter is written in lava. This place that is about to perish from the poison of 

anthropocentrism seems to physically narrate her letter: 

The shifting colors form words that last mere moments, in handwriting now 

familiar. As the lava flows, those words change. She reads, her lips frame 

syllables one by one. She commits the words the fire frames to the old kind of 

memory. There are cameras in her eyes, which she does not use for this. A 

recording mechanism clamps around the strand of fiber in her skull which might 

be mistaken for an optic nerve; she turns it off, which the Agency does not think 

she can do. The lava overflows its lip. (42) 

The portrayal of the flow of words in the lava offers a nice example of how El-Mohtar and 

Gladstone construct their post-anthropocentric storytelling. The double meaning of the 

word ‘lip’ as a boundary in which the lava words are contained, and overflow, and ‘lip’ 

as a mirroring of Red’s lips forming the words of the letter, constructs the sense that the 

letter is spoken aloud by the landscape. The play with forms of narratives through the 

portrayal of the lava as speech reveals that embodied connections to the landscape 

contain powers to transcend ideological control. 
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Red’s faction lives in pods as essence that can be decanted into bodies to fight in the 

Time War. They promote a disembodied state of being where everyone ‘roams time and 

space as a disembodied mind, wedded to, webbed through, the Agency’s great 

hyperspace machines’ (97). The Agency’s mode of existence resembles the metaverse 

in Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash. In Chapter 2, I argued that Stephenson’s metaverse 

highlights how anthropocentric ideologies are projected onto virtual spaces, as online 

spaces function as an extension of human social structures. The metaverse as a global 

network means that individuals are ‘[h]ere and not here. Here and there, telematically, 

often without our knowledge or awareness […] human presence becomes virtualized 

and the individual self is distributed, space becomes virtualized and place becomes 

distributed. (Ascott 44). Roy Ascott’s argument that human and spatial presence 

becomes diluted in virtual spaces, such as the metaverse or the Agency’s hyperspace 

machines, suggests that existing as a disembodied mind in these spaces leads to a 

dissociation from physical and spatial ways of experiencing. That is why Red’s Agency 

does not consider the landscape as more than a context for social and political events 

that shape history. Red’s attention to the landscape allows her to gain access to 

transgressive knowledge, which exists outside of the institution’s values. Salami’s 

approach to transgressive knowledge in Sensuous Knowledge sheds light on the 

structures of power and knowledge in the novel. Salami argues that ‘[h]ow we move and 

feel in the world, the air we breathe, the health of our trees, the food we eat, the 

ideologies we support, the way we dance and make love are all reflections of what we 

know’ (21). Knowledge is the key to making sense of the world, to our ability to think 

critically, and it is what establishes the difference between sleepwalking through 

landscapes, like Tarde’s Somnambulist, who blindly follows the desires of the crowd, 
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and forming intimate connections to space. Time War responds to Salami’s call for 

corrective stories by challenging the dystopia/utopia binary of the science fiction genre, 

revealing that such constructions are ideologically motivated. 

Instead of portraying Blue’s mode of existence as an embodied utopia, a binary 

opposite to Red’s disembodied dystopia, the novel constructs their reflections of their 

factions as mirrors. Blue’s faction are seeded into the past and ‘treat the past as trellis, 

coax our vineyard through and around, and harvest is not a word for swiftness; the 

future harvests us, stomps us into wine, pours us back into the root system in loving 

libation, and we grow stronger and more potent together’ (56). Their plant-like existence 

is a stark contrast to Red’s disembodied network, and Blue is repulsed to think of 

existing in such a way. However, despite their differences, the experience of living in 

Garden nonetheless mirrors Red’s experience of the Agency. Blue reflects: 

The thought of your disembodied network repulses me, but I look at you, Red, 

and see much of myself: a desire to be apart, sometimes, to understand who I 

am without the rest. And what I return to, the me-ness that I know as pure, 

?inescapable self . . . is hunger. Desire. Longing, this longing to possess, to 

become, to break like a wave on a rock and reform, and break again, and wash 

away. This is a necessary part of any ecosystem, but it ?unsettles others, this 

inability to be satisfied. (56) 

Blue supplements her reflection on Red’s disembodiment by describing that she, too, 

shapeshifts. However, where Red rarely describes the form that she takes, although 

they are presumably mostly human as she frequently infiltrates human societies, Blue 

describes: 
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I have been birds and branches. I have been bees and wolves. I have been ether 

flooding the void between stars, tangling their breath into networks of song. I 

have been fish and plankton and humus, and all these have been me. But while 

I’ve been enmeshed in this wholeness—they are not the whole of me. (56) 

While Blue has taken on many forms and experienced a different form of embodiment 

and collective living, she feels equally separate from those collectives as she does from 

Garden. Blue longs for an individual sense of embodiment in which she can form 

meaningful experiences of both her body and its spatial context that are private and 

shared only if she chooses to ‘[stain] the page with herself’ (65). 

Red equally desires a sense of individuality. She confides that she once decided to step 

outside of the hive-mind to seek answers, like Socrates, in the landscape. She 

describes her experience when ‘[h]igh places grow cold at night. Sharp rocks hurt my 

feet. For the first time in thirteen years I was alone. I, whatever I was, whatever I am, 

tumbled first up into the stars, then down to the broken land. I dug into the soil’ (50). 

Despite her joy at feeling at one with the landscape, she does not find the answers that 

she is looking for. She shares that the experience was conflicting: 

And I felt lonely. I missed those voices. I missed the minds behind them. I 

wanted to be seen. That need dug into the heart of me. It felt good. I’m not 

certain how to compare this to something you would know, but, imagine a 

person melded to a Thing, an artificial god the size of mountains, built for making 

war in the far corners of the cosmos. Imagine that great weight of metal all 

around her, pressing her down, giving her strength, its hoses melding with her 

flesh. Imagine she shears the hoses off, steps out: frail, sapped, weak, free. (50) 
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While she greatly desires a deeper bond with the landscape and feels it contains 

answers to her existential questions, she equally desires a social kind of existence. Of 

course, simply visiting a remote wilderness does not equal feeling intimately connected 

to it in the way Socrates does when he finds answers to his questions by standing 

immobile in the landscape. The ideology of the Agency means that she is unable to exist 

in a way that encompasses both participation in the hive mind and individual, 

embodied experiences of nature. Haraway argues that women increasingly exist as 

intersectional hybrids, which means there is a need for new kinds of politics that 

embrace ‘partial, contradictory, permanently unclosed constructions of personal and 

collective selves’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 20). Red and Blue’s letters describe the 

experience of existing as intersectional beings in societies whose ideologies require the 

obliteration of the self. Red proclaims that ‘when I think of you, I want to be alone 

together. I want to strive against and for. I want to live in contact. I want to be a context 

for you, and you for me’ (96), which suggests that their letters offer a way for them to 

exist both as individuals and collectively, as they autonomously decide to share pieces 

of themselves. 

The novel affords great attention to the act of writing, and Red and Blue both savour 

taking their time writing the letters. Blue describes that she ‘write[s] to you in the dark 

before dawn, slowly, longhand, chalk on slate—later I will translate these words into 

feathers’ (68), which constructs writing as a craft where her body works with different 

materials to perfect her story. At times, the letters are portrayed as bodily functions, as 

‘a letter rises in [Blue’s] throat like bile’ (58). Bodily observations are central to their 

descriptions of the acts of writing, and the fact that they frequently share how they 

crafted the letter within it suggests an intimacy in sharing knowledge of writing as an 
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embodied action. The act of writing a letter to their enemy is also a dangerous rebellion 

against the power structures of their individual factions. While the factions’ rules about 

agents communicating are tied to concerns about potential infiltration, their letter 

writing is even more disruptive to the institutions because writing transgresses their 

control in its expression of agency and individuality. Haraway argues: 

Cyborg writing is about the power to survive, not on the basis of original 

innocence, but on the basis of seizing the tools to mark the world. The tools are 

often stories, retold stories, versions that reverse and displace the hierarchical 

dualisms of naturalized identities. In retelling origin stories, cyborg authors 

subvert the central myths of origin of Western culture. (A Cyborg Manifesto 54) 

Red and Blue’s letters are intertextual to the point of hyperbole, as if the hidden code of 

intertextuality contains more layers of hidden messages. Literature is tied to the same 

structures of discursive influence that Barthes argues make ideology invisible in myth. 

El-Mohtar and Gladstone cleverly foreshadow the ideological and discursive control of 

myth and literature by introducing the concept of steganography, which involves writing 

within other writing. The many intertextual references contained in the letters are 

steganography, and the attentive reader will find hidden messages from El-Mohtar and 

Gladstone. Their hidden messages do not follow the rules of Mrs Leavitt’s Guide to 

Etiquette and Correspondence, but instead replicate the essence of those social and 

cultural structures that construct the ideological context of the reference. This is 

significant because it highlights the artifice of these social “rules of engagement” that 

reinforce ideology uncritically. 
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Drawing attention to discursive and literary traditions that reproduce ideological 

attitudes offers a way for Red and Blue to redirect these to expose ideology. Their 

engagement with intertextuality provides a covert means for them to engage in a critical 

debate about the power structures within their factions. Their mutual lack of interest in 

historical events suggests that history repeats itself through never-ending destruction 

in the name of some conflicting ideology that exists so fleetingly that the specifics are 

lost in time. In Snow Crash, Hiro learns that ideology is like a virus that exists in an 

automated loop of self-replication, as it spreads from person to person. Stephenson’s 

portrayal of ideology suggests that its automated virality means that ideology is an 

inevitable part of human existence. Time War contains similar allusions to the 

inevitability of ideology, but El-Mohtar and Gladstone highlight that history is similarly 

trapped in a self-replicating loop. Red and Blue’s interference suggests that to change 

the historical event itself is rarely necessary as long as enough details are altered to 

change the narratives about them. Repeating historical occurrences perpetuates 

ideologies because history conceals subjective narratives of events as objective facts. 

Red and Blue’s game of wits, altering small historical details to shift the outcomes of 

historical events, exposes the ways in which ideologies frame our collective 

understanding of history. To transcend their individual institutions, they must question 

the narratives presented to them as fact. Minna Salami argues that knowledge 

formation is tied to structures of ideological power, which means that sense-making 

stories are created based on those hidden agendas contained within knowledge 

formation. She focuses on Europatriarchal Knowledge to describe how ideological 

propaganda becomes understood as knowledge. She argues that Europatriarchal 

Knowledge ‘is a constructed and biased narrative […] that parades propaganda as 
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knowledge; it helps accumulate insight on how to end war, poverty, and disease yet 

doesn’t end them’ (26). Garden and the Agency both construct narratives about 

possible utopian worlds to legitimize their war and construct other ideologies as the 

enemy. However, Red and Blue’s correspondence quickly reveals that what they have 

been taught about each other is not entirely truthful, as Blue tells Red that ‘Your vision 

of life in Garden is sufficiently full of silly stereotypes’ (32). Where their faction’s utopias 

rely on anthropocentric power over temporal and spatial structures, their letters 

construct a new mode of non-anthropocentric storytelling, offering a space for them to 

share and reflect on knowledge. However, the act of writing is similarly tied to a literary 

tradition shaped by hidden ideologies. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s 

Madwoman in the Attic draws on Harold Bloom’s construction of “anxiety of influence”, 

which describes an author’s need to confront literary traditions through their writing to 

explore implications of patriarchal structures in Western literary history. They argue 

that the act of writing is tied to patriarchal structures, which means that female writers 

must contend with the patriarchal authority of the literary context they are writing 

within. They further suggest that because literature was a predominantly male field, 

literary history is shaped by what they term “literary paternity”, describing writing as a 

male prerogative passed down to their male descendants. With literary paternity, male 

traditions of constructing women are similarly written into literary tradition. Gilbert and 

Gubar suggest that male precursor authors ‘attempt to enclose [the female writer] in 

definitions of her person and her potential which, by reducing her to extreme 

stereotypes […] drastically conflict with her own sense of her self-that is, of her 

subjectivity, her autonomy, her creativity’ (48). Their attention to the difficult process for 

women writers of engaging with and challenging ideological authority in literary tradition 
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highlights a tension that provides context for El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s stylistic 

approaches. 

Red and Blue’s letters form a kind of knowledge exchange in which their lack of 

knowledge of certain feelings or information makes them re-evaluate their individual 

factions’ control over truth. El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s careful attention to the 

moments in which the letters are written and the texture of the medium that contains 

the letter rebels against the expectations of literary traditions. Their shapeshifting, 

vegetal, and biological letters combine elements of the landscape with parts of the 

writer’s body, reclaiming the female body by giving her authority to deconstruct the 

texts of her forefathers and create new stories. Red remarks that ‘they have sprinkled 

bits of themselves through time. Ink and ingenuity, flakes of skin on paper, bits of 

pollen, blood, oil, down, a goose’s heart. (128). Red’s reflection suggests that while 

their letters are a way to share lived experiences, they are also seeds of their bodies 

that now grow in specific moments of time or space. They embed pieces of themselves 

into the landscape and each other through the materiality of their writing. El-Mohtar and 

Gladstone portray the reciprocal nature of this learning as building blocks or even 

something living: 

I wanted to say, your letter lives inside me in the most literal way possible but 

didn’t, and you wrote to me of structures and events. I wanted to say, words 

hurt, but metaphors go between, like bridges, and words are like stone to build 

bridges, hewn from the earth in agony but making a new thing, a shared thing, a 

thing that is more than one Shift. (91) 
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Blue’s letter reveals that, to her, their engagement with literary history and discourse 

constructs something new that exists outside of their individual institutions. The new 

stories formed in the correspondence between Red and Blue contend with these issues 

in their stylistic play with the forms and expectations that make up their rules of 

engagement to maintain ‘ambient Chaos levels’ (59).  

Their biological writing is significant because it transcends the ideological implications 

of discourse and language. Haraway argues: 

Communications technologies and biotechnologies are the crucial tools 

recrafting our bodies […] The boundary is permeable between tool and myth, 

instrument and concept, historical systems of social relations and historical 

anatomies of possible bodies, including objects of knowledge. Indeed, myth and 

tool mutually constitute each other. (A Cyborg Manifesto 32) 

Their letters are materially cyborgian, as they contain elements of themselves and the 

world around them. The material and sensory experiences of the letters contain just as 

much meaning as the words themselves and reading them constructs a sense of 

embodiment. One example of the sensory communication of the letters is their debate 

about hunger and eating. One of the things that Red and Blue have in common is that 

they both indulge in bodily experiences that are not necessary for survival. Blue asks 

whether Red eats and if she can feel hunger, to which she responds: ‘[T]he hunger you 

describe—that blade jutting from the skin, the weathering as of a hillside often struck by 

storm, the hollowness—it sounds beautiful and familiar’ (49). They long for a 

connection to physical experiences, which suggests that they both struggle with the 

disembodied existence prioritised by their respective factions. After Red confesses that 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 307 
 

 

she has not experienced hunger or eaten for pleasure, Blue writes her next letter in 

sumac berries, each containing a message waiting to be revealed when they are 

consumed. The first sumac-letter discloses directions on how to properly experience 

them: 

Taste how tart it is, how tangy; grind it into a spice to sprinkle or smoke, or soak 

the berry heads whole and get something like lemonade. These seeds, for you, 

are best eaten one at a time, rolled around your tongue and broken beneath your 

teeth. 

Yours, 

Blue 

PS. I love writing in aftertaste. (77) 

The novel’s many references to hunger and consumption highlight storytelling and 

knowledge exchange as a form of nourishment that contains the power to change the 

bodies of those who consume them. In Blue’s subsequent sumac-letter, she reflects 

that ‘I like you to know, with my words in your mouth, the places and ways in which I 

think of you. It feels good to be reciprocal; eat this part of me while I drive reeds into the 

depth of you, spill out something sweet’ (77). Blue’s satirical play on the common idiom 

“to put words in one's mouth”, in literally doing so with her edible letter, highlights how 

their writing subverts the power of their institutions to control their lived experiences. In 

sharing her knowledge of embodied experiences, such as eating and tasting, Blue offers 

Red a way to construct knowledge that exists outside of the ideologies of her Agency. 

The idiom also serves to subvert the metaphorical connections between eating and 
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consumerism, in which the desire to consume is socially contingent. Red alludes to the 

bodily control by their factions by describing Blue’s ‘viny-hivey elfworlds, profusely 

floral, all arcing elder trees, neural pollen, bees gathering memories from eyes and 

tongue, honey libraries dripping knowledge from the comb’ (27). The dripping honey 

knowledge, in light of Salami’s argument that institutions conceal propaganda as 

knowledge, is metaphorically constructed as a kind of addictive substance that 

conceals ideological motives. Garden’s honey does not nourish Blue or sate her 

hunger, just as nothing that the Agency offers can give Red the sense of embodiment 

that she desires. 

Only Blue’s letters allow Red to experience the kind of embodiment she longs for, as 

she carries them with her in her body and is irrevocably altered by their presence. Red 

and Blue hide the letters that are not edible in their bodies, sewing ‘it into hiding 

somewhere beneath my skin, embroider my next letter to you one stitch at a time’ (78). 

As disembodied, timeless warriors, they do not own anything, and their thoughts are 

closely monitored by their factions. When they embed the letters in their bodies, they 

self-fashion their bodies with parts of each other and reclaim embodied autonomy. This 

reconfiguration into embodiment greatly resembles Salami’s portrayal of narrative as 

matter. She argues: 

The dualist worldview separates matter from story, but narrative is the matter 

from which we build our worldview, which in turn becomes physical objects: 

books, buildings, borders, and so on. In our bodies, knowledge also transforms 

into matter. Just as the first structure that forms in the human embryo is the 
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spinal cord, so too is knowledge the spine of all other ideas that shape our lives. 

(21) 

Reading Time War from this perspective suggests that narrative is the matter from 

which we build our bodies and that embodiment is intrinsically linked to storytelling. 

Blue finally experiences a true sense of embodiment and bodily autonomy after she 

chooses to consume the poisonous letter that Red has been forced to craft to prove her 

loyalty to the Agency. Red has warned Blue that her next letter will be a trap and that 

she should not read it; however, Blue knows that the Agency will blame Red if she 

evades their trap. The Agency orders Red to write a letter in steganography, hiding her 

writing in an object, and she decides to create a plant with poisonous red berries. Red 

hides a second letter to Blue within the poison so that it can only be read in death, 

hoping that this hidden letter will go unread. Blue, however, decides to eat the poisoned 

berries: 

She was always going to eat it down to the root. There are as many berries as 

they have exchanged letters. She eats each one slowly, her eyes closed, 

crushing some against her hard palate, others between her teeth, rolling their 

sweetness along her tongue. They have bitter, varied aftertastes, and the 

numbing properties of clove—frustrating when the thorns begin to tear into her 

cheeks and throat. She wants to feel everything. (115) 

Her decision to eat the berries, despite her certainty that they will kill her, is an act of 

resistance against the control of her faction. Through her sacrifice, she saves Red, who 

is supposed to be her enemy. It is also the ultimate act of bodily autonomy, and her 

careful description of the taste and texture of the berries suggests that she is finally 
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able to experience something which is wholly hers. In Blue’s farewell, written in her final 

moments after ingesting Red’s poisoned letter, she describes that ‘[t]he pain truly is 

excruciating. It’s wonderful, really. Is this what it’s like to not feel hungry anymore? A lot 

less work than the other way’ (123). I argue that her experience of the poison offers 

embodied knowledge that transcends the power of Garden because ‘physical pain - 

unlike any other state of consciousness - has no referential content. It is not of or for 

anything. It is precisely because it takes no object that it, more than any other 

phenomenon, resists objectification in language' (Scarry 5). Her pain is experience in its 

purest form, as its pointlessness means that it is the only part of her that is truly free 

from the grasp of institutional control. 

Blue later constructs a connection between contagious infiltration by Red and 

moments of hunger and eating. She writes: 

You remember I promised you infiltration from my very first letter—dared you to 

be infected by me. I couldn’t know, then—I couldn’t, and nor could you—how 

thoroughly you were already inside me, shielding me from the future. You’ve 

always been the hunger at the heart of me, Red—my teeth, my claws, my 

poisoned apple. (140) 

The direct reference to the poisoned apple, which again draws on the reader’s 

intertextual analysis, alludes to either the Adam and Eve myth, the fairytale of Snow 

White, or perhaps both. As I discussed in Chapter 1 of this thesis, Eve’s ingestion of the 

apple represents her surrender to her desire for unauthorised knowledge, and her sin is 

punished with banishment from the Garden. I further argued that in Milton’s telling of 

the Fall myth, Eve’s ingestion of the apple results in a feeling of displacement as she is 
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uprooted from her spatial context. References to the Fall myth are a striking parallel 

between His Dark Materials and Time War, as both engage with the myth to challenge 

ideological and hierarchical control over knowledge. Eve’s displacement reveals how, 

in spaces controlled by hierarchical structures, the construction of an individual sense 

of spatial embodiment is contingent on ideological boundaries. Red and Blue desire to 

find a way to make a space of their own, one that is both shared and individual. Blue 

tells Red that she dreams of ‘[a] small place, a dog, green grass. To touch your hand. To 

run my fingers through your hair’ (117). However, the boundaries of their institutions 

make it almost impossible to form embodied connections to space. Red’s Agency 

favours a disembodied existence in pods, where their minds connect through an 

expansive network. Blue’s Garden exists in a more embodied way as they seed their 

agents in nature. However, I argue that their continuous meddling across time results in 

a landscape that is so thoroughly altered by Garden that Blue feels unable to make 

embodied connections to it in an individual way. 

For the reader whose literary knowledge brings to mind the poisoned apple in Snow 

White, the focus is again shifted slightly. The poisoned apple similarly serves as a 

punishment for the threat that Snow White poses to the evil queen’s grasp on power. N. 

J. Girardot suggests that Snow White’s apple represents both death and rebirth through 

its parallel symbolism ‘with the fruit of earthly desires in the Biblical garden of paradise 

which brings death into the world but at the same time makes Adam and Eve aware of 

their sexuality and godlike power to create new life’ (292). It is interesting that, in the 

fairytale, the red apple serves as a temptation, which constructs the symbolism of Red 

as Blue’s poisoned apple as a desire to be reborn outside of the grasp of their 

institutions. The recurring motif of poisonous red food consumed by Blue highlights the 
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contaminating effects of their relationship on her institutionally controlled body. Nóra 

Séllei argues that ‘the discursive concept of the body precludes the ‘authentic’ and 

‘natural’ body that can be the genuine ‘core’ of the self, since in this concept the body 

emerges as the result of an adopted behavioural mode’ (130). Her experience of true 

embodiment by ingesting the poison is the only way for her to fully understand which 

parts of her are her natural body and which parts are discursively constructed and 

made docile by Garden. Her ingestion of the poisonous Red is the only antidote to their 

ideological control over her body, and it unknowingly offers her the chance to be reborn. 

Her rebirth is made possible by ‘[a] small virus that, if this works, will taint juvenile Blue 

the most delicate shade of Red’ (135). In one of their early letters, Blue tells Red that 

she ‘got sick. This wasn’t unusual—we’re often deliberately made sick, inoculated 

against far-future diseases, dosed with varying degrees of immortality, whatever it 

takes to make us into what we need to be’ (89). She describes that her illness led to 

increased monitoring, as she remembers how Garden ‘probed and peered and sorted 

through me, doused me in medicines and protection, scoured me inside and out. 

Nothing was found’ (91). Lisa Diedrich draws on Foucault’s construction of ‘docile’ 

bodies to argue that ‘[h]ealth care […] is a form of discipline in which the cared-for body 

is hyper-managed, ever analyzable, and, thus, “docile” and “intelligible”’ (12). Blue’s 

reflection on her illness portrays the ideological control that she has experienced all of 

her life and foreshadows her feeling of separateness from the hive mind despite her 

process of healing. Diedrich further suggests that ‘in many contemporary illness 

narratives, to repair is not the same as to return to the way one was before’ (4). 

Garden’s scrutiny of her body is only concerned with invasion and contamination by 

their enemy, so they do not notice that something fundamental has changed within 
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Blue. Her letters reveal that she feels ‘other’ to the beings in her faction, and describe 

her experiences of desires and physical sensations that were not cultivated by Garden. 

Blue confesses these feelings of ‘otherness’ to Red without understanding why she is 

different from her fellow agents. They find common ground in their experience of feeling 

‘other’ to their social structures, and both describe the loneliness of belonging neither 

to their factions nor to any specific place in space or time. The closer they are brought 

together by their increasing familiarity, the further they both become alienated from 

their social contexts. This common ground foreshadows Red’s desperate attempt to 

save Blue from the poisonous letter when she travels back to her seedling days in 

Garden. The sickness that Blue suffered from as a seedling was caused by Red’s 

interference. Returning to the intertextual reference of Snow White, she kisses the 

sleeping Blue to counteract the red poison. Blue drinks the blood from her lips, as Red 

urges her to ‘[t]ake this of me […] Carry it in yourself, a root fed by what would kill it. 

Carry hunger all your days. Let it guard you, guide you, save you’ (135). The sharing of 

blood is a multi-faceted image that invokes metaphors of contagion. Bashford and 

Hooker suggest that '[c]ontagion requires contact, but it always implies more than this: 

it implies absorption, invasion, vulnerability, the breaking of a boundary imagined 

secure, in which the other becomes part of the self' (4). It is Red’s infiltration that 

causes Blue’s hunger for embodied experiences as she becomes ‘other’ to Garden’s 

authorised mode of being. 

Red’s transformation, which enables her to journey into Garden, mirrors the metaphors 

of contagion and invasion of Blue’s illness. She retraces their journeys through time to 

retrieve the letters that contain pieces of Blue and makes them a part of her body. She 

reflects: 
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She shades herself with Blue, from blood, tears, skin, ink, words. She thrashes 

with the pain of growth inside her: new organs bloom from autosynthesized stem 

cells to shoulder old bits of her away. Green vines twine her heart and seize it, 

and she vomits and sweats until the vines’ rhythm matches hers. A second skin 

grows within her skin, popping, blistering. She claws herself off upon the rocks 

like a snake and lies transformed. And more: A different mind plays around the 

edges of her own. (131) 

Gladstone’s portrayal of Red’s metamorphosis through her physical transformation, 

caused by literally consuming Blue’s stories, constructs a metaphor for the power of 

storytelling practices based on lived experiences. In consuming her stories, Red’s 

embodied experience changes to a point where she can navigate new landscapes. 

While Blue’s faction will still kill her if she is discovered, she has been accepted into a 

form of kinship with the space of Garden. This suggests that cyborg stories offer ways of 

coexisting with the ‘other’, centred on shared embodied experiences. However, the way 

of the cyborg story requires us to allow these embodied connections to grow within us, 

to become part of our experiences and stories, and to allow them to change us into a 

hybrid state of human and ‘other’. 

 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 315 
 

 

Is Embodied Knowledge the Antidote? 
 

All of the texts in this thesis give voice to their nonhuman ‘others’ in speculative ways; 

however, Paull’s The Bees is unique amongst them because her cast of characters is 

almost exclusively animals. From the very moment she is born, sanitation bee 

biologically destined to serve her hive by cleaning, Flora 717 is overwhelmed with the 

sensory experience of communication within her hive: 

She dragged her body through and fell out onto the floor of an alien world. Static 

roared through her brain, thunderous vibration shook the ground and a thousand 

scents dazed her. All she could do was breathe until gradually the vibration and 

static subsided and the scent evaporated into the air. Her rigid body unlocked 

and she calmed as knowledge filled her mind. (3) 

Flora starts her work at once, as she sets about cleaning the mess she made during the 

hatching process until she is stopped by a police bee who performs an inspection of a 

bee with a deformed wing. The police drag the bee away, telling her that ‘[d]eformity is 

evil. Deformity is not permitted’(4). They then turn to apprehend Flora and describe her 

body as an ‘[e]xcessive variation’ (5). Flora is introduced to the brutal treatment 

experienced by those who do not possess the desired physical attributes before she 

utters her first word. High-ranking Sister Sage saves her, and Flora introduces herself 

using speech for the very first time with the words ‘I am Flora 717’ (5). Sister Sage reacts 

with surprise and explains that Flora’s kin are not supposed to be able to speak. Flora 

asks her if she is ‘to be killed?’ (5), knowing now that the hive punishes nonconformity. 

Sister Sage reprimands her, saying ‘[d]o not question a priestess’ (5), before she 

noncommittedly admits that perhaps she might. This opening paragraph portrays the 
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first of many repeated instances where Flora’s desire to communicate is met with 

hostility by the higher kin, and they silence her. Her ability to speak transgresses the 

natural abilities of her kin, who are ordinarily mute, and the hostility that Flora is met 

with suggests that her access to physical capabilities that transcend those of her lowly 

kin are affronting to those of higher kin because they threaten the Hive’s hierarchy. 

While her larger size than other sanitation workers initially causes the fertility police to 

identify her as deformed, her ability to speak also represents a kind of abnormality that 

could result in her death. Paull’s construction of the language used by the fertility 

police closely resembles Susan Sontag’s identification of how metaphors connected to 

diseases portray those who are ill as immoral. She suggests that popular metaphors 

construct diseases that appear mysterious or outside of human control, such as 

cancer, as morally contagious. She argues that ‘[t]here is the 'fight' or 'crusade' against 

cancer [...] and conventions of treating cancer as no mere disease but a demonic 

enemy make cancer not just a lethal disease but a shameful one’ (42). Deformities in 

The Bees are treated similarly, as the fertility police oversees the punishment of any 

citizen whose body does not fit the accepted standards. They show a lack of interest in 

finding out why some bees are born with deformities, and it is widely accepted that 

these are visual proof that the deformed bee has committed a kind of moral 

transgression. Similar to the metaphors of cancer, whose tumours are excised from the 

body, the notion that ‘[d]eformity is evil’ (4) justifies the execution of those with bodily 

differences. Sontag argues that ‘[t]he use of cancer in political discourse encourages 

fatalism and justifies 'severe' measures - as well as strongly reinforcing the widespread 

notion that the disease is necessarily fatal’ (57). In Flora’s hive, disease is always fatal 

as the fertility police ensures that anyone who shows signs of contamination is either 
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killed or exiled, which is almost certainly also a death sentence. As Sontag’s 

engagement with disease metaphors suggests, metaphors of disease or deformity in 

the novel construct those who do not conform as evil or contagious. Significantly, all 

other instances of characters being interpellated as immoral in the novel are tied 

entirely to bodily functions that are not, as such, connected to disease. While Sontag’s 

approach focuses on contagious and noncommunicable diseases, her theory offers a 

productive framework for exploring moralisation of bodily functions with abilities like 

childbirth, inhabiting a complicated duality as both idealised and powerful and evil or 

sinful depending on whose body possesses the ability. There is no specific disease in 

the novel that prompts anxieties about contamination. Instead, disease is used by the 

Sisters as a discursive tool to manage natural biological functions and to support the 

ideologically motivated hierarchical structures of the hive. They treat even simple 

biological deformities with fear and as if they are contagious: ‘“Another wing deformity 

has been found.” […] “Deformities mean evil roams our hive. Somewhere hides a 

desecrating heretic, who dares steal sacred Motherhood from the Queen. That is why 

sickness comes, that is why deformities rise. From her foul issue!”’ (31). Even Flora’s 

unexpected ability to speak is treated with suspicion, as bodily functions are indicative 

of hierarchical status. Sontag suggests that ‘every form of social deviation can be 

considered an illness’ (41). Flora’s kin are treated as lesser in large parts because of 

their inability to communicate verbally, which is assumed to be a sign of their lack of 

intelligence that is construed as contagious. The division between the mute sanitation 

workers and the excited buzzing chatter of the higher-ranked bees offers a well-placed 

reminder of the ‘othering’ effects of any biological difference that Paull portrays through 

disease metaphor. Particularly religious constructions of morality that construct the 
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sanitation workers as morally contagious “sinners”, binary to the priestesses’ devotion 

and morality, lead to moments of violence in the novel. Paull’s portrayal of the 

kindness, the ritualistic killing of bees with deformities to keep the hive safe from 

contamination, reveals that any bodily function that is considered a social deviation is 

inevitably tied to similar anxieties as contagion and punished through death. Flora’s 

transcendence of these structures is interesting, as she draws power from her 

deformity and is eventually accepted rather than punished. She is initially selected by 

Sister Sage for her physical size; however, she later serves in different roles within the 

hive because her body continuously develops new transgressive abilities. 

In the fictional world of the hive, Flora experiences the consequences of the hive’s 

cosmology that encourages self-monitoring and obedience. Her ability to speak 

transcends the biological barriers of her kin; however, it is not a consciously 

transgressive action. She frequently experiences moments where speech is forced 

from her unwillingly, for example, the commandment ‘“Accept, Obey and Serve.” The 

words blurted from Flora’s mouth unbidden’ (16). Unbidden speech is a recurring 

theme of the novel, and it constructs speech as an institutionally controlled bodily 

function. Because Flora was never meant to be able to speak, she has not received the 

appropriate information about how these abilities are regulated in the hive. This is why 

she is frequently portrayed as a sinner for asking taboo questions or reprimanded for 

when she carries out orders in ways that are not deemed appropriate. In such 

moments, Flora aligns her natural instincts with moral transgressions and attempts to 

monitor her speech and actions more closely, as her ‘heart filled with shame at her 

mistake. She had misunderstood the Queen and been foolish and vain’ (83). The novel’s 

careful engagement with patterns of speech and silencing, alongside various modes of 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 319 
 

 

nonhuman communication like scent and vibration, constructs a self-aware critique of 

storytelling. It highlights discursive and thematic literary traditions that perpetuate 

dogmatic religious narratives of sin and salvation. Paull’s decision to position these 

alongside the non-human modes of communication reveals that while human 

storytelling practices are performative, other embodied methods of storytelling exist in 

the animal world. Minna Salami suggests that ‘[t]he truly hard problem is that the 

fragmented knowledge system in use today is unable to deal with the real issues 

confronting humanity because it neglects the experienced side of reality’ (20). She calls 

for a combined approach to knowledge that unites the intellectual and experiential 

alongside embodiment, spirit, feeling, and creativity. The Bees engages with a similar 

mode of storytelling, as the religious human narratives, crafted through language, 

instruct behaviour and existence. In contrast, the non-human scent and vibration 

stories represent exchanges of embodied experiences that activate bodily abilities 

directly. Examples include the scent-stories of the Queen’s library and the foraging 

knowledge that Flora is gifted by a foraging bee, as their knowledge is transferred 

wordlessly. They contain a purer “truth” because their knowledge is not subjected to 

attempts at representation, and they are instead felt as a kind of embodied experience. 

The novel is narrated in the third person with thoughts and questions expressed by 

Flora in the first person, which allows her the agency and space to question and 

challenge the structures of the hive that grant some kin the power of speech while 

excluding others. This narrative positionality is impactful because it explores the 

limitations of who represents, speaks, and hears. Erving Goffman argues that, in 

nonhuman narratives that include utterance, as is the case with The Bees, the author’s 

perspective constructs the space of the story and the speaker becomes ‘a protagonist 
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in a described scene, a ‘character’ in an anecdote, someone [...] who belongs to the 

world that is spoken about, not the world in which the speaking occurs’ (147). Paull’s 

decision to relay Flora’s speech through the third-person omnipresent narration means 

that the world of the novel is not where Flora’s speech occurs but rather a space where 

Paull ‘has selected the sentiments that are being expressed and the words in which 

they are encoded’ (144). Goffman suggests that this kind of engagement with 

nonhuman self-expression offers a change in footing that allows a reflective 

engagement with the discourse of the utterances. The change of footing in The Bees is 

carefully considered to highlight the structures of power within moments of speech and 

silence, as well as in discursive practices that either encourage or prohibit speech. 

Further, because she situates Flora’s speech in the narrative world of the novel and 

relate events that happened in the past rather than present it as a first-person account 

of the hive, Paull separates the world of the hive and the world of the novel to avoid 

speaking for Flora and passing off her own critical perspectives and concerns as 

Flora’s. Flora’s speech is always neutral and inquisitive, and her rebellious acts stem 

from her use of agency to fulfil a deep desire to serve the hive. It is her lack of 

understanding of social etiquette and abnormal biological instincts that lead her to defy 

the unspoken rules of the hive, rather than a conscious wish to disobey or undermine 

the structures of power. One example is when she watches the foragers return with 

nectar: 

To hide in the shadows felt disrespectful so Flora stepped out. Some instinct 

impelled her to bow to the centre of the atrium, but no sooner had she touched 

her antennae to the wax floor than her wing-latches clicked open, her virgin 

wings trembled as her engine fired, and she was lifted off her feet […] Bad 
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enough for a sanitation worker to be trespassing here, but to have used her 

wings – (47) 

Flora acts based on limited knowledge about how she ought to behave, but her body 

commits an act of disobedience instinctively. It is the emotional and critical 

perspectives of the world of the novel, into which Flora’s speech is recounted, that 

highlight her actions as transgressive and expose how the harmful structures of her 

hive’s ideology impact her embodied experience. Paull’s narrative maintains a distinct 

separation between the hive, Flora’s experiences, and the world of the novel, in which 

the hive is brought into an inherently human realm of emotional, social, and political 

context. 

In maintaining a separation between her portrayal of the hive and Flora’s experiences, 

Paull constructs Flora as a being with emotions, agency, and imagination without 

anthropomorphising her. The social structures of the hive resemble an inherently 

human feudal system with the Queen at its centre and power distributed to the Lords, 

Ladies, and Priestesses. Flora’s inability to navigate the hive’s hierarchical expectations 

constructs her as ‘other’ to the anthropomorphised portrayal of the hive. Paull’s careful 

distinction of Flora as a nonhuman being with agency and desires who struggles to find 

her voice and place in a humanised society offers an inversion of metaphors of 

automation, which are often directed at nonhumans like bees. Karl Marx’s assertion 

that what separates humans from animals is the human ability to imagine the finished 

product of labour before performing it is a particularly prominent example of a common 

discourse that portrays non-human animals as operating on a kind of biological 

automation. Marx argues:  



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 322 
 

 

What separates the worst builder from the best bee is that before the builder 

creates a structure in wax, he creates it in his head. The end result of the labor 

process already exists when the process begins; it exists as an idea—as 

something a worker imagines. (154) 

Morton draws on Marx’s allegory to explain anthropocentric constructions of 

imagination. He argues that confirmation bias, the tendency to accept hypotheses that 

confirm existing beliefs (in Marx’s case, anthropocentrism), ‘gives rise to ideas that 

bees are just blind robots while architects are gravity-defying subjects’ (Dark Ecology 

30). In other words, anthropocentric attitudes are trapped in a loop of confirmation bias 

in which we falsely assume that the human is the only animal that possesses 

imagination, as ‘the architect is imagining her or his building and the bee is just 

executing an algorithm’ (Morton, Dark Ecology 27). However, the docile members of the 

humanised hive are the ones who mindlessly execute a social algorithm. Flora can 

imagine herself as a nursery worker and a mother, and her transgressive love and 

motherly instincts eventually allow her to transgress the automation of the hive. 

Assumptions that only humans possess the ability to imagine reinforce our 

anthropocentric confirmation bias and hierarchies so that nonhuman animals become 

exclusively understood to blindly execute biological algorithms, even in the face of 

mounting evidence to the contrary. These assumptions construct the animal as an 

‘other’ or a mindless binary to the imaginative human species. However, as Morton 

argues, it has been proved ‘that bees build mental maps to find their way home—they 

aren’t just on autopilot. We are beginning to allow that nonhumans have minds’ (Dark 

Ecology 28). Writing like Paull’s, which portrays nonhuman minds as competing with or 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 323 
 

 

even surpassing human imagination, plays a crucial role in challenging anthropocentric 

assumptions about the inferiority of nonhuman thought and agency. 

Paull’s choice to structure the narrative from the perspective of a bee offers a way to 

imagine a world in which our anthropocentric confirmation bias no longer limits our 

understanding of animals as biologically automated. David Herman argues that 

‘narratives told by nonhuman narrators engage readers in a dialectic of 

defamiliarization and empathy—defamiliarizing (at least in some instances) human-

centric frames of reference while also promoting empathy with other-than-human ways 

of being-in-the-world’ (3). Flora 77’s passionate descriptions of wayfinding and nectar 

collection suggest that what appears as robotic behaviour to the human observer might 

be a non-human form of embodiment. In Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett argues that 

agency is not exclusive to the human and that all objects, including non-sentient 

possess the force to affect bodies. The affective power of things, which Bennett terms 

“thing-power”, derives from their relational entanglement or in which assemblages 

where human and non-human forces act together. She suggests: 

In other words, human power is itself a kind of thing-power. At one level this 

claim is uncontroversial: it is easy to acknowledge that humans are composed 

of various material parts (the minerality of our bones, or the metal of our blood, 

or the electricity of our neurons). But it is more challenging to conceive of these 

materials as lively and self-organizing, rather than as passive or mechanical 

means under the direction of something nonmaterial, that is, an active soul or 

mind. (10) 
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Bennett describes humans as an especially complex material system and suggests that 

our insistence in defining a difference between (human) subject and object 

instrumentalize matter. She calls for a reconfiguration of politics to include non-human 

actants, that includes the deconstruction of anthropocentric hierarchies which assume 

that some beings are ontologically superior to others. Her portrayal of vibrant matter 

offers a productive lens to explore portrayals of networks across the texts in this thesis. 

Paull’s portrayal of Flora’s hive greatly resembles the technological imagery in both 

Snow Crash and Time War, as the hive’s buzzing and vibrating energy resembles the 

hum of a computer. The physical space of the hive, like Hiro’s metaverse library and 

Red’s knowledge network, allows Flora to receive knowledge directly from the hive 

mind by “plugging” into the vibrations of the hive. Paull describes: 

As she followed, the vibrations in the comb floor became more insistent, 

stronger and stronger as if it were a living thing beneath her, energy running in all 

directions. With a buzzing sensation through all her six feet, a torrent of 

information rushed up through her body and into her brain. (9) 

Her description of the connectivity and communication flowing through the hive inverts 

the separation between body and mind, which is often contained within the 

descriptions of technological networks in speculative novels like Snow Crash and Time 

War, both of which portray information networks as disembodied. Katherine N. Hayles 

suggests that after World War II, information became disembodied and the cyborg 

emerged as a cultural artefact. She argues that ‘[w]hen information loses its body, 

equating humans and computers is especially easy, for the materiality in which the 

thinking mind is instantiated appears incidental to its essential nature (2). Flora’s hive, 
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in contrast, relies entirely on the individual’s embodied connections to the currents and 

scents within the comb of the hive. Arguably, Paull’s network imagery engages 

satirically with anthropocentric assumptions, such as those in Marx’s architect/bee 

allegory, which construct nonhumans as “robotic” and incapable of imagination. Her 

emphasis on the importance of the bees’ embodied knowledge reflects a similar 

sentiment to Morton’s critique of Marx’s allegory: 

What I require the Marxist to do is to prove that the architect has imagination. 

Prove that I have imagination, as a human being. Prove that I’m not executing an 

algorithm. More to the point, prove that my idea that I’m not executing an 

algorithm isn’t just the variety of algorithm that I’ve been programmed to 

execute. (Dark Ecology 31) 

Morton’s request for proof that humans do not simply execute algorithms also 

highlights how confirmation bias tends to make demands of the ‘other’ to disprove 

assumptions that are not made about humans. Paull’s non-anthropomorphised animal 

protagonist, who struggles to conform to her hive’s ideology, engages directly with 

questions of human autonomy by constructing Flora’s anthropomorphised hive as 

automated. Through her construction of the hive in similar terms to religious Western 

society, Paull suggests that human societies are created through a system of 

automation where everything from our cosmological stories and the language we use to 

tell them, to the way we ensure our survival, labour, food, and health management, 

etc., reinforces anthropocentric ideologies. 

The hive’s religion is structured around the Queen’s unquestionable health and fertility. 

The Queen is an idealised symbol of health and bodily abilities, and the ranks of the 
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hive are structured around the levels of these capabilities. The Queen possesses the 

full range, from speech, navigation, and the ability to fly, breed and birth. The closer to 

the Queen a bee is in the hierarchy, the more of these abilities are available to them; 

however, ‘[o]nly the Queen may breed. That was the first law of life, so holy it needed no 

place in prayer for it was a rule literally incarnate in every sister’s body’ (32). To question 

her fertility is sacrilege and suggesting that she is the cause of the larval deformities is 

punishable by death. To maintain the structures that limit physical abilities according to 

hierarchical status, the hive employs a discourse of disease to create barriers between 

‘normative’ bodies and those whose bodies do not conform to expectations. The hive’s 

portrayal of disease or deformity as evil constructs a social moral obligation for the 

individual to participate in disease prevention. The hive’s religious narratives of morality 

reinforce its institutional discipline. According to Foucault, institutional discipline 

‘produces subjected and practised bodies, ‘docile’ bodies’ (Discipline and Punish 60). 

The hive’s inner workings greatly resemble Foucault’s identification of discipline, from 

the separation of different kinds of workers and strict timetabling of rituals to 

surveillance and control of activities. Docile bodies are also subjected to internalised 

control and expected to self-monitor. Interestingly, Foucault highlights monasteries as 

sites that create docile bodies, and Flora’s hive is structured similarly to a monastery, 

with the Sisters organising the deity-like worship of the Queen. It is significant that the 

Queen, despite inhabiting the position of ruler, does not actually govern the hive. While 

her word is law as long as she produces healthy larvae, the hive does not hesitate to kill 

her when she has surpassed her usefulness, and while this causes unrest, it does not 

fundamentally change the inner workings of the hive. This is because the hive does not 

generally obey commands issued by one specific sovereign but is instead structured 
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around a series of commandments and six foundational stories that are kept in the 

Queen’s library. After she saves the hive from a vicious attack by a wasp, Flora is 

allowed to visit the library and meet the Queen, who tells her about the six panels on 

the walls of the library. The Queen explains: 

“They tell of our religion, and must be fed with attention. After my labours I have 

not strength to scent them myself, though my ladies do their best. The 

priestesses read them when they can, but in these strange times they are so 

busy with matters of governance that it is not their priority.” The Queen smiled. 

“Tales of the world, my daughter, of beauty and terror” (80). 

These stories are a central part of the biopolitical structures of the hive, as they 

construct the framework for behaviour that citizens must conform to. The Queen 

confides in Flora that she has not possessed the strength to “worship” the hive’s 

stories for a long time and that she has begun to forget them. She instead delegates the 

task to the priestesses and ladies of the hive, who must “read” the stories in the library 

regularly to ensure that the knowledge is maintained within the Hive network. When 

Flora fought the wasp, she noticed that ‘[d]eep within the hive, a faint vibration pulsed 

towards her. It spoke in her mind. Keep still. Hold firm and wait’ (63). The voice is the 

Hive-Mind, and it instructs the bees on how to defeat the wasp based on the knowledge 

contained within the Queen’s library. The Hive-Mind manages the Queen’s subjects 

based on the knowledge from the library and sends commands automatically in 

response to threats or needs of the hive. This resembles what Tony D. Sampson 

identifies as molar virality, systems of information and ideas that spread virally through 

networks. He argues: 



C h a p t e r  4 :  W o r d s  M a t t e r ,  o r  W o r d s  a s  M a t t e r ?  | 328 
 

 

Molar virality is, I contend, endemic to new biopolitical strategies of social 

power, that is, a discursive (and prediscursive) means of organizing and exerting 

control via, for instance, the widespread imposition of generalized 

immunological defences, anomaly detection techniques, and the obligation of 

personal hygiene in network security. Control is therefore justified through these 

social inventions by way of drumming up presocial uncertainties concerning 

contamination. (5) 

The Hive-Mind is a kind of biopolitical network that spreads through the space of the 

hive as vibrations and forms a network of minds to form the hive’s defence. The Hive-

mind takes complete control of both the minds and bodies of the bees and overrules 

any independent thought or instinct. It resembles both the global network of Neal 

Stephenson’s Snow Crash and Jeff VanderMeer’s hive-mind network in the Southern 

Reach trilogy. The stories in the Queen’s library spread virally through the network of 

the hive through systems of automation that execute in the face of specific external 

conditions, for example, wasp attacks. As Sampson argues, this kind of automation 

through disease as discourse is a foundational part of biopower. Given Morton’s 

suggestion that bees are widely understood to be robots, and Paull’s portrayal of the 

hive’s networks and prevention measures, Flora’s hive-world is particularly well-suited 

to explore the automation and perceived naturalness of biopower. 

The stories of the hive are exclusively preoccupied with biopolitical measures like 

detection of anomalies and quarantining, and these structures function in invisible and 

ordinary ways within the hive, which reveals that biopolitical power becomes 

naturalized in much the same way as ideological myth. They become such intrinsic 
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parts of the hive’s social and spatial contexts and stories that the motives and power 

structures behind them are obscured. The segregation of different kin ranks means that 

each type of worker is restricted to learn and know only things that are useful to their 

specific work. Unless they have a task to perform in other parts of the hive, they do not 

know how each kin operates and for what purposes. Even when the sanitation workers 

are ordered to restricted areas of the hive, they are ushered ‘into a cordoned-off area, to 

prevent contamination of higher kin passing to and fro on hive business’ (55). The kin 

separation is achieved through a discourse of disease, which portrays the “lesser” kin 

as morally contagious. Establishing morality through disease metaphors is an integral 

component of the hive’s ideological commandments and functions as an automated 

biopolitical tool to control the movement of the hive’s population and to keep each kin 

docile through a lack of knowledge. 

The hive’s structures of linguistic biopower reflect Foucault’s identification that 

biopower is built into the very foundation of human society, and shapes everything from 

our cities to our behaviours. He argues that ‘[i]t is simply a matter of maximizing the 

positive elements, for which one provides the best possible circulation, and of 

minimizing what is risky and inconvenient, like theft and disease, while knowing that 

they will never be completely suppressed’ (Security, Territory, Population 19). Our 

physical reality is modelled based on desires to minimise occurrences of contagion and 

for easier management of those instances where it cannot be fully avoided, which 

constitutes what Foucault terms a “milieu”. Flora’s hive is structured in a similar way. 

Flora reflects that ‘certain routes were blocked by kin-sensitive scent-locks, which 

stopped the floras polluting holy areas of the hive […] After being buffeted back once or 

twice by the powerful scents, even the slowest sanitation worker like Flora learned not 
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to try that way again’ (40). The hive is constructed in a way that separates bees 

according to their function within the hive, and areas are sealed off with biological locks 

to ensure minimal overlap. Foucault argues that the biopolitical space raises a problem 

of the “naturalness” of the human species and the artifice of the milieu: 

[T]he milieu appears as a field of intervention in which, instead of affecting 

individuals as a set of legal subjects capable of voluntary actions—which would 

be the case of sovereignty—and instead of affecting them as a multiplicity of 

organisms, of bodies capable of performances, and of required performances—

as in discipline—one tries to affect, precisely, a population. I mean a multiplicity 

of individuals who are and fundamentally and essentially only exist biologically 

bound to the materiality within which they live. (Security, Territory, Population 

21) 

If the human species exists fundamentally in the context of an artificially constructed 

material reality, ‘the milieu becomes the determining factor of nature’ (23). Any space 

created or cultivated by human hands is intrinsically linked to biopolitical structures, 

such as disease management. Following this logic, it is almost impossible, then, to 

make sense of our material reality in a way that is not concerned with health and 

security, as these shape our world. As Joseph Hurtgen argues, ‘[a]rchives surround us, 

informing who we are, what we are, and what we can and cannot do’ (2). Paull’s 

construction of the six stories in the Queen’s library suggests that biopolitical 

structures become part of cosmological stories through their foundational presence in 

the world around us. 
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The Queen’s ladies tell Flora that ‘[t]o tend these panels is to strengthen the Hive Mind 

with the ancient scent-stories of our faith’ (73), or in other words, to reinforce the 

narratives around which their society is constructed. Hurtgen argues that ‘[i]n sf, 

governments and corporations use the archive to perpetuate conformity to cultural, 

political, and national systems […] Archives are not always static retainers of 

information, but are often cultural products, producing ideas and information often 

vetted by the elite for public consumption’ (6). Archives, such as the Queen’s library, 

are part of biopolitical systems that reinforce ideology and control citizens through 

curation and regulation of access to information. The stories all warn against dangers to 

the hive, and they draw on similar binaries that Morton identifies in the agrilogistics 

project. Morton argues that ‘[t]he agrilogistic algorithm consists of numerous 

subroutines: eliminate contradiction and anomaly, establish boundaries between the 

human and the nonhuman, maximize existence over and above any quality of existing’ 

(Dark Ecology 46). He argues that this system is inherently anthropocentric as it is built 

on a view of the world and its beings in terms of their usefulness to secure human 

survival. The stories in the library closely resemble the three key elements of the 

agrilogistics project. The first story, The Honeyflow, tells the story of the “myriad”, 

which is any animal that might hurt the hive. This story establishes a distinct separation 

between the hive and ‘other’ beings, and like the agrilogistics project, labels the ‘other’ 

as dangerous. The second story, called The Kindness, portrays the execution of 

members of the hive to protect against deformity and illness. Flora does not fully 

understand the other panels, except for the final one, which shows a deformed baby in 

its crib and a creeping darkness. Flora’s reaction to the final panel is visceral as it 

reflects the greatest anxiety of the hive, but also portrays a scene that Flora has already 
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experienced. When she was saved from the kindness by Sister Sage, she was taken to 

work in the nursery as an experiment. Her time in the nursery ends because the fertility 

police find a larva with deformities, and Sister Sage orders Flora to remove the baby 

from the nursery to conceal the fact that she has worked at a station above sanitation. 

The fertility police demand: 

Eat it alive. The voice spoke inside Flora’s own mind. She clutched the baby 

tighter and a searing sound went through her antennae. Do it NOW. Tear it apart. 

Flora bowed her own head over the baby and shielded it with her arms. The voice 

roared louder in her mind. DESTROY IT— Her antennae felt like they had burst 

with the blow that struck her. She staggered and fell, the baby still clutched to 

her. Blows shook her body and her antennae became two pulsing rods of agony. 

The screaming baby was pulled from her grasp. She felt its warm blood splash 

her face and heard its tearing flesh and the grunts of the fertility police as they 

devoured it. As Flora screamed, her tongue twisted hard in her mouth and she 

choked on the sound. (33) 

The brutal destruction of the deformed larva clearly illustrates Paull’s critical 

engagement with biopolitical structures and their unethical justification of violence 

towards the non-conforming body. Flora’s emotional reaction to the brutality invites the 

reader to feel empathy towards the deformed bees and those forced to witness this 

violence and live in fear that they will be deemed a sinner. Paull’s portrayal of the 

violence towards contaminated larvae is twofold; it mirrors human biopolitical 

constructions of morality, which legitimises violent acts or ‘othering’. It also highlights 

that the scale for human violence against nonhuman beings is much more severe than 
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against other humans. Flora’s horror makes visible the brutality of social structures that 

are deeply ingrained in our contemporary society. Flora’s many experiences of the 

kindness and her own narrow escape from execution highlight how violence is justified 

through the cosmological stories of the hive. The estranged setting of the Hive 

highlights how similar human cosmological narratives justify our own anthropocentric 

behaviour. The stories reciprocally influence discursive practices that construct those 

who are ‘other’ as immoral. Because the scent-stories are ancient and foundational 

myths, the ideological motives behind them have been lost, and they have become 

naturalised. However, they are also protected by biopolitical control, as to question 

their value is a sin which is punished almost as harshly as the sin of deformity. 

Flora discovers this as she is repeatedly met with hostility when she asks 

questions, with reactions like ‘More questions…’ (67) and ‘[d]o not question a 

priestess’ (5). In her eagerness to serve the hive, she learns as much as she can 

from every kin that she meets. However, when she has served her purpose in the 

nursery and is returned to sanitation, she is altered by the priestesses so that 

she loses her transcendent abilities. Flora reflects: 

The sensation was very strange. As the chemicals jolted into her brain her body shook, 

but she did not feel pain, only waves of numbness, stronger and stronger until her 

consciousness shrank to calm and blackness. ‘717.’ The voice came from a great 

distance. ‘Get up.’ […] Like the rest of her kin-sisters, Flora worked in a dull haze, 

interspersed with pauses for Devotion. When the fragrance of the Queen’s Love rose 

through the vibrating comb, the sanitation workers stopped wherever they were and 

cried out in slurred reverence, and Flora felt a moment of blissful relief from the 
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constant pain in her head. Then they all returned to work, and her consciousness 

shrank back down to whatever task was in hand. (38) 

The passage reads almost as a description of electric shock therapy or a lobotomy, two 

procedures that both alter the brain to eliminate antisocial behaviour. When Flora 

attempts to think of anything outside of what is authorised for the sanitation workers or 

move outside of their designated areas, her antennae begin to throb with excruciating 

pain that makes her lose track of her thoughts and diverts her back to her path. Carol J. 

Adams argues that these treatments were performed based on ‘[t]he idea of altering the 

brain in order to facilitate social compliance and eliminate undesirable behavior’ (12). 

Likewise, Walter Freeman further suggests: 

[T]he frontal lobes are essential for satisfactory social adaptation […] certain 

individuals may suffer from perverted activity of these areas and may become 

capable of better adaptation when these lobes are partially inactivated […] The 

emotional nucleus of the psychosis is removed, the sting of the disorder, is 

drawn. (vii) 

Freeman’s phrasing of the connection between the body and social conformity is 

significant, as it constructs mental illness as a form of immoral or “perverted” 

embodied hyperactivity that must be controlled through physical intervention. Flora’s 

body is similarly hyperactive, capable of many things that it should not be, and her 

nonconformity is centred in emotions and embodied instincts. She regains her 

knowledge and memories because her body reacts instinctively to abuse at the hands 

of a drone: 
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Her tongue, so long hard and twisted, was warming and softening, and the 

disgusting taste of the drone waste was fading. Strength was coursing through 

her body, and her antennae throbbed as their inner channels opened up, 

restoring her vision and hearing. Most amazing of all was her sense of smell. She 

could discern all the different waxes used to make the floor tiles on which she 

lay, and the propolis inlay of the drone cells; she could smell the warm dirty 

odour of the sanitation workers’ bodies toiling around her. (42) 

Her awakening describes her relief when her embodied senses return to her. Alongside 

these senses, she frequently describes instinctual emotions; she feels drawn to the 

larvae in the nursery, affection for her kin sisters, gratitude to the Sister who saved her 

from The Kindness, and respect for the forager who grants her knowledge of how to fly. 

Most importantly, her maternal love for her eggs overpowers all law or reason imposed 

on her by the hive. Her bodily deformity is explicitly linked to a heightened sense of 

emotion, which poses a risk to the hive’s social order. Paull’s lobotomy-like portrayal of 

discipline under which the Sisters reintegrate Flora into the hive’s hierarchy is 

significant because it impedes her embodied connection both to her body and to the 

hive. This suggests that embodied knowledge is a threat to the biopolitical systems of 

the hive, as it makes her resistant to the structures of automation on which the hive 

operates. This is evident when Flora returns to the hive after serving the Queen and 

finds that Devotion, a ritual in which the Queen’s scent calms and unifies the hive, no 

longer has any effect on her: 

At the vibration in the comb and change in the air Flora pressed her six feet down 

into the wax, opened her spiracles and drew the fragrance deep into her body. It 
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had no effect. Her sisters were enraptured in a blissful state of union with the 

queen, but Flora remained trapped in her own consciousness. (87) 

Flora’s transgression of the Sisters’ mind control makes her unable to participate 

wholly in Devotion. This is because her embodied knowledge has allowed her to create 

a stronger sense of self that makes her resistant to structures in the hive that seek to 

make her body docile, for example, Devotion and hive mantras, which render the bees 

more susceptible to the Sisters’ scent control and abilities to read minds. 

Every time Flora has served her purpose and returns to her sanitation kin, she seems to 

accidentally fall into new roles within the hive. She is permitted to continue to perform 

tasks that are above her station, not out of compassion or kindness by any of the 

supervising sisters, but because the hive cannot afford to waste resources and labour. 

When she receives knowledge about how to forage from a dying forage bee, Lily 500, 

Flora is permitted to fly the routes passed to her to verify whether they are safe. She 

delivers important knowledge about poisoned fields, and is further permitted to forage, 

despite the hive commandments that state that her kin may never forage. Sister Sage 

explains: 

The true passage of bud to bloom to fruit to seed is coded in the walls of Her 

Majesty’s Library – but this new season of flood is not inscribed. Every sister 

knows our forager losses, but coarse wings may endure more than those of high-

born kin – and so for reason of these extraordinary times we announce an 

exception to the ancient order of our hive. Flora 717 is permitted to forage. (124) 

Flora’s permission to perform labour that falls outside of the tasks of her kin is a direct 

result of the changing environment. The hive has no biopolitical strategies in place to 
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deal with the unprecedented levels of rain, which keep the foragers from being able to 

fly. To avoid wasted resources, the strict hierarchy between the different kin is 

temporarily relaxed. Paull’s portrayal of the temporary disregard of this otherwise 

ruthless hierarchy highlights that our rapidly changing environment reveals that 

structures of biopower are ideologically motivated. Institutions that establish and 

reinforce biopower outwardly project a “for the greater good” mentality. For example, 

Flora is told that her kin’s segregation from the rest of the hive is for the health of the 

hive, ‘for she is impure […] for she is clumsy […] for she has no taste’ (25). However, in 

every new role that she performs, Flora proves that she is equally, if not more capable 

than bees of a higher kin. The eventual disintegration of the strict hierarchy within her 

hive, which leads to her discovery of the Queen’s illness and her daughter's ascension 

to the throne, reveals that these structures have very little to do with managing threats 

of disease. Instead, they serve to keep the workers from being able to challenge the 

governing powers of the hive through severe restriction and access to knowledge 

between the different kin, so that any one kin possess only enough knowledge to 

perform their duties. This is designed to prevent the kind of uprising that the Sage and 

Teasel kin stage after the Queen’s death, as these kin attempt to claim power by being 

the first kin to produce a new Queen. While environmental change is featured as an 

undercurrent to the anxieties of life in the hive, it is also a significant catalyst for change 

and what makes Flora’s transcendence possible in the first place. Paull’s 

reconfiguration of human cosmological narratives highlights that dogmatic storytelling 

is directly responsible for justifications of harmful anthropocentric attitudes. Through 

Flora’s experience of unprecedented change, she suggests that such change offers a 
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unique opportunity for reconfiguring the stories and behaviours that shape our 

relationship with the nonhuman world. 

Through these layers of worlding, Paull forms a critique of biopolitical structures and 

the cosmological stories that reinforce them by separating the experiential world of the 

hive and the critical world of the novel. Not only does the separation between these two 

worlds allow for cognitive distancing from these issues, which enables the reader to 

reflect on real-life, contemporary biopolitical structures, but it also exposes the ways in 

which anthropocentric attitudes that lead to environmental changes impact nonhuman 

modes of existence in similar ways. In the introduction to this chapter, I asked you to 

imagine the first world-layer as the factual world of a real hive, which served as 

inspiration for this novel. Imagine now that the changes in the previously presumed 

automated structures of the hive include increased birth deformities, inexplicable 

illnesses among foragers, and decreased levels of production in the hive. The change in 

behaviour within the hive, like frequent killings of deformed larvae or ill foragers, is the 

bee equivalent of biopolitical strategies. Paull’s portrayal of the very human biopolitical 

structures modelled onto Flora’s hive warns of an intensification in biopower caused by 

environmental changes and increased anxieties about contagions in the human world. 

However, it also suggests that nonhumans whose environments are irrevocably altered 

or damaged by human interference experience a similar intensification of biopolitical 

structures. DeMello argues: 

These animals [i.e., animals narrating their life experiences] often speak for us—

allowing writers to discuss concepts like loneliness, alienation, or slavery, 

through the voices of animals—helping us understand what it is to be human. 
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But speaking animals today are much more than simply allegorical devices. 

Increasingly today, animals are allowed to speak for themselves, demonstrating 

a new awareness of animal subjectivity, and a desire on the part of many animal 

lovers to give that subjectivity a voice. (4) 

Paull’s careful worlding situates the consequences of this kind of change within a 

human realm of analogy, where the horrors of Flora’s hive help us understand both 

what it means to be human and what it might mean to be nonhuman. She draws on a 

discourse of disease to construct the hive’s moral framework in ways that mirror our 

contemporary reality to expose how these structures intensify in times of 

unprecedented change. The novel’s engagement with fear of contagion and increased 

violence within Flora’s hive offers an allegory for the contemporary human reality, one 

in which climate change and globalisation challenge fundamental social structures. 

However, in her engagement with nonhuman speech, Paull also highlights that climate 

changes have equally, if not more, disastrous consequences for nonhuman beings who 

experience displacement, mysterious contagions, and food scarcity as a direct result of 

human actions. Our impact on the environment is changing the spatial context of 

nonhuman beings, but as ‘there is a general anthropocentric doubt that bees have 

conditions at all’ (Morton, Dark Ecology 49), it is easy to ignore this reality. Through an 

inversion of the “bees as robots” trope, Paull forces the reader to acknowledge 

nonhumans as beings capable of imagination that exist in their own social systems with 

cosmological narratives that are all affected by environmental change. Her nonhuman 

biography serves as an important reminder that bees and other nonhuman beings are 

integral parts of our ecosystem, and without their pollination of our crops, we would 

experience similar, unprecedented levels of starvation and ecological change. 
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Conclusion 

 

This is How You Lose the Time War, and The Bees both reveal the transgressive 

possibilities of speculative storytelling. They question knowledge and experience in 

similar ways to Minna Salami’s Sensuous Knowledge, in which she asserts that 

Europatriarchal Knowledge dismisses and excludes foundational experiences and 

voices to solidify white patriarchal values. Salami suggests: 

Defeating Europatriarchal Knowledge is […] a challenging process. It involves a 

completely new way of thinking and being in the world. It means seeing 

knowledge not as static but as a creative project, something that grows and 

advances—a human activity, an artwork. But that’s precisely what makes it 

worthwhile. (27) 

As Salami highlights, Europatriarchal Knowledge casts nature as a subservient ‘other’, 

as ‘men are not supposed to identify with nature except to master it’ (79). The novels 

are highly sophisticated in the ways they draw on literary tradition and biblical stories to 

subvert and challenge anthropocentric storytelling practices. Time War pays a 

disproportionate amount of attention the landscapes through which Red and Blue 

travel. Red is particularly preoccupied with reflections on how their interference as 

agents in the Time War irrevocably changes the physical space in which their wars are 

fought. Her blatant lack of interest when she recounts the historical context of her 

battles offers a satirical comment upon the anthropocentric attitudes that become 

naturalized through myth’s focus on human experiences of the world. Through her 

refusal to engage with the myths of history, except in the case of Atlantis, where she is 

unable to contain her blatant distaste for the mythical status of the place, Red disrupts 
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the power of myth with her indifference. Barthes argues that myth draws its power from 

collective acceptance that embeds it within culture, and suggests that ‘myth hides 

nothing: it’s function is to distort, not to make disappear’ (Mythologies 145). Red’s 

reluctance to engage with myth as a shared symbolic language, allows her to begin to 

unravel anthropocentric discursive practices that portray landscapes solely in relation 

to human events or desires. The landscapes that she so carefully describes become the 

historical context of her love story, as they contain the letters from Blue, inscribed in 

logs or carried by birds, inextricably connected to the space where she finds them. They 

both carry the letters, which contain pieces of the other and the materials of the spaces 

where they were written, inside their bodies. Blue writes that ‘I like you to know, with my 

words in your mouth, the places and ways in which I think of you. It feels good to be 

reciprocal; eat this part of me while I drive reeds into the depth of you, spill out 

something sweet’ (77). The imagery of Blue’s infiltration of Red’s body, as she grows 

through her through the seedling letter, highlights the speculative nature of their 

exchanged stories. While the letters sometimes take the form of actual letters and are 

eventually translated into actual words, their form and content are rooted in embodied 

experiences of the place where they were written and consumed. El-Mohtar and 

Gladstone’s play with the materiality of the letters offers a vision of what posthuman 

embodied storytelling might look like. The very purpose of the letters is to make the 

recipient feel in both a psychological and an embodied sense, and ‘Red likes to feel. It 

is a fetish. Now she feels fear. And eagerness’ (9). The materiality of the letters is 

therefore inseparable from the meaning of the message as they share embodied 

experiences through the words and the acts of reading, which require all bodily senses. 
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The Bees similarly imagines new ways of telling embodied stories that transgress 

'othering’ discursive practices. Structures of morality in the hive are often linked to 

bodily functions, as any possession too many or too few physical abilities is treated as 

evil. For example, Flora’s ability to create flow or forage is only tolerated because of the 

environmental circumstances that threaten the hive. When the Sisters subject her to a 

lobotomy after she loses her ability to produce flow, Flora continues to be demoralised 

by higher kin for her lack of ability and finesse. After she spends time with higher kin of 

the hive, Flora initially feels irritation at the sanitation worker’s inability to communicate 

through speech. However, she gradually develops a sense of respect for the sanitation 

workers. Once she observes the cruelty of the higher kin and returns to sanitation, she 

reflects that ‘their aspect [was] no longer dirty and vile, and their scent a comfort’ (39). 

Flora learns to communicate in various ways, from speech to vibrations, ingestion, 

scent, and dance. Paull makes clear distinctions between the impact of different kinds 

of communication, and language is primarily one of morality and control. Scent and 

vibration are modes of communication that are available to all levels of bees, and they 

allow them to exchange knowledge and experience directly without the interference of 

representation. The knowledge these forms of communication contain is purely bodily 

and leads to the development of intuition and physical abilities. The final mode of 

communication, which is also the most celebrated, is dance. Dance is a taught 

language that enables bees to share flight paths to nectar and warn of dangers along 

the way. Not all bees are able to learn to dance, but Flora learns from a forager: 

Finding space by Flora, she began to dance. Slow and clear she stamped out a 

simple phrase, over and over until the bees understood it and the rhythm caught. 

[…] Flora ran too, thrilled by the mixed scent of nectar and the cold fresh air 
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clinging to the forager’s wings. Her mind grew sharp with excitement as her feet 

picked up the choreography – and suddenly she understood the language of the 

dance. (88) 

Dance is a celebrated form of communication because it serves a crucial operational 

role within the hive and signals that the bee is particularly skilled in using their senses 

to serve their hive. These forms of communication exist outside of moral constructions 

tied to speech and are not subjected to hierarchical structures of control, as the 

knowledge of dance is available to all spectators, even if they cannot dance 

themselves. When the hive hibernates for winter, Flora decides to teach the basics of 

dance to her kin to give them a stronger chance of survival through the ability to forage. 

As the governing kin of the hive are not able to reinforce their ban against lower kin 

learning to forage, Flora is able to share her knowledge freely. In the absence of control, 

the sanitation workers begin to forage, dance, and even speak. While these abilities are 

guided by Flora’s shared knowledge, they are natural embodied abilities that already 

exist within the sanitation workers, but they have been repressed due to the hive’s 

connection between certain bodily functions and moral values. This reveals that the 

hive’s control over knowledge is predicated on their ability to prevent its citizens from 

becoming familiar with their own embodied instincts. Herman argues: 

[I]n engaging with acts of self-narration that cross species lines, creators of 

animal autobiographies also broach questions about genre, truth status, and the 

structure as well as the politics of narrative representation—in this case, the 

practice of narrativizing the experiences of subjects who communicate via 

resources that extend beyond human language systems. (2) 
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Paull’s inclusion of moments of non-verbal communication offers new perspectives on 

the possibilities of post-anthropocentric embodied storytelling because they draw on 

very real non-human modes of communication. Paull also situates these forms of 

narrative in direct contrast to recognised human forms represented through speech 

and food. Speaking and eating in the novel are subjected to strict politics and patterns 

of supply/withholding. Like the words ‘‘Accept, Obey and Serve’’ (16) are placed in 

Flora’s mouth unbiddenly, honey is likewise fed to her to make her subservient. Sister 

Sage feeds the newly hatched Flora: 

Then she inclined her head over Flora’s mouth and fed her one golden drop of 

honey. The effect was immediate and astonishing. Clarity washed Flora’s mind 

and her body filled with strength. She understood that Sister Sage wished her to 

follow in silence, and that she must do whatever she asked. (5) 

 

As this passage follows immediately after Flora’s harsh introduction to the fertility 

police and the hive’s philosophy on the morality of deformity, it constructs a satirical 

allusion to the common idiom “drinking the Kool-Aid”. The idiom, which stems from the 

1978 Jonestown Massacre where a cult committed mass suicide by drinking poison, 

has broadly transformed to signal blind devotion to a cause. Flora’s hive is portrayed as 

almost clinically clean and simplistic, and the lower ranks live in constant states of 

starvation as resources are reserved for the higher ranks. She watches a hatched drone 

eat and notices that ‘her own mouth [was] dry and her hunger keen. ‘Greed is a sin 717.’ 

Sister Sage was beside her again’ (9). Sister Sage’s reprimand suggests that the hive 

requires its members to suppress their bodily functions to serve the needs of the hive. 
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They achieve this by treating those who are unable to keep their embodied experiences 

in check and as sinful or evil. Paull’s portrayal of the indoctrinating powers of honey is 

very similar to Garden’s honey in Time War. In both novels, the golden honey is tied to 

institutionally controlled knowledge and makes the consumer docile. Red reflects that 

Garden is ‘profusely floral, all arcing elder trees, neural pollen, bees gathering 

memories from eyes and tongue, honey libraries dripping knowledge from the comb’ 

(27). Her hyperbolic reflection of the bee-like efficiency of Garden’s surveillance efforts 

suggests that the agents are fed propaganda concealed as knowledge. Garden’s bees 

harvest experience and memories from their nervous systems and eyes to ensure that 

the stories they tell are true, which resembles the mind control in Flora’s hive. However, 

Red also describes an almost suffocating richness as ‘[s]pace here is sick. Thick. Slick. 

She drowns in cloying honey-heavy light’ (133). Garden’s propaganda colonises the 

agents through space itself, which reveals that they are so entirely embedded in 

Garden’s ideology that it makes up everything they consume, think, or feel. 

The Bees exposes how biopower, written into space itself, shapes lived experiences 

through infiltration of the very foundations of our sensemaking stories. In many ways, 

the forms of ideological control in Time War are biopolitical in less overt ways, as the 

factions’ plans are only accessible to their leaders. Where Red and Blue’s defiance 

exposes the artifice of dogmatic ideology, The Bees targets the structures of control 

embedded in society and its spaces, which make this scale of ideological power 

possible. Both novels construct their critiques of ideological power through a careful 

engagement with intertextuality and literary tradition as elements of embedded 

structures of ideological power. Barthes suggests that the language of the text brings 

social and discursive contexts into the text. He argues: 
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Any text is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of code, formulae, rhythmic 

models, fragments of social languages, etc., pass into the text and are 

redistributed within it, for there is always language before and around the text. 

Intertextuality, the condition of any text whatsoever, cannot, of course, be 

reduced to a problem of sources or influences; the intertext is a general field of 

anonymous formulae whose origin can scarcely ever be located; of unconscious 

or automatic quotations, given without quotation marks. (Theory of the Text 39) 

Barthes' identification that social influences permeate the text suggests that 

transgressive writing, such as Time War and The Bees, must contend with the literary 

tradition into which they are writing, as well as the discursive potentials of the language 

used to construct their worlds. The novels engage critically with the historical and 

linguistic contexts of meaning by bringing these concerns to the forefront and 

challenging the reader to project meaning into the nonhuman space of the narratives. 

El-Mohtar and Gladstone accomplish this in a quite literal sense, as their strategic 

historical and literary references ask the reader to recount social knowledge. The Bees 

is much more subtle in the way that it makes the reader complicit in projecting human 

meaning onto the nonhuman space of the hive. Paull’s portrayal of the very human 

cosmologies of the hive, which restrict natural bodily function and seek to undermine 

nonhuman modes of communication, constructs a very clear distinction between 

human and nonhuman structures of power. This asks the reader to reflect on how these 

structures impact them as humans by making embedded structures of power visible, 

but it also reveals the controlling effects that these structures have when extended to 

nonhuman subjects. Arguably, the novel’s celebratory portrayal of non-verbal 

communication, such as dance and scent, also highlights the dangers of placing 
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greater value in the kinds of anthropocentric cosmological stories exemplified in Flora’s 

hive than in the embodied, nonhuman knowledge and practices that are increasingly 

discouraged. The hive’s cosmology encourages a speciesism that casts all other beings 

as “lower” ranking sinners, particularly other hymenopterans, because they have 

moved on from the ideology that the bees follow. Flora encounters a wasp who tells her 

that the reason bees and wasps no longer coexist peacefully and share a language is 

that the bees have deemed the wasps impure for no longer foraging. The old tongue was 

also spoken by ants, but this has almost been forgotten because the Hive sees them as 

enemies. However, being able to communicate with the ants saves Flora’s life after she 

accidentally eats nectar from a field where the crops have been sprayed with 

chemicals: 

Flora hovered as low as she could and called out in clumsy Hymenopteraese, 

the old shared tongue. 

‘Speech, sister?’ 

The largest of the ants paused from directing the column’s labour. Her 

mandibles shone black and strong. 

‘Speech, sister,’ she replied in her strange accent. 

Flora struggled to remember the coded tongue from the Queen’s Library. 

‘The dead,’ she said, ‘befell?’ 

‘Sick rain.’ 

‘When?’ 

The big ant pulsed her antennae. ‘Two … sun.’ 

‘Two days ago?’ 

[…] 
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Flora had seen enough. If the sick rain was two days ago, then Lily 500 had made 

no mistake when she danced her coordinates, and the flowers were clean. But 

now they were poisoned, and she herself had eaten and drunk from them. (116) 

 

Flora’s disregard for the hierarchy of beings allows her to gain information that saves 

not only her own life, but also that of her fellow foragers. Because she has learned the 

source of the illness and that it is not contagious, she can bring this information back to 

the hive to make sure no other foragers go to the field. Flora’s defiance of tradition, 

while accidental at first, becomes deliberate when she gives birth to her first egg. In this 

moment, she begins to question the laws and rituals of the hive as her maternal 

instincts tell her that the life in her arms is not a carrier of contagious evil, as she has 

been told. Like Red and Blue, this intimate connection to another being changes her 

view of the world, and she begins to resist the oppressive rules of the hive. These 

moments of resistance expose the reader’s equal participation in projecting cultural 

values into the realm of the story and ask us to think critically about our own roles in 

reinforcing structures of power. 

Through their respective portrayals of the joys and sorrows of embodied experiences, 

these novels highlight embodied storytelling as the kind of transgression that Minna 

Salami calls for when she states that we must ‘reimagine the way we think of 

knowledge with an altogether different, corrective story’ (27). In their incorporation of 

individual embodied knowledge into social realms through the sharing of stories of lived 

experience, these novels reconfigure the assumption that a universal “truth” exists. 

Embodied knowledge is highly individual and entirely experiential, but that does not 

mean that it is not valuable to the collective. In their celebrations of embodied 
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storytelling and their speculative forms, they suggest that the transgressive power of 

these stories comes from intimate individual connections to space, as the knowledge 

they produce exists outside of institutional control. Flora is able to reflect critically on 

the biopolitical structures that both shape the physical space of the hive and impose a 

system of control on her body because her bodily instincts are so strong. She is unable 

to stop her body from producing flow, her wings from fluttering, and her children from 

being born, and although she knows that these acts are forbidden, the joy these 

embodied experiences bring her eventually leads her to question the laws of the hive. 

As she gains access to more and more secrets of the hive, Flora gradually takes on the 

role of a teacher, dancing out the routes to safe fields, teaching her kin sisters to forage, 

and finally transferring her wealth of knowledge to her daughter through their antennae. 

In situating their nonhuman narrators in inherently human political contexts, the novels 

reveal that posthuman storytelling does not mean entirely excluding the human. While 

they are both critical of constructions of Hive Minds, they do not reject social modes of 

coexistence altogether. Critical engagement with intertextuality in Time War and The 

Bees reveals that “corrective storytelling” is a gradual movement. As Barthes argues, 

we cannot tell stories that exist entirely separately to social and ideological structures. 

The novels’ portrayals of hybridity reveal that universal cosmological truth-stories are 

structures of control created to silence lived stories. As Doreen Massey argues, the 

‘cosmology of “only one narrative” obliterates the multiplicities, the contemporaneous 

heterogeneities of space. It reduces simultaneous coexistence to place in the historical 

queue’ (5). Instead, Time War and The Bees celebrate complicated multiplicities and 

highlight that drawing meaning from individual embodied connections to space inspires 

new forms of storytelling and knowledge that begins to alter ideological stories. The key 
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to maintaining their transgressive powers lies in the way these stories are shared and 

kept alive as bits of code passed on in future stories, altering literary history piece by 

piece. El-Mohtar, Gladstone, and Paull imagine the “corrective story” not as a singular 

counternarrative, but as a social movement of individual embodied storytelling. Flora’s 

experience of receiving and transferring memories reveals the impact of exchanging 

embodied stories, as these shape her experiences of the world inside and outside of 

the hive. In a sense, Flora becomes an embodied archive carrying the stories from the 

Queen’s library, her experiences of the inaccessible levels of the hive, and Lily 500’s 

knowledge within her, letting them guide her embodied instincts. Likewise, Red and 

Blue in burying their letters within their bodies become literal embodied archives. 

Joseph Hurtgen argues that because archives are subject to curatorship, they are sites 

of power, both to control and to transgress. He argues that ‘just as often as archival 

embodiment controls, individuals and collectives embody archives to push back 

against powers that control. Embodying archives shapes identity, changes it, plays with 

it’ (3). Flora, Red, and Blue’s portrayals as embodied archives offer a metaphor for the 

ways that lived experience develops and changes through cycles of learning and 

reflection. Erin Schlesinger argues that learning ‘involves taking action, as well as 

talking about it […] Change is essentially a process involving learning and action. 

Without learning there can be no action; without action, there can be no proof of 

learning’ (32). The novels encourage a social model where embodied knowledge is 

prioritized and shared freely to affect real change both in individual and social stories. 

This will deconstruct those ideological and political restraints on experiential 

storytelling that uphold anthropocentric attitudes and legitimize violence against 

nonhuman beings.
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Conclusion 

The Governance of Instrumentalized Bodies 
 

To poison a nation, poison its stories. A demoralised nation tells demoralised stories to 

itself. Beware of the storytellers who are not fully conscious of the importance of their 

gifts, and who are irresponsible in the application of their art: they could unwittingly help 

along the psychic destruction of their people. (Ben Okri, “The Joys of Storytelling III” 1) 

This thesis has examined landscapes and worlds inhabited by human characters in 

various stages of deconstruction. Some of these hybrids exist intrinsically connected to 

animals, technology, and the Earth. Others resemble the human in the way that they 

make sense of their worlds, speak, and struggle against words that have been placed in 

their minds, but project outwards a strange ‘otherness’. All their stories portray their 

battles to keep the keep the knowledge that their transgressive hybridity has given them 

access to. I hope that, at this point in our journey, it is clear why I have chosen to situate 

this thesis in the intersection between contemporary speculative fiction, ecocriticism, 

and the medical humanities. As I have illustrated, posthuman stories of embodiment 

are constituted upon the metaphors and language with which they are told. Illness 

metaphors are especially potent and often damaging because they reflect 

contemporary anxieties, both of treatments that seek to normalise or correct 

‘otherness’ but also in their literal and discursive possibilities of control. Disease 

metaphor, unlike other metaphorical approaches, contains structures of moral and 

biopolitical control that construct docile bodies, or quarantine and eliminate those 

perceived as contagious. This makes it uniquely suited to perpetuate anthropocentric 
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attitudes because it portrays nonhuman ‘others’ as morally if not literally contagious 

and legitimizes violent measures to protect human health. 

The biblical story, Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials reveals how cosmological 

stories, discursive approaches, and rituals create frameworks that legitimise and 

reinforce ideological structures of power. Lyra’s journey across different worlds 

teaches her that storytelling has incredible transformative power which can both create 

healthy and happy communities but also cause great violence and destruction. I chose 

His Dark Materials to introduce the critical concept in this thesis because Lyra’s journey 

highlights the connection between mythological systems and power. As I have argued, 

disease as discourse is a powerful tool for establishing ideological control and the 

trilogy’s illness narratives clearly illustrate that anthropocentric attitudes are 

connected to disease. Pullman’s subversion of the institutional view of storytelling as a 

tool for power is especially powerful because Lyra’s transition into adulthood reveals 

that embodied storytelling is an act of love. Her love is enacted through curiosity, 

empathy, and her ability to reflect and learn from past experiences and conflicting 

stories. She knows that she is unable to remain in the Mulefa’s world with Will because 

her ability to love is rooted in her embodied knowledge which is intimately connected to 

her home. Pullman’s engagement with the transformative power of embodied 

storytelling highlights the value in different kinds of embodied knowledge that is often 

absent from our politics and approaches to the landscapes around us. Lyra’s love as 

embodied experience and critical thinking envisions ways that such knowledges, from 

Minna Salami’s sensuous knowledge, to Audre Lorde’s erotic knowledge, and the 

subjugated knowledge of patients can form a foundation for a new mode of storytelling 
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that can empower us to transgress institutional ideologies and dogmatic power and 

imagine a world of connection between humans and the ‘other’.  

The prosperity story, Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash, plays on cyberpunk and biopunk 

traits to demonstrate how disease and its metaphors have transformed with the rise of 

technocapitalism. Snow Crash illustrates ways that the anthropocentric extension of 

technology as part of the human imposes concerns about transmission and virality 

onto technological spaces. Stephenson’s engagement with these genre traits highlights 

the political consequences of the rapid changes to technology and online spaces. 

Cyberpunk is traditionally concerned with the political consequences of increased 

vulnerability to contagion caused by developments in technology and our increasing 

globalization. However, the novel's biopunk traits suggest that disease has become a 

viable form of capital, allowing corporations to increase and legitimise their 

datamining. Disease metaphors are a potent tool for these corporations to establish 

structures that control how users exist in online spaces and thereby their streams of 

data under the guise of digital governance designed to prevent viral contagions. 

However, as the novel highlights, these preventative measures only appear as such on 

a surface level and are designed to make the corporations wealthier rather than protect 

the users of online spaces. This causes approaches to digital governance to respond to 

effects rather than to pre-empt them, collecting information on effects as they emerge, 

which in turn reinforces big data capitalism. I argued that these structures are 

becoming increasingly harmful to those populations who rely on online spaces, 

represented in Snow Crash by the cyborg figures whose physical integration with 

technology means that they are disproportionately affected by failing digital governance 

because they cannot exist separately from online spaces. Stephenson’s approach 
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offers a significant perspective on the limitations of disease as discourse, both for our 

politics and non-human ethics. 

While Stephenson’s novel is largely characterised by an absence of nature, his 

portrayal of the ways that disease as discourse direct our politics and reinforce 

anthropocentric attitudes provides a significant perspective to the critical engagement 

with landscapes within this thesis. Technology offers a tangible example of the 

consequences of an approach to governance that focuses on managing effects rather 

than preventive measures in times of rapid change. The discursive approaches and 

structures of power that he critiques are overtly similar to those that govern our 

changing climate and offer a productive perspective from which to reflect on 

anthropocentric attitudes and climate politics. As Haraway suggests, we are already 

hybrids that exist complicatedly intertwined, not only with technology, but also with 

nature and non-human animals. Stephenson’s integrated cyborgs represent the 

possibility for sociopolitical reconfigurations in times of significant change because 

their existence in multiple spaces makes them more proficient in informational hygiene 

and caring for the spaces they rely on. Their embodied reality also allows them to tell 

new stories that construct a potent framework for approaches to environmental 

change, as, like technological advancement, the changes to our contextual spaces 

make moments of hybridity possible. 

Sherryl Vint argues science fiction ‘offers us ways to engage with these technologies 

imaginatively and to choose the types of selves and the type of social that we will allow 

such technologies to create’ (170). Stephenson’s vision of the Metaverse as a form of 

collaborate text where every user is invited to write code that shapes the experience of 
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the space offers an approach to a holistic governance that sees the individual as 

intrinsic parts of and ethically invested in multiple spaces. Stephenson echoes 

Haraway’s call for a new politics that encompass cyborgs that exist simultaneously 

across many different and varied spaces. This thesis aims to address the discursive 

approaches that naturalise and reinforce structures of power that have a vested 

interest in preventing such change so that we can begin to make their vision a reality.  

The security story, Jeff VanderMeer’s Southern Reach trilogy exposes the artifice of 

discursive approaches to nature through the transformative landscape inside Area X, 

felt to actively resist interpretation. I have argued that VanderMeer’s engagement with 

disease as metaphor is complex and interesting, as it seems, at once, to be a weapon 

designed to legitimise fears of the unknown, and a tool for the expedition members to 

make sense of their embodied reality in a landscape that exist truly outside the realm of 

their analogies. The biologist’s common remarks that the words chosen to portray Area 

X or her theories are ‘the closest thing to an answer’ (Annihilation 25) offers an 

interesting perspective to ways disease as discourse limits ecocritical approaches. 

Robert McFarlane argues that ‘a need has grown for fresh vocabularies and narratives 

that might account for the kinds of relation and responsibility in which we find ourselves 

entangled’ (Macfarlane). The biologist’s experience of the shortcoming of language to 

describe Area X reveals that reverting to the discourse authorised by the institution 

obscures knowledge and may lead to violence consequences when the chosen 

discourse portrays the ‘other’ as dangerous.  

The Southern Reach trilogy offers an important perspective on the limitations of 

language and logocentrism that is valuable to my critique of disease as discourse 
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because it highlights that discursive approaches may obscure our ability to develop 

effective strategies for climate action. It also positions our changing landscapes as a 

moment of possibility for reflection and reconfiguration of our anthropocentric 

attitudes, as the increasing strangeness caused by accelerating change makes it easier 

to identify the shortcomings of our discursive approaches. The incommunicability of 

the truth of Area X suggests that some kinds of knowledge are not able to be reduced to 

the frameworks of meaning in our contemporary discursive approaches. The 

understanding shared between the biologist and Ghost Bird suggests that there are 

other ways of knowing that do not rely on speech and words and that exploring these 

modes of sharing may lead to more ethical ways of co-existing with the ‘other’. 

VanderMeer’s speculative landscape offers a reconfiguration of storytelling practices in 

which the boundary between story and being are blurred. The stories of Area X become 

beings just as beings become stories in a loop of constant refraction. This creates a 

form of collective knowledge that can only be accessed by becoming fully part of the 

ecosystem and its stories by relinquishing human barriers that define our sense of self, 

relations to others, and even our bodies. The storytelling practices of Area X offer a 

speculation on the kind of reconfiguration that is necessary to transcend the limitations 

of our current cultural stories. I like to think that the strangeness of VanderMeer’s 

trilogy captures the strangeness that we must be willing to live through in order to 

reconfigure non-human ethics. It also acts as a reminder that the way we exist in this 

strangeness matters; if we give in to fear of the strange and revert to disease metaphors 

to protect ourselves behind biopolitics, nothing will change. If we, like the biologist, 

acknowledge the limitations of our approaches and remain open to the transformative 
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powers of the strange, we could learn something that will enable us to begin creating 

symbiotic stories. 

The secular meaning story within this thesis is represented through Laline Paull’s The 

Bees and Amal El-Mohtar and Max Gladstone’s This is How you Lose the Time War, both 

novels that offer speculative portrayals of nonhuman narrators. These texts depart from 

the other works within this thesis in their engagement with anthropocentric narrative 

practices through a reworking of genre, form, and intertextuality. The previous chapters 

argued that disease metaphor creates a framework for human existence that organises 

how we move in the world and make sense of our experiences. Inspired by the 

nonhuman realms in Time War and The Bees, this chapter moved beyond a focus on 

human realms to argue that speculative fiction offers ways to decentre storytelling 

practices by drawing on the embodied experiences and instincts. My comparative 

reading of these two novels is particularly interesting to my overall engagement with the 

ways in which disease as discourse and the stories it produces constructs frameworks 

for power. It is interesting that The Bees’ protagonist,Flora, and Time War’s Red and 

Blue all transgress structures of power in similar ways. Throughout their individual 

journeys towards understanding their place within the strict frameworks of their 

factions, these characters all inadvertently rebel against the powers that control them 

because they fail to subdue their embodied instincts. These transgressions always lead 

to punishment or danger. Both novels portray love as a form of embodied knowledge 

that transforms the bodies of the characters. Red and Blue’s correspondence centres 

on embodied knowledge, like descriptions of impulses and desires or sensory 

experiences, and consuming these letters alters their bodies irrevocably. With each 

small transformation, it becomes harder and harder for the characters to conform to 
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the strict expectations of their factions, as embodied instincts make the incompatibility 

of their social context feel physically painful. Paull and El-Mohtar and Gladstone’s play 

with materiality and embodiment offers a vision of what posthuman embodied 

storytelling might look like. Both novels highlight a need to feel in both a psychological 

and an embodied sense but explore this need through an inversion of disease metaphor 

where contamination and transformation becomes power. 

These four chapters challenge ‘the stories we live by’ through their critical engagement 

with disease as metaphor and discourse and by envisioning speculative forms of 

embodied storytelling. They all confront the frameworks of power that dictate the way 

their characters exist in their spaces by exposing metaphorical systems that conceal 

ideological structures of anthropocentric control. This thesis argues that speculative 

fiction can help us to break free from the loop trajectory of anthropocentric ideology 

that we have been trapped in for too long. Speculative fiction helps us identify 

structures of power that are harmful to our bodies, the spaces we live in, and the beings 

around us because they rely on ideologies that construct that which is ‘other’ as a 

threat. By recognising these structures, we can begin to develop new vocabularies that 

better suit the changing world around us and encompass our increasing hybridity, 

which can help us develop a more intentional approach to change. 

Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials constructs a critique of dogmatic practices to 

highlight how cosmological narratives become part of institutional control. Lyra’s 

journey allows her to gain knowledge outside of that which is authorised by the 

Magisterium, and this enables her to reflect on the truth of their cosmological stories. 

Her reflective approach highlights the transformative powers of storytelling as she 
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draws on existing stories and her transgressive experiential knowledge to make sense 

of the world around her. Pullman’s reconfiguration of the Fall, which follows Lyra like a 

bad omen, suggests a form of embodied experience that grants her access to 

knowledge that exists outside of the religious institution that governs her world. 

Throughout the trilogy, the Magisterium regards the prophecy of her Fall as a severe 

threat to their power, and it is tied to a discourse of contagion and fear that constructs 

her as heretical and potentially evil. However, when the prophecy comes true, it opens 

her eyes to a sense of spatial belonging and love that she never knew existed within her. 

Pullman portrays storytelling as a reflective process in which the narrator commits to 

cultivate and share embodied knowledge about the world, while they remain open to 

learn from other stories with different perspectives. Lyra’s knowledge does not 

represent a universal truth; it is knowledge of herself and her place in the world, 

complete with socially contingent structures of authority that she is able to identify and 

transgress. The trilogy offers a reconfiguration of the climate crisis, one that is more 

tangible than ours, to explore how the stories we live by shape our environmental ethics 

and the way we make sense of the world. Lyra’s Fall has opened her eyes to its 

presence, and she understands that her developing self-awareness is rooted in a sense 

of place. Rather than bringing about a separation from place, as Eve experiences in the 

original story, it is a way for her to obtain knowledge of her place in nature, and her duty 

to actively use this knowledge to preserve and care for it. 

Pullman’s engagement with the Magisterium’s discursive control, established through 

religious cosmologies, is thematically similar to Neal Stephenson’s approach to 

ideology in Snow Crash. Stephenson examines how cosmological narratives perpetuate 

biopolitical structures of control, as the values and ideologies they convey spread as 
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social contagions. I argued that the novel’s engagement with ideological contagions 

highlights ways that technology intensifies structures of corporate and institutional 

power. This is, in part, due to the very real discursive overlap between biology and 

technology, which constructs technology as an extension of the human. Stephenson’s 

portrayal of the unpredictable ways technology changes our spaces and connections 

reveals that our metaphorical approaches to these changes determine how they are 

governed. The discursive extension of technology as part of the human invites 

metaphors of disease that reinforce anthropocentric attitudes and biopolitical 

measures of control. I argued that the subsumption of online spaces into human 

politics exposes those hybrid beings who inhabit both spaces to increased risks of 

infections and violence because they do not fit the strict barriers of human ontology. 

The language used in Ryan M. Nefdt’s article “Biolinguistics and Biological Systems: A 

Complex Systems Analysis of Language” offers a particularly illuminating example of 

the reciprocal impact of technological and biological terms on both fields. Where 

technology is saturated with images of biological matter and viruses, biology likewise 

draws on a wide range of technological terms, such as complex systems, programmes, 

coding, and circuits, to describe bodily functions. Snow Crash highlights that this 

reciprocal discursive exchange offers a unique opportunity for reinforcing bilateral 

structures of control. The anthropomorphism of technology legitimises biopolitical 

power in online spaces, and similarly, conflations of humans with machines 

dehumanises them and instrumentalises them.  

Stephenson’s portrayal of the intensification of biopower caused by the advancement 

of technology and its mutually productive relationship with capitalism bears a striking 
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resemblance to Laline Paull’s engagement with biopower in The Bees. The hive’s 

struggle to survive through unprecedented environmental change results in a shift in 

approach to the previously strict hierarchy of the hive, to make use of lower-ranked 

workers. However, as lower workers are ‘othered’, their presence in spaces that were 

previously restricted to their kin sparks anxieties of contamination that lead to 

increased surveillance and punishment. The governing kin of the hive draw on similar 

religious constructions of morality to Rife’s viral religion to ensure that the bees monitor 

deviance both within themselves and among their fellow workers. Flora’s experience of 

the hive’s hierarchy exposes very real racist ideologies within Western biopolitics. 

While Flora is permitted to perform labour above her station, she is also subjected to an 

increased risk of harm. The bee responsible for overseeing the foragers explains that ‘it 

has been decided to send out scouts to try to locate all tainted sources. Obviously 

because of the risk of death, the lower the kin the better’ (112). Angela Hume draws on 

Michel Foucault’s analysis that white Western populations benefit from biopower at the 

expense of racialised ‘others’ to argue ‘that modern biopower, while ostensibly a 

mechanism for regulating and prolonging life, is predicated on the constant exposure of 

racialized populations to the risk of death’ (89). Flora is consistently portrayed in 

racialised terms, with her larger body and darker fur, which illustrates Paull’s conscious 

engagement with ways that biopolitics build racist attitudes into the very foundation of 

space itself. Her critical engagement with biopolitics’ consequential increased risk 

towards racialised bodies, through Flora’s ‘othered’ body, highlights the violent effects 

of the intensification of biopower in the age of Techno Capitalism and Big Data. We live 

in a time of heightened risk caused by climate change – of global pandemics, natural 

disasters, and displacement. As Hume argues, our spaces are not created to protect 
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those who are ‘othered’, as ‘under biopower, the racialized other must be destroyed in 

order to ensure the health of the general population’ (90). The texts in this thesis explore 

how structures of power, and governing frameworks like biopolitics, create spaces that 

endanger human and nonhuman ‘others’.   

A contemporary example of increased risk to racialised populations, caused by failures 

in digital governance, is the 23andMe data breach. In 2023, the DNA ancestry testing 

service 23andMe experienced a data breach in which hackers obtained confidential 

information about 7 million of its users (DeGeurin 2024). After the breach, 23andMe 

issued a statement to assure users that ‘“[t]he information that was potentially 

accessed cannot be used for any harm”’ (DeGeurin 2024). However, as the 2025 BBC 

Radio 4 podcast “The Gift” reveals, the hacker subsequently listed a portion of data for 

sale, advertising that it contained the personal information of Ashkenazi Jews, including 

their addresses. In the wrong hands, this data significantly increases the affected 

individual’s risk of racial violence. The podcast also discusses how, unlike other types 

of personal data, such as passwords or bank details, the kind of biological data 

obtained by 23andMe cannot simply be altered to avoid the risks associated with this 

type of leak. In a way, users have uploaded their biological and material substance to 

the online world in an irrevocable way. The podcast goes on to investigate the legality of 

data ownership and reveals that while the service user agreement states that private 

data will not be shared with third-party services, nothing stands in the way of 23andMe, 

and personal data about more than fifteen million users, being sold to an external 

company. This is exactly what happened after the data leak, as biotech company 

Regeneron announced its intention to buy 23andMe out of bankruptcy in May 2025 

(“23andMe sold” 2025). The change in ownership will see the DNA testing service 
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turned ‘into a drug development company in its own right’ (“23andMe sold” 2025). 

Users of the service have virtually no say in what happens to their data after it has been 

sold and there has been a flurry of awareness campaigns to urge anyone who has 

submitted their DNA for testing to request that their data be removed from the platform 

urgently. The anxieties of data ownership and informational hygiene that Snow Crash 

portrays have become disturbingly acute. 23andMe is a service that offers both 

ancestry tracking, marketed as a fun way for users to connect with their cultural 

heritage, and potentially lifesaving insights into medical risks. The leak reveals that 

technology offers unique biopolitical possibilities, for example, in disease prevention 

through these kinds of DNA databases, but also that the mutual integration of human 

biology and technology results in unforeseen risks.  

 
Snow Crash and The Bees both warn about such issues of governance in times of 

unprecedented change. Hiro’s quest to stop Rife from gaining complete control over 

America’s population is predominantly motivated by his desire to mitigate the harmful 

effects his campaign has on the Metaverse. Hiro is not excessively concerned with what 

happens to Rife after he saves his love interest, Juanita, and prevents the attack on the 

Metaverse. This is evident from Hiro Protagonist’s swift exit from the narrative several 

chapters before the resolution. It is the Rat Thing, a technologically enhanced dog 

hybrid that Y.T. saved from death early in the novel, who eventually prevents Rife from 

escaping and starting over somewhere else. The Rat Thing attacks Rife as revenge for 

kidnapping Y.T., and with a detached curiosity, she watches as Rife and his vials of 

Snow Crash burn, thinking to herself ‘How Sweet!’ (540). The novel provides a space to 

examine the implications of approaches to digital governance that assume ‘little can be 
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done to prevent problems’ (Chandler, 24). Snow Crash portrays a universal detachment 

where characters, corporations, and individual contractors alike react to acutely 

present threats but do very little to reduce future risks. This approach resembles that of 

digital governance. Chandler argues: 

Rather than attempt to ‘solve’ a problem, or adapt societies, entities or 

ecosystems in the hope that they will be better able to cope with problems and 

shocks, digital governance seeks to establish how relational understandings can 

help in the present by sensing and responding to the process of emergence. (24) 

Hiro’s progression from pizza delivery driver to passively profiting from data collection, 

and finally establishing his cybersecurity business, shows a change in his approach to 

digital governance. His experience of working as a delivery driver illustrated how human 

blue-collar workers are increasingly exposed to physical and financial risks when 

competing to meet demands to ensure workers are not replaced by technology. Hiro 

enjoys the autonomy and skill required to deliver on almost impossible timelines but is 

confronted with the harsh reality of the physical danger of expecting human workers to 

operate like machines when he crashes his van. The story of Hiro’s delivery job 

introduces the reader to examples of real-world consequences of technological 

advancement and highlights how these increasingly expose biological bodies to risk. 

His passive income from data collection reveals equally significant consequences as 

bodies become ‘[p]assive receivers of information’ (456) and docile sources of profit. 

Hiro’s initial lack of concern for these structures reflect cyberpunk’s ‘“ambivalent 

posthumanism” of transgressing known human boundaries that tended to view these 

processes as ethically neutral if not politically neutralizing […] and it certainly does not 
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lend itself to a clear-cut ideological message in regard to (post)modernity and late-

capitalist society’ (Schmeink, 23). However, where Hiro’s reflection of different kinds of 

labour may not be politically or morally instructive, his eventual foray into cybersecurity 

suggests that he is beginning to make connections between social responsibility and 

labour. 
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Imagining Embodied Orientations 
 

Hiro’s commitment to social responsibility is motivated by the novel’s cyborgs which 

portray the kind of future imagined by Donna Haraway when she suggested that ‘a 

cyborg world might be about lived social and bodily realities in which people are not 

afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial 

identities and contradictory standpoints’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 14). The integrated nature 

of these figures makes them capable of reflecting on political possibilities from multiple 

perspectives, as their duality means that they experience both biopolitical and digital 

governance. Haraway argues that ‘[t]he political struggle is to see from both 

perspectives at once because each reveals both dominations and possibilities 

unimaginable from the other vantage point’ (A Cyborg Manifesto 14), which is exactly 

what Stephenson’s cyborgs make possible. This is evident in the novel’s engagement 

with increased risk to integrated bodies, as the intensification of biopolitics means that 

they are disproportionately exposed to both structures of control and viral ideologies. 

The extension of biopower into online spaces inscribes selective mechanisms of power 

into these new worlds. In the Metaverse, cyborgs and hackers are disproportionately 

exposed to risks because they are posthuman ‘others’. Their reliance on the metaverse 

means that they have no choice but to accept their increased exposure to risk, as they 

simultaneously inhabit both physical and online spaces. However, their embodied 

experiences also allow them to transgress these structures of control and become 

‘neurolinguistic hacker[s]’ (495), capable of writing code that corrupts viral ideology and 

releases those who have been kept in a state of docility. Snow Crash’s engagement 

with writing as a vaccine against control and hackers who wield written words or binary 
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code to fight back is revealing because it suggests that written records are central to 

informational hygiene. This is because it is easier to review and fact-check fixed written 

records, such as those reviewed by Hiro in his search for the truth about Rife’s 

intentions, and trace their institutional and intertextual relationships to identify 

ideological appropriation. It is much harder to confront our internal confirmation bias 

when engaging with spoken stories that draw on values that align with our experienced 

reality, for example the invention of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, created ‘by the writer of the Adam 

and Eve legend to explain why people get sick – why they have physical and mental 

viruses’ (Snow Crash, 247). Because illness is a universal experience that often 

imposes a sense of immorality on the patient, it is much harder to refute the suggested 

moral causality in the Adam and Eve story. 

The Bees portrays a similar engagement with storytelling and causality. The hive’s 

ideology is based on recorded memories that are kept in a library, accessible only to the 

Queen and her highest-ranking servants. The memories are recorded in scent, and 

when the Queen’s ladies in waiting take Flora to the library, she notes that ‘when they 

closed all the doors of the hexagonal chamber, one continuous mosaic of coded scent 

tiles ran round the walls, and featured on each was one small central panel. Flora 

sniffed in fascination, detecting the bouquet of home amidst the many unfamiliar 

smells’ (72). The scent stories provide warnings about dangers to the hive, from attacks 

by the Myriad, to larvae deformities, and the kindness. These panels contain only 

information about the threats and knowledge of how to respond to them. However, the 

hive constructs causal stories of sin and salvation to make sense of them. Only the very 

elite kin of the hive are allowed to access the knowledge in the library; the rest of the 

hive know only morally instructive stories that warn of greed and sin, told by the hive’s 
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Sisters. The Sisters force workers to repeat the hive’s mantras like ‘Accept, Obey and 

Serve’ (16), and despite Flora’s continuous questioning of their authority, ‘[t]he words 

blurted from [her] mouth unbidden’ (16). The many mantras and biblical passages 

recited in the hive resemble the viral glossolalia in Snow Crash. In both cases, 

participation in religious rituals centred on speech results in docility. Flora reflects that 

the prayers are recited to control behaviour but that some, like ‘[o]nly the Queen may 

breed […] was the first law of life, so holy it needed no place in prayer for it was a rule 

literally incarnate in every sister’s body’ (107). The hierarchal power structures of the 

hive not only direct behaviour, but it also physically controls their bodily functions. 

Another commonality in their portrayals of prayers as behaviourally instructive is their 

configurations of language through imagery of technology. Paull’s portrayal of Flora’s 

blind following of the pulsating vibrations of the information rushing through the floor of 

the hive plays on a common misconception ‘that bees are just blind robots’ (Morton, 

30). Her engagement with discursive systems of control reveals clearly that if bees are 

blind robots that follow biological algorithms automatically, then so are humans. The 

hive’s discursive control is, after all, modelled on real-world human institutions. 

Timothy Morton argues that there is no empirical evidence to suggest that human 

beings possess imagination, and that we do not simply execute algorithms blindly, like 

ants or bees. He implores: 

Prove that I have imagination, as a human being. Prove that I’m 

not executing an algorithm. More to the point, prove that my idea 

that I’m not executing an algorithm isn’t just the variety of algorithm 

that I’ve been programmed to execute. (31) 
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The texts identify that certain kinds of storytelling, like the reenvisioned Bible in His 

Dark Materials and The Bees, act as self-propagating algorithms that make humans 

viral transmitters of ideology. These algorithms are systems of linguistic and discursive 

approaches, metaphors, and dogmatic myths that construct a cultural framework for 

behaviour, attitudes, and knowledge. The representation of automated linguistic 

control in the novels plays on real-world assumptions about sentience and the 

contrasting notion that non-human beings and machines operate based on 

automation, whereas human beings act from free will. Nefdt argues that ‘language 

exhibits many of the hallmarks of a complex system, specifically a complex biological 

system’ (1). His portrayal of language as a complex system describes its intricate 

interconnectedness with other patterns or components that make it difficult to address 

it as a separate, verifiable entity (Ladyman and Weisner, 2020). Nefdt further suggests 

that language is a complex biological system, highlighting its intrinsic links to biological 

functions. Stephenson imagines language in similar ways: 

We’ve got two kinds of language in our heads. The kind we’re using now is 

acquired. It patterns our brains as we’re learning it. But there’s also a tongue 

that’s based in the deep structures of the brain, that everyone shares. These 

structures consist of basic neural circuits that have to exist in order to allow our 

brains to acquire higher language. (453) 

Stephenson portrays the conflation of biology and language through conflicting 

possibilities of control and transgression. He imagines the dangerous consequences of 

the capitalist potentials that language-as-biohacking offers, as Rife’s biolinguistic 

control threatens automation and docility on unprecedented levels. However, linguistic 
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biohacking also suggests that human brains can be rewired to create new discursive 

approaches to the world and non-human beings around us. Nefdt argues for a 

reconfiguration of approaches to linguistics to include the field as an extension of 

biology. Approaching language as biology encompasses ‘[t]he idea that cognition (and 

‘mind’ itself) is embodied, extended, embedded or situated, and enacted in the 

environment and not located squarely within the skull of the cogniser’ (34). His 

portrayal of language as a part of an embodied cognitive process reveals the kind of 

embodied knowledge that allows Stephenson’s cyborgs and Paull’s Flora to transgress 

discursive control. 

Flora’s embodied instincts to protect her egg allow her to close her mind to the 

interference of the Hive’s mind control. Where her body previously responded 

automatically to threats against the hive, it now perceives the higher-ranking sisters as 

a threat to her child and responds with similar intuitive action, as ‘Flora’s war-gland 

flared at the threat. Without knowing how she did it, she felt her antennae lock so hard 

that the priestess instantly withdrew her attention’ (123). From this initial response to 

danger, Flora remains able to close her mind to the Sisters and the Queen’s control. 

Her transgression of the hive’s systems of control gives her the autonomy to share her 

knowledge and encourage those around her to use their intuition and bodily abilities to 

work together and care for each other. The sanitation workers eventually rally behind 

her because of her dedication to the wellbeing and protection of all the lower kin and 

follow her and her daughter to build a new hive based on shared knowledge and 

collaboration. Paull’s subversion of popular alignments between bees and robots is 

particularly impactful from the perspective of Nefdt’s suggestion that bees exist in a 

complex system. He argues that ‘[i]ndividual honey bees exhibit simple random 
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behaviour in isolation but when they act in unison they display highly complex 

collective behaviour including advanced symbolic communication’ (21). Bees 

represent a real-world example of how communication transforms when understood as 

an intrinsic part of social, biological, and environmental systems of cognition. Such 

approaches to language also challenge anthropocentric assumptions that language is 

uniquely human. Nefdt argues that complex science highlights that ‘coordinated 

behaviour doesn’t require centralised control, complex systems are often modelled as 

networks and information processing systems’ (21). Flora’s new hive imagines the 

collaborative possibilities of directing embodied intuition and power towards the 

creation of a collaborative network. Such a network already exists in VanderMeer’s Area 

X, whose knowledge is shared similarly between all beings who inhabit the landscape. 

There is no centralised control; however, all beings nonetheless exists in a state of 

connection and collaboration where knowledge and embodied experience is both 

individual and communal. 

In contrast, the Southern Reach in Jeff VanderMeer’s Southern Reach trilogy is 

obsessed with constructing objectivity by limiting the framework within which the 

expedition members operate. They employ linguistic and hypnotic reconditioning and 

renaming to ensure that the expedition members rely on the authorised discursive 

parameters of their scientific functions. This constructs an illusion of control over the 

narratives and ‘truths’ of Area X and attempts to establish the landscape in 

anthropocentric terms. The biologist’s narrative, which prioritizes observations and 

reflections about the landscape, inverts their kind of anthropocentric cosmology, which 

views the landscape solely in relation to humans. As Andrew Strombeck argues, ‘Area X 

ends up producing the characters’ biographies’ (1376). The biologist’s inclusion of 
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personal experiences and anecdotes is triggered by the Area X, which, like the 

expedition members crossing its borders, infiltrates her body and leads her on a journey 

of discovery. The landscape, in other words, assumes the roles of surveyor, 

psychologist, anthropologist, and biologist in its exploration of the bodies of those who 

enter, causing the biologist to feel estranged from her human context. Critics, such as 

Benjamin J. Robertson and Justin D. Edwards, draw on Graham Harman’s theory of 

Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO) to explore VanderMeer’s speculative portrayal of the 

altered relation between beings. Yogi Hale Hendlin describes the concept of OOO: 

If essences elude us, anything we say about an object is hopelessly 

reflective of our own filters, rather than a successful reading of the object. 

The qualities we can observe in objects say more about us than they 

do about the objects themselves. According to this ontology, objects are 

withdrawn and exist independently of each other, foreclosing relations 

between them, not because relating is anthropocentric, but because 

all objects withdraw equally and encounter the same impossibility of 

constitutive interaction. (319) 

In OOO, objects exist equally and non-hierarchically in a flat ontology, and the gap 

between them is what causes other objects, such as humans, to make incomplete 

observations about them. Timothy Morton argues that ‘OOO believes that reality is 

mysterious and magical, because beings withdraw and because beings influence each 

other aesthetically, which is to say at a distance.’ (17). According to Morton, OOO is not 

interested in determining what an object is, but rather how it exists by observing its 

causality. VanderMeer’s construction of the biologist’s ecocentric narrative certainly 
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highlights both the limitations of discursive approaches and the artifice of social 

identity, as she describes her inability to conform to social expectations. Moreover, 

Ghost Bird’s observation of the biologist’s transformed form reflects OOO’s focus on 

causality: 

Nothing monstrous existed here – only beauty, only the glory of good design, of 

intricate planning […] An animal, an organism that had never existed before or 

that might belong to an alien ecology. That could transition not just from land to 

water but from one remote place to another, with no need for a door in a border. 

(Acceptance 196) 

Ghost Bird’s appreciation for the biologist’s new form is based on observations of how 

she exists in relation to the landscape, and she portrays her as an equal. Harman 

argues that, in OOO, ‘all objects must be given equal attention, whether they be human, 

nonhuman, natural, cultural, real or fictional’ (9). The Southern Reach trilogy adopts the 

kinds of decentralised observation that Harman calls for and portrays Ghost Bird’s 

resulting appreciation of Area X despite her continued lack of full understanding. 

However, the objects of VanderMeer’s narrative are not afforded entirely equal 

attention, as most characters develop a burning obsession with the landscape that 

erases all other thoughts or desires. This fact suggests that VanderMeer’s writing does 

not straightforwardly belong to OOO. Although demanding a straightforward 

recommendation for the most appropriate philosophy on ontology might miss the point 

of the trilogy and the speculative fiction genre. VanderMeer’s speculative landscape 

tests a host of different narrative orientations as all beings and spaces appear to 

produce text collaboratively. As I have argued, much of the biologist’s narrative in 
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Annihilation is oriented through the landscape. Area X, almost in defiance of the 

Southern Reach’s order that ‘“anything personal should be left behind”’ (Annihilation, 

8), forces the biologist to reflect on her human context. In contrast, Control’s 

increasingly desperate attempts to gain control over Area X reflect a more recognisable 

narrative that focuses on the human experience. Area X offers a place to explore these 

approaches critically through the refraction of everything from physics and biology to 

linguistics. The biologist’s many theories about the truth of the landscape, theories 

which often contradict each other, suggest that establishing what, how, or why is 

beside the point. Her conflicting theories all have their merits and engage with different 

scientific and critical positions that reflect real-world social and ecological 

approaches. Hendlin might well classify the trilogy as an example of those speculative 

works that ‘ask readers to stay in a perpetual state of disorientation’ (319), precisely 

because the overlapping and constantly refracting texts within the books employ a 

range of narrative orientations. They also enforce a cognitive estrangement that 

maintains its strangeness regardless of contemporary developments.  

VanderMeer’s strange landscape calls into question human assumptions about 

sentience and non-sentience. Elaine Scarry argues that vegetal beings are commonly 

perceived to be incapable of feeling pain. She suggests: 

[T]hus the inflicting of damage can be registered in language without permitting 

the entry of the reality of suffering into the description. Live vegetable tissue 

occupies a peculiar category of sentience that is close to, perhaps is, non-

sentience; more often, the language is drawn from the unequivocal 

nonsentience of steel, wood, iron, and aluminum, the metals and materials out 
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of which weapons are made and which can be invoked so that an event entailing 

two deeply traumatic occurrences, the inflicting of an injury and the receiving of 

an injury, is thus neutralized. (66) 

Scarry’s identification that discursive approaches align vegetal beings with inanimate 

objects to sidestep ethical considerations of sentience is a central concern to all texts 

in this thesis. His Dark Materials, The Bees, and Snow Crash challenge assumptions 

that animals or machines are somehow less capable of emotion, imagination, and 

autonomous thinking, which morally neutralise inflictions of injury and pain. The 

Southern Reach trilogy and This Is How You Lose the Time War places their narrative 

focus onto the landscape to highlight the violent consequences of the anthropocentric 

attitudes in institutional control over landscapes. In Time War, Red and Blue witnesses 

the devastation caused by historical human events, which never makes it into 

collective myth. Their narratives and letters correct these omissions and construct 

space as potent sites for embodied experience and knowledge. Area X similarly offers a 

space where anthropocentric storytelling practices are reconfigured and inverted, 

which results in the expedition members’ experience of the horror and pain inflicted 

onto the landscape within their bodies. These, at times, very different imaginings of 

nonhuman pain and fear erase the ontological barriers of sentient/nonsentient, which 

positions humans at the top of the species hierarchy. This erasure allows for the 

existence that Andy Clark and David Chalmers argue for, which they term an “active 

externalism” in which ‘the human organism is linked with an external entity in a two-

way interaction, creating a coupled system that can be seen as a cognitive system in its 

own right’ (8). They suggest that cognition is not restricted to the body and brain but 

should also include the environment in a system of cognition. All of the texts contain 
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moments where landscapes or spaces alter cognition, highlighting that these spaces 

are uncanny because they embody a kind of sentience or agency thought to belong 

exclusively to the human. VanderMeer’s monsters draw the connection between 

human and landscape overtly, as Ghost Bird experiences the biologist ‘[s]taring up at 

her with her own eyes. Seeing her. (Acceptance 196). Strombeck argues that 

VanderMeer’s writing positions ‘what can’t be represented as nevertheless 

representing itself. In doing so, it scrutinises a sometimes-glossed-over aspect of both 

object-oriented ontology and new materialism, namely, that in order to access the 

inhuman world, one must consult texts’ (1366). The need to consult texts is also central 

to telling new stories. The speculative texts of this thesis speak not only to the 

ideological frameworks through which we structure our knowledge and stories, but also 

to the literary and narrative traditions that such practices create. A particularly powerful 

trait of speculative fiction is that works in this genre maintain a critical self-reflection of 

the literary context in which these stories of estrangement and metaphor are told. 

Arguably, they are also transformative in more direct ways than many other genres, 

because they relate directly to a literary past while also revising and transforming 

traditions in ways that invite new stories. 

All of the novels speak to a profound anxiety that there is knowledge somewhere out 

there that will help us create a more ethical way of existing in the world but that it is 

beyond our reach because the institutions who benefit from anthropocentric attitudes 

will do everything in their power to limit the openness and curiosity needed to 

communicate and learn in non-conventional ways. They address a real-world 

institutional tendency to use disease as a discourse to ‘other’ that which resists the 

institutions’ power and to justify violence and intensified biopolitical control. Likewise, 
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they all position embodied knowledge and storytelling as a transgressive power, and 

engage speculatively with ways in which individuals may draw on their embodied 

instincts to learn in new ways. While the texts engage with distinctly separate 

ideological institutions, these nonetheless intersect and overlap in their 

anthropocentric core values. It is important to note that none of these texts imagine a 

post-ideological world. In fact, texts like Snow Crash position ideology as inevitable, 

both inoculation and disease. Instead, they expose how ideologies form dogmatic 

stories of control that construct the framework for our collective experience and 

knowledge. As I have argued, the discourse of disease that underpins my approach in 

this thesis is deeply anthropocentric and interpellates the ‘other’ as immoral in ways 

that have violent consequences. Sontag argues that disease metaphor also ‘others’ 

bodies that are not ill, as ‘every form of social deviation can be considered an illness’ 

(41). While, like she suggests, disease metaphor frequently 'other’ the subjects who are 

spoken about through such metaphors, to be literally or figuratively ill is also to 

experience something extraordinary that is not communicable through our current 

analogies. Scarry argues that pain exists in a state of ‘objectlessness, the complete 

absence of referential content, [which] almost prevents it from being rendered in 

language: objectless, it cannot easily be objectified in any form, material or verbal' 

(162). Illness is also to feel acutely those social and moral constructions that shape 

approaches to disease, in treatment by doctors, institutions, and loved ones.  

Experiencing the structures of morality connected disease metaphor is to uncover 

hidden ideological structures, and as they lose their ability to remain invisible, they also 

lose their power over the individual. This is clearly illustrated by the lack of impact of 

the Devotion ritual in The Bees, once Flora 77 has recovered from her lobotomy-like 
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procedure, and the biologist’s immunity to hypnosis in the Annihilation. It is striking that 

all the texts contain imagery that resembles depictions of “corrective treatments” such 

as lobotomies or ECT. As I have highlighted, these are easily recognizable in His Dark 

Materials and The Bees, but they are also present in Rife’s glossolalia, the Southern 

Reach’s hypnosis, and Garden’s mind control. Their engagement with metaphors of 

corrective mind control is multifaceted. They draw on connotations between 

disobedience and hysteria to highlight that these corrections are often morally charged 

and aim to create docile bodies. They also portray an anxiety about lost transgressive 

knowledge, as protagonists like Flora are lobotomised immediately after gaining access 

to unauthorized knowledge. These fears of a potential return to docility underscore the 

importance of protecting knowledge. In Flora’s case, her embodied instincts contain 

the power to bring back her lost knowledge, and she decides to share it with members 

of her kin to ensure its continuation. In all instances of patienthood across the novels 

throughout the thesis, to return to health is not a return to the previous state of things; 

those who have recovered or escaped patienthood are permanently transformed. They 

forever carry a subjugated embodied knowledge of what it means to be ‘other’, which 

comes with an ability to see the web of structures that make up normativity – as if the 

hyperobject of anthropocentric society has become visible for the first time. 
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Becoming Ethical Archives 
 

I have argued that disease constructs a powerful discursive and metaphorical tool 

through which institutions and corporations create frameworks of ideological power, 

comprising discourse, myth, and biopolitics. These structures of power shape our 

spaces, stories, and the barriers within which we must construct our identities. It is 

almost impossible, then, to make sense of our material reality in a way that is not 

concerned with health and security, as these shape our world. Salami argues that 

‘[h]ow we move and feel in the world, the air we breathe, the health of our trees, the 

food we eat, the ideologies we support, the way we dance and make love are all 

reflections of what we know’ (16). If the framework for our knowledge is one of disease, 

how we exist in the world is constitutive of anxieties about contagions and death, 

barrier formation, and an anthropocentric hierarchy based on zoonotic fears. 

Joseph Hurtgen addresses ways that archives of knowledge shape the ways we make 

sense of the world in his 2018 book The Archive Incarnate. He argues that archives of 

texts and knowledge are subjected to power structures because ‘archival processes 

can move ideas into discourse as easily as they can remove them, as some information 

is shelved for greater visibility and dissemination while other information is archived for 

the purposes of concealment’ (23). Hurtgen argues that technology has made storage 

capacities and access to archives more readily available than ever before. The sheer 

volume of texts in these archives has resulted in an anxiety about historical truth, as the 

volume of data affects interpretational accuracy. Archives are sites of power, both of 

domination and transgression, as processes of curation means that they convey the 

beliefs or attitudes of those in control. However, engagement with archives make these 
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power structures visible and offers knowledge of how to resist them. Hurtgen suggests 

that ‘information found in archives becomes an extension of the body. Power systems 

write (encode) the archive of law directly onto the bodies of their subjects’ (21). 

Embodied archives offer a productive lens to describe the kind of post-anthropocentric 

storytelling that these chapters imagine. Paull’s The Bees highlights the dual 

possibilities of control and liberation of archives, as the Hive-Mind transmits knowledge 

directly to the minds of the bees to grant them direct access to the hive’s archive. 

However, the control of the Hive-Mind is also a threat to any bee who does not conform 

to the strict rules of the hive, as it constructs violent punishments as a necessity. The 

hive’s shortage of food means that Flora is temporarily allowed to learn from the higher 

kin of the hive. She becomes an embodied archive, learning from every kin of the hive, 

and her lived experience eventually allows her to transgress the hive’s power 

structures. Her embodiment of both archive and archivist grants her the power to share 

her knowledge freely with her kin and learn from them in turn. Embodied archives draw 

their power from lived experience and the knowledge they contain, and they evolve 

symbiotically with the individual. However, the knowledge in these archives is also 

decentralised, shared with communities rather than controlled by institutions, and 

informed by relations to other humans and nonhumans alike. Including nonhuman 

agents in our embodied archives offers a way to transcend harmful anthropocentric 

practices, as it allows us to view them as beings capable of imagination and emotion in 

their own right. 

Marek C. Oziewiscz argues that speculative fiction is especially well-suited to explore 

ethical considerations and justice because these exist as a series of scripts or stories. 
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Speculative fiction offers alternative pasts, presents, and futures, which construct 

counternarratives to the scripts of contemporary ethics. He suggests: 

In all its forms, speculative fiction occupies the non-mimetic part of the literary 

spectrum. Characterized by extended thought-experiments that involve the 

hypothetical, the supernatural, or the impossible, speculative fiction is more 

cognitively stimulating than the mimetic genres (Nikolajeva 50). Unlike the 

mimetic genres, it offers no pretense of being factual or accurate, a denial that 

endows it with a deeper potential for ethical considerations. (3) 

Speculative fiction offers a way to imagine new embodied experiences and ways of 

communicating with the ‘other’ through a self-conscious engagement with language 

and literary traditions. In the second chapter, I discussed the transforming nature of 

Stephenson’s Snow Crash genre traits as his imagined future has moved from 

speculative prediction to embodied reality. His critical engagement with the elusive 

consequences of accelerated technological advancements, which are still unfolding 33 

years after the novel’s publication, is perhaps more poignant than ever. Snow Crash 

warns about a pattern of institutional and social reactions to unprecedented change, 

which sparks a dual desire for control and colonization, as well as anxiety for those 

whose bodies are casualties of the anthropocentric desire to maintain hierarchical 

power. This is why the speculative nature of Stephenson’s novel remains relevant, 

despite the fact that our contemporary reality mitigates the effects of the novel’s 

cognitive estrangement. This is an issue that perhaps speaks more to the genre of 

speculative fiction than the contemporary value of Snow Crash. The transformation of 

speculative elements over time raises pertinent questions about how stories transform 
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through context, and perhaps also, through later publications of prequels and sequels 

that sometimes aim to draw conclusions and provide further clarity to readers. When I 

selected the texts for the thesis, I was aware that Pullman had already published two 

out of three works in his Book of Dust series, which features as a prequel/sequel series 

to His Dark Materials. I decided not to include these in my analysis of Lyra’s journey 

because they do not contain the same level of engagement with disease as the original 

trilogy. This kind of decision inevitably raises questions about authorial intent, 

particularly whether the absence of disease metaphor in Pullman’s follow-up trilogy 

somehow invalidates my approach. This question cropped up again when VanderMeer 

released his 2024 Absolution, an addition to the Southern Reach series. Ambiguity and 

incommunicable knowledge were features of the Southern Reach trilogy that played a 

central role in my arguments about the power of deconstructing human barriers. What 

if this addition to the series provided final and contradictory answers? This kind of 

anxiety about literary authority is compelling, particularly as these specific texts 

question who creates universal cosmological stories alongside their reasons and 

methods of control. I would be doing these texts a disservice if I were to place their 

authors in a position of idealised authority, as that would be an example of the exact 

kind of power structure about which the texts ask their readers to think critically. All of 

the texts in this thesis highlight the transgressive powers of critical thinking, 

questioning, and reflective engagement with storytelling. Brent Adkins wonders: 

What might we be able to do with a book […] if we did not suppose that it must 

be read in the order it was written? What kinds of connections might we be able 

to make by asking, What can this book do?, rather than, What is the authorial 

intent behind this book? […] This is where something new is created. (24) 
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The texts all work self-consciously with issues of authorship, and they all contain 

stories within them that are written or told by non-human storytellers. VanderMeer’s 

Area X produces a wealth of texts, just like the landscapes in Time War are a symbiotic 

part of Red and Blue’s letters. Hiro and Lyra both uncover religious narratives and trace 

how these transform in the human and nonhuman contexts within which they are told. 

Their speculative engagements with authorship and the ways that stories change the 

material reality of our worlds reflect Bennett’s theory of “vibrant matter”. She argues 

that all matter possesses transformative powers through which it affects other matters 

through its relations. Bennett’s “assemblages”, through which humans and 

nonhumans direct force together, offer a productive way to imagine future modes of 

storytelling. Bennett calls for nonhuman agents to be included in our politics, just as 

the stories in this thesis call for them to be prioritised equally in our stories. My chosen 

texts similarly imagine an assemblage of force in which the matter of the landscapes 

directly affects the texts themselves and vice versa. Bennett describes assemblages as 

“open-ended collectives”, highlighting that their force transforms alongside the agents 

involved. Speculative fiction engages with literary history and nonhuman narrative in 

similar ways, as it reconfigures and experiments with past and present traditions, as 

well as future possibilities. Through their speculative prioritisation of ‘othered’ bodies 

and the affective forces of nonhumans, works of speculative fiction challenge systems 

of power, for example, the agrilogistics project, that construct nonhumans as 

instruments for human survival. 

The works remain able to transgress such structures because they, in contrast to the 

rigid and static barriers of agrilogistics or biopolitics, encourage constant 

transformation and reconfiguration. This is evident in Absolution, which maintains the 
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dizzying temporal uncertainty of the original three books that keeps the reader 

suspended in a state of disorientation. As with Authority, the focus of this new addition 

is more on human and institutional reactions to the pre-emergence strangeness of Area 

X, but it nonetheless continues Annihilation’s air of mysticism. The novel does feel 

distinctly different in tone from the trilogy, containing a more spy-fi sense of paranoia 

and outright disturbing (in part thanks to compulsive swearing and graphic cannibalism) 

scenes of interspecies consumption. However, rather than devaluing existing academic 

engagement with the original three books, it is precisely this kind of reflective 

engagement with existing texts that all of the works in this thesis call for. As I 

highlighted in the third chapter, Alex Garland’s reconfiguration of Annihilation is 

distinctly different from VanderMeer’s original, and these differences are extremely 

useful for making clear exactly how VanderMeer’s conscious engagement with disease 

imagery makes anthropocentric structures visible. Garland’s hyperbolic moments of 

infiltration produce a version of the same story that has a distinctly different effect as 

his landscape appears to actively fight back against the expedition members. Both offer 

useful ways to explore how disease metaphor justifies violence against the ‘other’. 

Moreover, the existence of multiple different versions of the same text and of 

VanderMeer’s somewhat altered approach in Absolution speaks to the transformative 

powers of retelling and positionality. New stories and perspectives continue to be 

released, created from the ripples of the original across time and space.  

Time War makes the impact of positionality and lived experience particularly visible by 

sprinkling historical and literary breadcrumbs throughout the novel for the reader to 

interpret based on their pre-existing knowledge. I argued that the blank spaces of the 

novel make space for the reader to insert their perspectives into the text, and in doing 
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so, the already collaboratively written story becomes a work of participatory 

storytelling. This invitation is more explicit in Time War than the other texts, but they all 

consciously make space for reflection and collaboration. It may be a characteristic of 

post-anthropocentric storytelling, or it may be a natural consequence of speculative 

portrayals of future human ways of coexistence; either way, these stories share a 

commitment to collective change. They also warn that corporations and institutions 

with capitalist or hierarchical ideologies actively prevent these moments of creative 

collaboration from happening, as they benefit from anthropocentric practices. As 

Salami argues, their power structures are endemic to ‘a narrative that parades 

propaganda as knowledge; it helps accumulate insight on how to end war, poverty, and 

disease yet doesn’t end them’ (23). The collective responsibility that these texts refer to 

is not to ‘solve’ climate change or to change consumer habits in their homes. They offer 

reflective approaches to learning that allow us to practice thinking beyond ideological 

restraints and to obtain transgressive knowledge that shapes our existence in the 

world. They also call for us to use our voices and stories to challenge the foundational 

ideologies that allow these structures of power to control our spatial reality, so that we 

may develop an ethic of care and celebration in our coexistence with nature.  

His Dark Materials and Time War share many similarities in the ways their protagonists 

step outside of the ideologies of their societies to gain embodied knowledge and a 

sense of spatial belonging. The religious institution in Lyra’s world promotes worship of 

a promised land in the afterlife, which encourages followers to adopt anthropocentric 

attitudes rather than caring for the world around them. Once Lyra fails to rescue Roger, 

she vows to travel to this promised land to find him and embarks on a journey through 

worlds. Her journey is underpinned by her desire to belong, and while she often feels a 
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connection to the communities she travels through, she never truly feels at home. Red 

and Blue are on similar journeys, as their factions’ war forces them to live a 

disembodied and timeless existence of endless travel through worlds and timelines. 

Red and Blue bond over their shared desire to find a place to call home, with Red 

eventually confessing, ‘[t]hat’s all I want now. A small place, a dog, green grass. To 

touch your hand. To run my fingers through your hair’ (118). Their longing for a place to 

call home reflects bell hooks’ notion of love as ethics of mutual care, honesty, and 

vulnerability. hooks’ love ethics is felt viscerally, as without it ‘the body is never really 

adequately nourished and remains in a constant state of lack and longing’ (All About 

Love, 88). Her portrayal of the nourishing effects of love ethics is illuminating, 

considering Time War’s engagement with eating and exploring bodily functions in a 

society that considers such things as weaknesses. Just as parallels are continuously 

drawn between Lyra’s journey and the Fall myth, Red and Blue’s pleasure in exploring 

bodily experiences, such as eating red apples, is likewise portrayed through allusions to 

the Fall. It is significant that both works reconfigure the focus on temptation in the 

original story to highlight embodied experience and desire as natural and 

transformative. Their respective falls lead them to obtain intimate knowledge of the 

world that transgresses the barriers of their institutions’ ‘mind over matter’ ideologies. 

Importantly, it is the embodied experience of love that empowers them to gain 

unauthorized knowledge. hooks argues that ‘[a]wakening to love can happen only as we 

let go of our obsession with power and domination’ (All About Love, 87), which suggests 

that love is its own kind of embodied power that is suppressed by anthropocentric 

structures of power but holds transgressive potential. Pullman, El-Mohtar, and 

Gladstone approach love as a multifaceted experience that gives us knowledge about 
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ourselves and those around us. Lyra’s love for will enables her to finally find the sense 

of home that she has longed for, as ‘she felt as though she had been handed the keys to 

a great house she hadn’t known was there, a house that was somehow inside her, and, 

as she turned the key, deep in the darkness of the building she felt other doors opening 

too, and lights come on’ (The Amber Spyglass 445). Lyra’s sense of home is awakened 

as her sense of self develops; however, it is also deeply rooted in a commitment to 

place. Her and Will’s decision to return to their worlds despite their longing to be 

together resembles the commitment of love ethics ‘to give our all to our relationships; 

by embracing a global vision where we see our lives and our fate as intimately 

connected to those of everyone else on the planet’ (All About Love, 88). Love ethics 

offer a different way of knowing and of coexisting with the nonhuman. Lyra promises 

Will that they will be able to find each other and exist across worlds in death, and ‘cling 

together so tight that nothing and no one’ll ever tear us apart. Every atom of me and 

every atom of you... We’ll live in birds and flowers and dragonflies and pine trees and in 

clouds and in those little specks of light you see floating in sunbeams’ (501). The texts’ 

varied imaginations of ‘other’ ways of being highlight social and environmental change 

as an opportunity for transformation. 

Perhaps the most vital knowledge contained within the texts and critical approaches in 

this thesis is that our stories and languages construct our material reality. Disease as 

discourse cultivates fear that reinforces structures of control and portrays them as 

legitimate and justified. bell hooks argues: 

Cultures of domination rely on the cultivation of fear as a way to ensure 

obedience. In our society we make much of love and say little about fear. Yet we 
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are all terribly afraid most of the time. As a culture we are obsessed with the 

notion of safety. Yet we do not question why we live in states of extreme anxiety 

and dread. Fear is the primary force upholding structures of domination. It 

promotes the desire for separation, the desire not to be known. When we are 

taught that safety lies always with sameness, then difference, of any kind, will 

appear as a threat. When we choose to love we choose to move against fear—

against alienation and separation. The choice to love is a choice to connect—to 

find ourselves in the other. (All About Love, 93). 

Disease as discourse functions as a self-propagating social contagion that keeps us in 

a perpetual state of fear and ideological control. Disease metaphor is such a powerful 

tool that it offers the most efficient terms for describing its own self-replicating nature 

which reveals just how easy it is to slip into the discursive approaches that this thesis 

warns against. Breaking the “easy-think” loop of disease as discourse is not easy. 

However, I hope that in highlighting the ‘othering’ and often violent consequences that 

it enables, that this thesis along with the expanding field of medical humanities, will 

encourage reflection. As I have argued, disease metaphors often offers useful 

analogies that help us categorise the world around us, however, its broad usefulness 

warrants caution. The texts in this thesis all engage critically with disease to examine 

who benefits from the continued use of disease as discourse and the consequences of 

doing so in this crucial time of environmental change. Their varied portrayals of disease 

and contagion construct an estrangement that make these consequences more visible 

and tangible.  Snow Crash warns of unintended consequences during times of 

unprecedented change and highlights that passive approaches intensify 

anthropocentric attitudes. It is imperative, therefore, that we take active responsibility 
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for building our post-anthropocentric world out of the matter of our stories. Post-

anthropocentrism is not a moment in time, but rather a gradual, critical movement that 

does not prioritise human existence above the well-being of the landscape but instead 

sees the two as intertwining and symbiotic. To undo the power structures that seek to 

contain our imagination may require us, like VanderMeer’s expedition members, to 

confront uncomfortable moments of uncertainty and disorientation. However, to echo 

Lyra’s final reflection to Pan, we cannot build new worlds if we put ourselves first; ‘[w]e 

have to be all those difficult things like cheerful and kind and curious and brave and 

patient, and we've got to study and think, and work hard, all of us, in all of our different 

worlds, and then we'll build […] The kingdom of Heaven’ (The Amber Spyglass 522).
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