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Introduction: 
Modernity beyond 
Salvage

A resourceful loner, a dangerous voyage, a shipwreck, a desert island, a life 
of almost unimaginable solitude, desperate scavenging, despair, hope, the 
discovery of a footprint, conquest in the guise of love, bloody warfare, 
escape. These are the iconic plot elements of what many regard as the first 
novel written in the English language, Robinson Crusoe, by Daniel Defoe, 
published in 1719. We are approaching its three-hundredth anniversary, 
a fact that might seem to relegate the Crusoe narrative to the musty 
recesses of history. Yet striking allusions to these elements of Defoe’s land-
mark text have appeared in very recent novels by some of the world’s most 
prominent authors, including Oryx and Crake (2003) by Margaret 
Atwood, Cloud Atlas (2004) by David Mitchell, The Road (2006) by 
Cormac McCarthy, The Stone Gods (2007) by Jeanette Winterson, Zone 
One (2011) by Colson Whitehead, and the Ship Breaker series (2010, 
2012) by Paolo Bacigalupi. Along with references to the story of the ill-
fated adventurer, these novels have something else in common. They are 
all about the end of the world as we know it.

This presents us with something of a mystery: Why Crusoe? Why have 
major novelists of our own moment felt the need to reach back to a book 
that is centuries old when trying to imagine our global future? Why has 
the story of a single shipwrecked man been transformed into the story of 
a wrecked world? A range of answers come to mind, from Crusoe’s mythic 
stature as a “sole survivor” to Defoe’s role in founding the conventions of 
adventure narrative.1 Yet, in my view, it is Crusoe’s role as an avatar of 
modernity that is most crucial to understanding his haunting presence in 
contemporary narratives of global disaster. Michael Chabon notes, “Post-
apocalyptic tales of lone survivors . . . have long played fruitfully with the 
pattern of [Robinson Crusoe], depicting as heroic if problematic a lone 
attempt to impose a bourgeois social order on an irrational empty wilder-
ness after the bomb or virus strikes” (7). However, a bourgeois social order 
is but one of the many dimensions of modernity the characters in these 
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recent texts tentatively revive. By most measures, Robinson Crusoe is not a 
post-apocalyptic novel; at the very dawn of modernity, a single man loses 
his place in that newly modern world, but it goes on without him. Yet his 
predicament is the one writers of post-apocalyptic narratives since the 
Enlightenment have wanted readers to confront. Crusoe has lost his 
modern life and wants it back. He famously goes about salvaging and 
rebuilding that existence, scrap by scrap, pot by pot, “plantation” by plan-
tation. In the troubling scope of these efforts, we see mirrored the chal-
lenge survivors in contemporary post-apocalyptic fiction face as they 
confront the question of what elements of modernity—if any—they 
should reclaim.

The Post-Apocalyptic Novel in the Twenty-First Century: Modernity 
beyond Salvage explores a recent development in what I view to be the 
long story of the post-apocalyptic novel’s treatment of the episteme of 
modernity. That development is the publication of a series of post-
apocalyptic literary novels by well-known anglophone authors from 
America, England, and Canada since the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. These books reflect a set of historical and epistemological 
 transformations—the globalized economy intensified by the end of the 
Cold War; the international recognition of the menace of anthropogenic 
global warming; the attacks of 9/11 and the subsequent War on Terror; 
the growing disavowal within intellectual circles of postmodernity as a 
category of periodization; and the international resurgence of the concept 
of “modernity.” The Post-Apocalyptic Novel in the Twenty-First Century 
argues that, as an alternative to postmodern formal experimentation, 
these texts use the conventions of post-apocalyptic genre fiction to inter-
rogate the category of modernity. One premise of this book is that with 
the emergence of modernity in the eighteenth century, apocalypse shifted 
from its origins as the story of the annihilation of a sinful human world 
to become, in novel form, the story of the collapse of modernity itself. 
Like most post-apocalyptic fiction dating from the Enlightenment 
period, the recent texts I examine at moments mourn this fall or retreat 
to fantasies of the premodern. Yet in addition to these traditions, they 
also attempt to reckon with modernity after reports of its death have been 
greatly exaggerated.

Modernity was placed under erasure in the latter decades of the twen-
tieth century by the emergence of postmodernism. It is a commonplace 
that postmodern theory promulgated a post-apocalyptic sensibility; her-
alding the collapse of various pillars of modern thought from “man” to 
the “metanarrative,” the structure of feeling known as postmodernism 
seemed to toll the death knell of modernity.2 Indeed, from this new 
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theoretical perspective, post-apocalyptic narrative had always already 
been postmodern, rehearsing the foundering of modernity since its very 
inception. By a number of metrics, however, the influence of postmodern 
theory has waned since the end of the Cold War, and while what is staged 
in the twenty-first-century post-apocalyptic novel is still, as ever, the dis-
solution of modernity, alongside those conventions, we also see the dis-
tinctive enactment of the end of postmodernity as a cultural dominant in 
these texts. Whereas postmodern post-apocalyptic narratives written from 
the 1960s through the 1980s charted characters’ departure from moder-
nity into ever deeper aleatory terrain, the characters in many of these new 
millennial narratives begin in conditions of what we might call postmod-
ern modernity, conditions that break down and from which the charac-
ters must then move forward.3

I have chosen salvage as a keyword for my study because salvage is a 
crucial practical and conceptual element of the twenty-first-century nov-
els I consider here. From its earliest roots in the ancient Near East, apoca-
lyptic literature has been profoundly intertextual, consistently borrowing 
and adapting material from earlier texts. All of the contemporary texts  
I examine continue this tradition of literary salvage. Beyond such literary 
appropriations, salvage also abides within these texts as a central action 
and theme. In the aftermath of catastrophe, the characters are confronted 
with the remnants of the modern world—from the immaterial domain of 
words and ideas to the physical detritus of objects and machines—and 
they must “shore” “[t]hese fragments,” as T. S. Eliot puts it in his post-
apocalyptic masterpiece, The Waste Land (430). It is in this process of 
reclamation that we also see an unfolding relationship to modernity, and 
my title encodes a taut dialectic within these texts: either survivors should 
move beyond salvaging mere scraps of modernity and rebuild dimensions 
of it in earnest or they should concede that modernity is beyond salvage 
and attempt to devise something that transcends its historical forms.4

Accompanying questions of the sort of world that should emerge from 
the wreckage, there is an internal dimension to this confrontation with 
modernity; an essential process for the protagonists in each of these nar-
ratives is recognizing what they can or should become, what forms of 
subjectivity might be salvaged, jerry-rigged, or grown in the new condi-
tions in which they find themselves. In addition to Robinson Crusoe, a 
kaleidoscope of other premodern, modern, and postmodern archetypes 
are introduced in these novels. Indeed, these books read as bestiaries, full 
of old and new creatures that profoundly transform the lineaments of the 
modern Western conception of the human self. From cannibals to clones, 
these are the archetypes of the new post-apocalyptic canon. Presented 
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with their tangled literary and historical genomes, we are invited to ask 
what should survive and why.

* *  *

The long story of modern post-apocalyptic fiction begins with Defoe’s 
Robinson Crusoe and A Journal of the Plague Year (1722), texts that antici-
pate a larger body of work that scholar Warren Wagar terms “secular 
eschatology.”5 Unlike Wagar’s more catholic approach, however, I am par-
ticularly concerned with the specifically literary tradition of post- 
apocalyptic fiction, stretching from Defoe onward. It is my contention 
that the post-apocalyptic novel is the sine qua non of modern fiction, 
which is to say, the form that most directly addresses the nature of moder-
nity in its totality both as an epistemology and as a lived experience. 
Berger observes, “The apocalyptic event, in order to be properly apoca-
lyptic, must in its destructive moment clarify and illuminate the true 
nature of what has been brought to an end” (5). In text after text, begin-
ning in the Enlightenment period, what has been brought to an apocalyp-
tic end are the physical structures, social formations, and values of modern 
life, and like the chalk outline of a murder victim, the very absence of 
these phenomena becomes the primary concern of these narratives and a 
potent starting point for weighing their meaning.6

For the better part of two centuries of post-apocalyptic fiction, to lose 
the modern was unequivocally tragic. Robinson Crusoe, A Journal of the 
Plague Year, and another milestone of the genre, Mary Shelley’s The Last 
Man (1826), depict the prospect of failed modernity in agonizingly nega-
tive terms. This elegiac treatment of a venerated modernity remains 
largely dominant through the publication of H. G. Wells’s The War of the 
Worlds (1898). Yet one also begins to detect a shift in the beginning of the 
twentieth century: the sharp eyes and light step of Edwin in Jack London’s 
The Scarlet Plague (1912) hints that perhaps the premodern might be an 
improvement over the swarming cities of the modern era, whose effete 
denizens have so readily succumbed to the plague. It is not until the Cold 
War period, however, that post-apocalyptic narratives begin to express 
gleeful relief at the collapse of modernity. As Brian Aldiss has suggested, a 
number of these texts present “cosy catastrophe[s]” (294); in John 
Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids (1951), for instance, a small band of 
men and women enjoy freedom from the stresses of modern life after the 
remainder of the population is blinded by satellite weaponry and quickly 
perishes.7 The pastoral does not suffice for long, however, and writers like 
Philip K. Dick in Dr. Bloodmoney (1965) and J. G. Ballard in The Drought 
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(1965) begin to cast forward rather than back, marking a departure into 
a third stage of post-apocalyptic narrative by continuing to register the 
pleasures of modernity’s fall but looking toward some new sort of post-
modern existence for solace. Their work, along with post-apocalyptic 
texts by Doris Lessing (Memoirs of a Survivor, 1974), Russell Hoban 
(Riddley Walker, 1980), Denis Johnson (Fiskadoro, 1985), Paul Auster  
(In the Country of Last Things, 1987), and David Markson (Wittgenstein’s 
Mistress, 1988), constitutes actively postmodern post-apocalyptic narra-
tives, fervidly chronicling nonmodern ontologies and embracing what 
Linda Hutcheon calls the “‘poetics’ of postmodernism” (ix).8 By contrast, 
the texts I analyze here have reengaged more directly with what Fredric 
Jameson terms the “narrative category” of modernity (40), while also 
openly borrowing the conventions of genre fiction—in this case, post-
apocalyptic science fiction.

This is not to say that the influence of postmodern aesthetics and the-
ory are not evident in the novels I analyze. The most notable legacy is the 
narrative fragmentation that is operative to one degree or another in all 
the works save Bacigalupi’s. To this technique, we can add Winterson’s 
and Mitchell’s metafictional gestures. At the level of epistemology, we also 
encounter Atwood’s, Mitchell’s, and Winterson’s skepticism toward the 
destructive aspects of scientific rationality, while they, as well as Whitehead, 
present the dangers of a culture saturated and disoriented by simulacra. 
More generally, the novels in this study tend to reflect postmodern poli-
tics of difference through critiques of sexism, racism, colonialism, and 
humanism. Yet interlaced with these postmodern modalities are political 
and social narratives that torque toward modern ideology. And rather 
than the profound experimentation, fragmentation, indeterminacy, and 
mysticism of the fictions of their recent predecessors, these novelists skew 
back toward realist prose and the recognizable settings, characters, and 
plots of genre science fiction.

My intellectual lineage in this project becomes clear from the feminist, 
postcolonial, and Marxist critics, including Walter Benjamin, Wendy 
Brown, Jed Esty, Marianne Hirsch, Catherine Keller, Esther Leslie, David 
Medalie, and Franco Moretti, who inform my readings of the various 
novels of the post-apocalyptic canon. There has been a marked surge of 
critical interest in apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic fiction since the turn 
of the twenty-first century, and this body of scholarship has been crucial 
to my thinking as well. These critical studies have typically focused either 
on works by major literary figures that include oblique references to 
Christian apocalypse or on popular writers and filmmakers who offer full-
blown narratives of global devastation.9 One of the objectives of this book 
is to address a new literary phenomenon, an unprecedented outpouring 
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of fully developed post-apocalyptic narratives by major, critically 
acclaimed anglophone writers.10 While what Andrew Hoberek has called 
the “genre turn” in twenty-first-century literary fiction has begun to 
attract critical attention, the new post-apocalyptic canon seems a particu-
larly fascinating case study: influential writers from across the globe, all 
taking up the same genre conventions in order to explore a range of 
urgent cultural, political, environmental, and economic questions.11 In its 
prime, postmodern fiction was known for its incorporation of mass- 
market genres; that engagement, however, was frequently ironic and self- 
conscious. The texts I examine, in contrast, tend to traffic in the 
post-apocalyptic genre’s grim conventions not with scare quotes but 
rather with a sincere intention to scare readers.

Recent apocalyptic critics have come up with an impressive catalog of 
terms for the varieties of apocalyptic narrative: post-apocalypse, neo- 
apocalypse, crypto-apocalypse, counter-apocalypse, ana-apocalypse, ironic 
apocalypse, technological apocalypse, anti-apocalypse, capitalist apoca-
lypse, slow apocalypse, and postmodern apocalypse, among others.12 As 
this list suggests, terminology can pose considerable challenges when con-
fronting fictions that portray global devastation. In the broadest sense,  
I treat post-apocalyptic literature as a subset of apocalyptic literature, since 
the former relies on the premise of the latter. Indeed, all of the texts in this 
study depict, at least in passing and often in detail, events leading up to a 
catastrophe of national or international proportions, as well as the catas-
trophe itself. In particular, the novels Oryx and Crake, Cloud Atlas, and 
The Stone Gods, which I discuss in the first three chapters of this book, 
give extensive attention to events preceding the collapse of human civiliza-
tion. Aspects of these texts can be understood as “apocalyptic” in both the 
Christian and secular senses, and when treating the more traditionally 
apocalyptic aspects of the texts, I use this term. Yet in these novels as well 
as the remainder of the books I consider here, significant attention is also 
given to the aftermath of the disaster. In chapter three and beyond, I ana-
lyze The Road, Zone One, and Ship Breaker, novels that dedicate most of 
their narrative space to events after the collapse of modernity.

Most importantly, regardless of the extent of attention given to events 
before and during the cataclysm, the texts are powerfully united by a 
deep and manifest affiliation with post-apocalyptic genre fiction, includ-
ing some or all of the widely recognized conventions of that form: 
ragged bands of survivors; demolished urban environments surrounded 
by depleted countryside; defunct technologies; desperate scavenging; 
poignant yearning for a lost civilization, often signified by the written 
word; and extreme violence, including cannibalism, enacted by roving 
gangs of outlaws. Within my own project, my baseline definition of 
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post-apocalyptic fiction is material that depicts what might be called 
“ globalized ruin.” By this I mean works that portray catastrophe of at least 
a national level and, by nature of our globalized political economy, assume 
dramatic effects elsewhere as well. As these texts remind us, one of the 
most potent and distinctive aspects of our own contemporary apocalyptic 
fears is the loss of a global perspective—the luxury of global intelligence 
that we currently enjoy through access to 24-hour international news is 
one of the elements of modernity that is conspicuously denied the char-
acters in these narratives.13 In many cases, they simply don’t know if the 
rest of the world suffers as they do.

In their studies of post-apocalyptic literature, critics James Berger and 
Teresa Heffernan illuminate an important question regarding the role of 
the Christian tradition of apocalypse in this fiction focused on the after-
math of cataclysm. On the one hand, Berger seeks to “understand the 
apocalyptic representations of historical catastrophes, how writing about 
history constructs scenarios ‘after the end,’ in which the ending . . . both 
does and does not take place” (emphasis mine, xii). Heffernan, on the 
other hand, argues that the twentieth century has fully departed from that 
religious tradition and is squarely concerned with “[c]atastrophic 
 narrations . . . that are bereft of redemption and revelation” (6). My own 
stance is closer to Berger’s; that is, while the books that I take up in this 
study represent sweeping destruction primarily within a secular and exis-
tential framework rather than a religious or supernatural one, they are not 
strictly “catastrophic,” as Heffernan intends this term. Instead, they 
explore a variety of futures following the destruction of contemporary 
modernity, typically making reference both to Christian eschatology and 
to a range of other literary texts and historical events. As Quinby suggests, 
“The unusual elasticity of the term ‘apocalypse’ facilitates . . . [a] conver-
gence of religious and secular attitudes and practices” (xii).

Pursuing matters of definition further, it is useful to consider the ten-
sion in these texts between the post-apocalyptic and dystopian traditions. 
Some critics, most notably Ursula Heise, use the term “dystopian” rather 
than post-apocalyptic to describe the many recent novels that constitute 
the literary trend that I am analyzing here. Certainly, if we think about a 
dystopia strictly as a degraded society, then “post-apocalyptic” and “dys-
topian” are essentially synonymous. In some respects, dystopian content 
is symptomatic of the distinction between the Christian apocalyptic tra-
dition, which culminates in the utopian New Jerusalem, and the secular 
post-apocalyptic genre, which, without fail, imagines the destruction of 
modernity as leading to a state of at least provisional suffering and oppres-
sion. Yet it is not so easy to tease apart the impulses of the apocalyptic and 
the dystopian, since the Western dystopian tradition as it has emerged in 
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Soviet-inspired texts like We or 1984 is predicated on the notion that a 
society attempted to create a utopia only to conceive its opposite.14 If, as 
Heffernan suggests, the modern constructs of “History, the Nation, and 
Man” are all driven by “secular dreams” of “purpose, perfection, and per-
manence” that are distilled from “the Genesis to Revelation story” (4–5), 
then the stories of the collapse of the modern world into ruin do follow 
the utopia-to-dystopia telos. That thread is especially detectable in some 
of the narratives I examine here: In Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, 
the text in this study most directly informed by the Book of Revelation, 
Crake aspires to create a new Paradise, only to lay waste to human civiliza-
tion. In Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods the drive for a good life of 
unlimited consumerism has led to environmental collapse. In both 
authors’ visions, violent groups assert themselves in the power vacuum 
created by the plague or war that is born of these utopian yearnings. Yet 
in other texts, the events that have preceded the narrative have not explic-
itly focused on the effort to build a utopian world.

From another, related point of view, the dystopian tradition presents a 
world in which a single metanarrative has been imposed on a society. It is 
the oppressiveness of uniformity—indeed, of a particularly regimented 
expression of modernity—that lies at the heart of the form. Post-
apocalypse typically depicts the opposite extreme: a social landscape 
punctuated by small communities adhering to various micronarratives. In 
these visions, the result is not Jean-François Lyotard’s imagined liberation, 
but instead profound uncertainty in the absence of any points of consen-
sus on which social exchange can safely be predicated. Ultimately, then, 
while the term dystopian is appropriate in many cases, the term “post-
apocalyptic” captures the elements of loss and transformation that are 
crucial to my analysis of all of these novels.

In her recent review essay “What’s the Matter with Dystopia,” Heise 
not only relegates all post-apocalyptic narratives to the category of dysto-
pia, but also offers an impassioned critique of the contemporary prolifera-
tion of this fiction. According to Heise, the genre has become so 
recognizable and formulaic that it has lost its capacity to move readers to 
action. She sees in its “untiring attention to routines of everyday life” a 
homage to the contemporary DIY movement that makes life after a catas-
trophe appear more hip than horrifying (n.p.). And she ultimately regards 
it as a conservative form, offering no innovative ideas for potential change.  
I will take up the question of repetition and cliché at the end of this intro-
duction, but here I will point out that the writers I examine create remark-
ably rich, provocative narratives by affixing layers of imaginative detail, 
intertextual reference, and historically specific critique onto the frame-
work provided by the post-apocalyptic form. Whether matter-of-fact or 
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gut-wrenching in their tone, whether presenting the plangent reflections 
of a “last man” or the poignant struggles of a child, these texts retain their 
function as haunting admonishments about the legacy we risk leaving 
generations to come. While some texts might romanticize the elbow 
grease factor of a post-apocalyptic existence, as I discuss in chapter three, 
the itemizing of the skills required for daily survival that these novels 
rehearse becomes one of the most powerful ways they engage with the loss 
of modernity. Indeed, while DIY culture may have shaped these novels, it 
is equally clear that post-apocalyptic narrative has inspired DIY and 
maker cultures, motivating individuals to educate themselves about how 
to survive in a “worst-case scenario.” Finally, I concur with Heise in her 
call for narratives that generate innovative ideas for how the world’s social 
systems and economies might be reorganized. Yet the value of such mate-
rial does not negate the usefulness of texts that extrapolate the bleak out-
comes that are likely to be produced by contemporary trends. Nor are 
these texts strictly negative; as I demonstrate throughout this study, they 
also imagine new ways in which life might take shape after the destruc-
tion of contemporary modernity.

Moving from the laden signifiers of “post-apocalypse,” “apocalypse,” 
and “dystopia,” I now turn to “modernity,” perhaps the most unruly of the 
terms my project deploys. According to Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar, 
“Western discourse on modernity is a shifting, hybrid configuration con-
sisting of different, often conflicting, theories, norms, historical experi-
ences, utopic fantasies, and ideological commitments” (15). Similarly, 
Fredric Jameson has demonstrated that the term modernity is one of the 
most overdetermined in the English language, enumerating 14 separate 
historical events or eras that might be understood as the birth of moder-
nity and glossing its relevance in fields from philosophy to political science 
(31–32). Yet for Jameson as for his intellectual touchstone, Karl Marx, 
modernity is synonymous with capitalism (12–13). This understanding of 
modernity is a significant aspect of my own, but my definition includes 
Gaonkar’s broader characterization of “societal modernization,” which he 
explains “involves a set of cognitive and social transformations”:

[T]he cognitive transformations include or imply the growth of scientific 
consciousness, the development of a secular outlook, the doctrine of prog-
ress, the primacy of instrumental rationality, the fact-value split, individu-
alistic understandings of the self, contractualist understandings of society, 
and so on. The social transformations refer to the emergence and institu-
tionalization of market-driven industrial economies, bureaucratically 
administered states, modes of popular government, rule of law, mass 
media, and increased mobility, literacy and urbanization. (1–2)
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Gaonkar’s broad umbrella includes the intellectual, political, and mate-
rial manifestations of Enlightenment thought. Modernity as I mean the 
term encompasses the set of developments he describes, as well as such 
negative effects as the restrictive philosophical notion of the human and 
the bourgeois drive for comfort and convenience that has created three 
centuries of racism, sexism, bloody colonial history, and environmental 
destruction.

The relationship between the concepts of apocalypse and modernity is 
similarly complex, even confounding. Sharing the perspective of 
Heffernan that I sketched above, M. H. Abrams and Catherine Keller 
argue that the Christian tradition of apocalypse gave birth to key aspects 
of modernity. Abrams famously argues in Natural Supernaturalism that 
the Western understanding of history is a by-product of the Christian 
tradition of revelation. According to Keller, the spiritual trajectory of 
New Jerusalem laid out in the New Testament inspired the development 
of several crucial components of modernity, including its emphasis on 
progress, its avid colonial drive, and its newly striving scientific inquiry. 
Frank Kermode, Lois Parkinson Zamora, and Elizabeth Rosen all present 
variations of an alternative (although not contradictory) perspective that 
the modern era is one of constant change and perceived crisis that stimu-
lates narratives of apocalypse.15 Kermode, for instance, writes:

It is commonplace that our times do in fact suffer a more rapid rate of 
change technologically, and consequently in the increase of social mobility, 
than any before us. There is nothing fictive about that, and its implications 
are clear in our own day-to-day lives. What is interesting, though, is the 
way in which this knowledge is related to apocalypse, so that a mere cele-
bratory figure for social mobility . . . acquires apocalyptic overtones and 
establishes the language of an elect; and the way in which writers . . . are 
willing to go along, arguing that the rate of change implies revolution or 
schism, and that this is a perpetual requirement; that the stage of transi-
tion, like the whole of time in an earlier revolution, has become endless. 
(Emphasis in original, 101)

For Kermode, history and eschatology have become coextensive, and 
apocalypse is our primary framework for understanding modernity 
(25–26).

In his pioneering examination of the proliferation of narratives of 
modern, secular eschatology, Warren Wagar takes yet another view, read-
ing what he calls “terminal visions” as expressions of anxiety prompted by 
the beginning of the end of “the modern era of history” (xiii). Wagar does 
not see modernity giving birth to apocalyptic narrative—indeed, he traces 
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the apocalyptic form back to ancient Babylon. Instead, he maintains that 
it is the death throes of modernity that inspire modern apocalyptic literary 
texts, arguing, “Through their images, Western man expresses disbelief 
that his civilization can endure, in anything like its present form” (7). He 
dates the apocalyptic expression of this disbelief as commencing in the 
early nineteenth century, and intensifying in the 1890s, and then in the 
1920s, the 1950s, and again in the late 1970s (13–30).

Perhaps the most widespread view among the latest generation of crit-
ics similarly links apocalyptic narrative with the decline of modernity, but 
locates that change in the early twentieth century. If these recent argu-
ments do not exactly correspond to the critiques of modernity articulated 
by postmodern thinkers like Lyotard, they complement the general sense 
of modernity’s failure articulated by postmodern theory. In the most 
influential book written on post-apocalyptic narrative in the past two 
decades, James Berger argues that we exist in a post-apocalyptic era 
because the Holocaust and Hiroshima marked the termination of Western 
civilization. He writes:

It seems significant that in the late twentieth century we have had the 
opportunity, previously enjoyed only by means of theology and fiction, to 
see after the end of our civilization—to see in a strange prospective retro-
spect what the end would actually look like: it would look like a Nazi death 
camp, or an atomic explosion, or an ecological or urban wasteland. We 
have been able to see these things because they actually occurred. The most 
dystopic visions of science fiction can do no more than replicate the actual 
historical catastrophes of the twentieth century. (xiii)

In Berger’s account, the Holocaust is “the apocalypse in history that we 
are living after” and the “sense of post-apocalypse” that pervades 
American culture is symptomatic of this trauma that needs to be worked 
through (xiv, xiii). More recently, Heffernan turns to the writings of  
D. H. Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, Theodor Adorno, and Jean Baudrillard to 
suggest that a departure from modernity has taken place. She traces the 
ways that central narratives of modernity have depended on “the spirit of 
the Christian apocalypse, a narrative that posits an origin and moves 
definitively, through a series of coherent and concordant events, towards 
an end that will make sense of all that has come before it” (4). She con-
cludes, however, that “we live in a time after the apocalypse, after the faith 
in a radically new world, of revelation, of unveiling,” leaving her to ask, 
“what can possibly come after the modern or ‘after’ its after?” (6, 7).

While fascinating, the connections that Berger and Heffernan draw 
between “post-apocalyptic culture” and the implosion of Western 
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modernity are not altogether convincing. Certainly, the epistemological, 
political, and social impact of the events of World War II cannot be 
denied. Yet as Wagar has demonstrated, the conviction that society has 
reached its nadir of violence and corruption has been expressed repeat-
edly in Western civilization stretching back to Hesiod, who in the eighth 
century BC, “traces the decline of the world from ages of gold, silver, and 
bronze to our modern age of iron,” and “warns bitterly of an approach-
ing time when children will be born old, bearing witness to the exhaus-
tion of nature’s energy in a wicked world” (40).16 Despite his forceful 
claim, Berger himself implicitly equivocates about whether there is really 
anything distinctively post-apocalyptic about our own moment, invok-
ing the Holocaust as an exception in various ways but also alluding to 
many earlier atrocities and traumas, including American slavery and the 
French Revolution (xii). While texts like McCarthy’s The Road do  borrow 
imagery from the Holocaust, in general the twenty-first- century narra-
tives I examine take both a shorter and longer view—the events of 9/11 
cast shadows over several of the novels, and the texts also reach far more 
deeply into the history of modernity than the signal horrors of the first 
half of the twentieth century. Meanwhile, Berger’s full-throated political 
critique of the Reagan administration and Heffernan’s identification of 
the “the hope that the very openness of a narrative . . . keeps alive infinite 
directions and possibilities” reflect a fundamental aspect of modernity 
itself—what Gaonkar characterizes as modernity’s identity as “a form of 
discourse that interrogates the present” (14).

Indeed, a number of scholars have published work since the turn of the 
new century that makes convincing arguments about the rejuvenated sta-
tus of modernity. In Gaonkar’s 2001 volume, he frames the centrality of 
modernity in the twenty-first century in terms of material and social con-
ditions throughout the developing world:

[t]o announce the general end of modernity even as an epoch, much less 
as an attitude or an ethos, seems premature, if not patently ethnocentric, 
at a time when non-Western people everywhere begin to engage critically 
their own hybrid modernities. To be sure, there is a widespread feeling 
that we are at some sort of a turning point in the trajectory of modernity. 
That sense of being at the crossroads might have less to do with the ending 
of an era than with the fact that modernity today is global and multiple 
and no longer has a governing center or master-narratives to accompany 
it. (14)

This moment of perception that “modernity has gone global” makes the 
current elevation of the post-apocalyptic genre especially understandable 
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(Gaonkar 14). If it is globalization that is the most potent expression of 
modernity, it is doubly appropriate that to address this phenomenon, 
contemporary authors are again calling on and adapting apocalypse, the 
first narrative form to attempt to encompass the fate of the world in its 
entirety.

Also with an eye to the diverse communities that can lay claim to it, 
feminist critic Rita Felski announces in her 2000 book, “Modernity is 
back with a vengeance” (55). In her work she describes how cultural stud-
ies of “previously invisible figures,” including “suffragettes and shoppers, 
actresses and rap artists, Indian cricketers and gay flaneurs” have uncov-
ered “the role of nonelite groups in the formation of the modern world” 
(57, 58–59). Contesting the postmodern critique of modernity as the 
exclusive contrivance of European white men, she avers that “the rich 
brew of ideas, images, and stories that defines the modern world is not 
simply imposed from above on a docile populace but is constantly re-
created through forms of negotiation and critical response” (59). Inspired 
by these insights, which grant a new capaciousness to modernity, she pro-
poses the slogan “from the postmodern to the modern” and suggests that 
we need to “rethink our relationship to past time rather than assume we 
have transcended it” (61). In her account, postmodern scholarship 
becomes the occasion for a reassessment of modernity rather than a 
wholesale (and ironically totalizing) rejection of it.

In his 2002 book, A Singular Modernity, Jameson notes the recent 
rehabilitation of the concept of modernity with a measure of vehemence 
to rival Felski, declaring that it is “back in business all over the world” (6). 
Jameson maps the extent of this resurgence, from the domain of philoso-
phy to revitalized discussions of civil society. He puts a more negative spin 
on the possibility that it comes as a reaction to postmodernism, however, 
remarking, “Postmodernity came to seem a relatively disreputable idea in 
the established disciplines when some of its nastier consequences— 
a retheorization of late capitalism, feminism, coming to terms with so-
called ‘relativism’ and the constructedness of social reality—became more 
evident” (7). Dismissing more optimistic assessments of “alternative 
modernities,” he posits that modernity is an expression of the new global 
market, and in much of his project he charts an ideological return of the 
term as an insidious guise for contemporary capitalism (12).

It would be both reductive and counterproductive, of course, to claim 
that the writers of the new post-apocalyptic canon have set out with a 
single-minded mission to investigate the contemporary  contours of a 
newly animated modernity. In fact, while Atwood and Mitchell have cited 
concerns related to modernity, including unregulated  scientific experi-
mentation, international terrorism, and environmental degradation,  
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as motivations for their projects, McCarthy has described a fleeting 
vision of future destruction as the impetus for The Road, and Whitehead 
credits a simple love of the horror genre as inspiration for Zone One.17 
The texts also take up a number of issues that predate modernity in their 
grip on humanity, including cyclical violence, ageism, degraded work 
culture, dysfunctional and abusive families, and poverty. And there are 
specifics in these texts, including Atwood’s intervention regarding human 
trafficking, Mitchell’s engagements with nuclear energy and human 
cloning, Winterson’s characterization of reckless genetic engineering, and 
Bacigalupi’s invocations of ship breaking and the use of child soldiers, 
that are overtly political on their own terms.

However, these novels also convey the sense that more than ever 
before modernity in its various guises is both the problem and the solu-
tion. As Jameson would predict, most of the authors I discuss here have 
contemporary consumer capitalism and or economic globalization 
squarely in their sites. Indeed, all but McCarthy’s The Road offer tren-
chant critiques of exploitative cycles of production and consumption. 
Yet these texts disclose a fascination with the material, epistemological, 
and aesthetic modes of modernity that exceed the boundaries of raw 
capitalism. The essential nature of the modern looks rather different in 
each novel—in Oryx and Crake it is intertwined impulses of science and 
colonialism; in Cloud Atlas it is a linear relationship to time; in The Stone 
Gods and The Road it is an assertive model of Western “civilization”; in 
Zone One it is a deadening, yet possibly utopian, consumer culture, 
along with the aesthetic modes of kitsch and the sublime; and in Ship 
Breaker, it is the material culture and social formation produced by ready 
access to oil.

The novels explore these complex dimensions of twenty-first-century 
modernity by leveraging the post-apocalyptic form’s prodigious critical 
payload. A number of critics stretching from Wagar to Rosen have pointed 
out the powerful critical mechanism of the apocalyptic genre.18 From its 
earliest origins apocalyptic narrative has been a means of denouncing 
social and economic injustice in a given society. In historicizing the 
 apocalyptic genre, Berger writes:

Apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic representations serve varied psychologi-
cal and political purposes. Most prevalently, they put forward a total cri-
tique of any existing social order. From the Book of Revelation’s 
condemnation of Babylon, through the millenarian movements of the 
Middle Ages, to more recent apocalyptic thinking—both religious and 
secular—visions of the end and its aftermath emphasize that no social 
reform can cure the world’s diseases. Every structure of the old world is 
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infected, and only an absolute, purifying cataclysm can make possible an 
utterly new, perfected world. (7)

It is difficult to deny that the totalizing annihilation that is synonymous 
with apocalypse suggests a sort of exasperated throwing-up of hands. 
However, post-apocalyptic texts don’t ultimately concede to an “absolute, 
purifying cataclysm,” as Berger’s own work on “remainder[s]” suggests 
(7). Scraps of the world remain, and in every text I examine in this proj-
ect, the characters salvage both physical and epistemological elements of 
the world that has passed.

While less single-minded, the scrutiny that these recent novels direct 
toward modernity is also more pointed than that described by Berger. In 
the texts and cultural formations that he examines, he finds that the post-
apocalyptic narratives are attempts to reckon with various historical trau-
mas. Indeed, he has argued, “The study of a post-apocalyptic world is a 
study of symptoms and of representations that partly work through and 
partly act out the past that haunts them” (xv). It seems fair to say that 
trauma plays a major role in every post-apocalyptic text, yet Walter Benn 
Michaels’s recent critique of “the transformation of history into memory 
on behalf of the constitution of identity” is significant in relationship to 
Berger’s argument (135). According to Benn Michaels, to claim we have 
a memory of major historical events that we did not live through—as in 
the language of “remembering” the Holocaust—is to compromise our 
ability to engage with the past intellectually. Benn Michaels instead pro-
motes “taking the past as an object of knowledge” and embracing the 
approach that “we might learn from the past things that are useful in the 
present” (138). In some sense, this is what these twenty-first-century texts 
do. They are not texts that couch their apocalyptic fears in oblique refer-
ences to ghosts or angels, as some of the narratives that Berger examines 
do. Instead, they are full-on what-ifs that consider plagues, asteroid 
strikes, nuclear attacks, and other disasters as occasions that test the integ-
rity of various modern constructs. While many of the texts I examine 
present characters in traumatized states, and several of them seem to be 
responding specifically to 9/11, the novels themselves show little sign of 
the sort of sublimated anguish associated with past trauma. Rather than 
furtively struggling with the horrors of the twentieth century, these texts 
use the generic template of post-apocalypse to ask conscious questions 
about the past, present, and future.

Through these images of destruction, the authors communicate an 
ambivalence toward modernity within the larger culture that has been 
identified as a by-product of its renewed visibility by a number of schol-
ars. Gaonkar limns the “Janus-like character of modernity,” suggesting 
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that “the bright side of societal modernization anticipated by 
Enlightenment philosophers . . . refers to the palpable improvement in 
the material conditions of life as evident in economic prosperity, political 
emancipation, technological mastery, and the general growth of specialist 
knowledge” (9). Attending to Weber’s critique in particular, he continues, 
“The dark side refers to the existential experience of alienation and despair 
associated with living in a disenchanted world of deadening and mean-
ingless routine” (9). The tension between these, and other similarly 
Manichean accounts of modernity, produces an ongoing struggle. He 
writes, “[D]espite the variations in the choice of key figures, seminal texts, 
and defining themes and concepts, virtually every scholar on modernity 
and its future feels compelled to address the dilemmas posed by its dual 
character. They also share an urge to imagine and propose a scenario that 
would attenuate and control the dark side while sustaining and enhancing 
the bright side” (9). Post-apocalyptic fiction presents a particular oppor-
tunity for authors to play out a variety of such scenarios as modernity is 
shut down and rebooted.

In the wake of postmodernism’s impact on Western culture, this 
ambivalence is in many respects a distinctively twenty-first-century con-
dition. While Gaonkar recalls Weber’s modern critique of modernity, 
Felski articulates the degree to which late twentieth-century feminism has 
generated marked confusion toward modernity. She observes that while 
the Enlightenment’s relegation of women to the domestic sphere has sug-
gested to many feminists that “the logic of modernity is essentially hostile 
to women’s interests,” modernity has also provided women with a philo-
sophical platform for their fight for equal rights and the material condi-
tions for greater economic freedom. She reminds us, too, that even as 
modernity informs feminism, feminism drives and shapes modernity 
(202). Her analysis underscores that “the effects of modernization and 
modernity are ambiguous and complicated, and that we need to weigh 
the value of particular modern ideas and institutions” (203). Given femi-
nism’s significance in late twentieth-century culture, it is hard to mistake 
its historical role in undermining a monolithic understanding of 
modernity.

An even richer articulation of the equivocal role of modernity in the 
aftermath of postmodernism has been offered by German sociologist 
Ulrich Beck. In terms that return to the causal relationship between 
modernity and apocalyptic thought, Beck has argued since the 1980s that 
late twentieth-century modernization has created what he calls the “risk 
society” or, at other moments, “the catastrophic society,” in which 
“ people . . . find themselves exposed to ‘radiation,’ ingest ‘toxic levels,’ 
and are pursued into their very dreams by the anxieties of a ‘nuclear 
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holocaust’” (72). In response to these conditions, Beck maintains that a 
“new modernity,” which he refers to as “reflexive modernization,” has 
begun to emerge that turns its critical apparatus on industrial modernity. 
As citizens confront various hazards created by modernity, Beck writes, 
“what is at stake is the issue of whether we can continue the exploitation 
of nature (including our own), and thus, whether our concepts of ‘prog-
ress,’ ‘prosperity,’ ‘economic growth,’ or ‘scientific rationality’ are still cor-
rect. In this sense, the conflicts that erupt here take on the character of 
doctrinal struggles within civilization over the proper road for modernity” 
(emphasis in original, 40). Ultimately, Beck observes that modernity “has 
become the threat and the promise of emancipation from the threat that 
it creates itself ” (emphasis in original, 183). Nor is this the limit of the 
potential of the new modernity Beck describes; rather, in it he sees “the 
opportunity to find and activate the increase of equality, freedom and self-
expression promised by modernity, against the limitations, the functional 
imperatives and the fatalism of progress in industrial society” (emphasis 
in original, 232). In terms reminiscent of Felski’s, Beck expresses mea-
sured optimism about the enduring liberatory potential of modernity.

In its emphasis on the lurking environmental threats produced by the 
quotidian use of chemicals, Beck’s vision of the risk society does not cap-
ture the more abrupt and violent catastrophes that preoccupy many of the 
writers in this study. Nor do I share his confidence regarding the efficacy 
of a new politics of individualization in reflexive modernization. However, 
the novels of the post-apocalyptic canon do underscore what Lash and 
Wynne characterize as reflexive modernization’s elevation of “a reflexive 
learning process which could be advanced in contemporary risk conflicts 
instead of deepening the crisis of legitimation of modern institutions, 
locked as they are in their modernistic delusions” (6). At a more visceral 
level, Mark McGurl discusses reflexive modernization in relationship to 
Naomi Klein’s “account of inspiring recent instances of popular recon-
struction in the aftermath of environmental crises” in which “local peo-
ple’s renewal movements begin from the premise that there is no escape 
from the substantial messes we have created. . . . [They] do not seek to 
start from scratch but rather from scrap, from the rubble that is all 
around” (341, as quoted in McGurl “Ordinary Doom” 342). McGurl 
characterizes this thoughtful salvaging of parts of modernity as an updated 
form of “critique,” continuing, “As a supplement to the idea of critique as 
unmasking, it has the advantage of being useful on two fronts: first as a 
defense of what matters to us and then later, after damage or destruction 
has occurred, in the effort to create something better out of the detritus 
of disaster” (“Ordinary Doom” 342). Such a formulation captures the 
vision advanced by many of the novels I discuss here.
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In his work on “alternative modernities,” Gaonkar also suggests that 
we must interrogate Western modernity—“to think with a difference—a 
difference that would destabilize the universalist idioms, historicize the 
contexts, and pluralize the experiences of modernity” (15). After Charles 
Taylor, he advocates “a cultural theory” of modernity, which “holds that 
modernity always unfolds within a specific cultural or civilizational con-
text and that different starting points for the transition to modernity lead 
to different outcomes” (16, 17). Each of the novels I discuss builds its 
vision from a “different starting point” in order to “think through” moder-
nity in a distinctive form. These texts then, embark on the sort of imagi-
native “creative adaptations” that permit readers to “question the present” 
(18). Such adaptations, Gaonkar explains, constitute “the site where a 
people ‘make’ themselves modern, as opposed to being ‘made’ modern by 
alien and impersonal forces, and where they give themselves an identity 
and a destiny” (18). The tincture of postmodernism is evident in the 
immanence and diversity of these late modernities, marking them as orig-
inal to the new millennium.

As Gaonkar’s reference to “a people” above suggests, his primary refer-
ent here is the efforts by various indigenous groups throughout the devel-
oping world to shape the nature of the emergent modernity within their 
communities. In this regard, it is particularly telling that most of the texts 
I read in this study understand the post-apocalyptic worlds they present 
specifically in terms of the legacy of colonialism. It is here, again, that the 
role of Robinson Crusoe as a literary fountainhead for these novels comes 
into play. As several of my readings demonstrate, the texts make reference 
not only to Crusoe’s relationship to rebuilding a modern realm for him-
self, but also to his colonization of Friday as part of that effort. More 
generally, the texts present the new world after the apocalyptic event as a 
simulacrum of the “New Worlds” once “discovered” by European explor-
ers, and they inlay their narratives with a palimpsest of colonial and post-
colonial signifiers. The developing world then, becomes a primary 
inspiration for these writers to embark on their “creative adaptations.”19

To be sure, this tendency to imagine the future of Western hegemons 
as beleaguered precolonial sites awaiting modernization has a long his-
tory. In the early twentieth century, influential works like Jack London’s 
The Scarlet Plague and Stephen Vincent Benét’s “By the Waters of 
Babylon” visualized America returned to wilderness and descendants of 
its white pre-apocalyptic citizens transformed into neonative Americans 
through an Escheresque series of imaginative contortions.20 In the histori-
cal context of the early twentieth century, such generic elements can be 
understood as the deployment of racist stereotypes to sensationalize these 
authors’ literary visions. Incarnating the cliché of being driven by disaster 
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“back to the stone age,” these narrative conventions rehabilitate the most 
insidious stratifications that were underwritten by modernity. In their 
various updatings of the figure of Friday, the contemporary writers under 
investigation here take this same risk.

However, alongside such regressive currents, these visions of America, 
England, and other former financial centers as sites of desperate poverty 
and commercial exploitation by stronger, less devastated populations, also 
invite a reading of these novels as what Lee Medovoi has called “world-
system literature.” Building on Giovanni Arrighi’s world-systems analysis, 
Medovoi suggests that world-system literature must “take seriously the 
more complex features of world-systems theory, namely its investigations 
into moments of contradiction between the logics of capital and territory, 
when dialectical pressures have forced transformations of global space and 
the rearrangement of its circuits of power and wealth” (653). From this 
point of view, these world-ending narratives allegorize what Arrighi calls 
moments of “terminal crisis” when one “regime of accumulation” sup-
plants another (The Long Twentieth Century 215).

In addition to engaging with current critical conversations about apoc-
alyptic and post-apocalyptic literature and modernity, this study is 
intended to contribute to a still nascent discussion about the increasing 
centrality of genre fiction to twenty-first-century anglophone literature. 
The genre turn among literary writers of post-apocalyptic fiction seems 
an especially complex formal development, and thus a rich domain of 
study. In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode famously maps the way 
that our fictions both reflect and shape our immanent sense of our own 
ends. Kermode argues that novels constitute a critical means by which we 
“try to make sense of our lives,” and sees their structure as a reflection of 
our negotiation of the reality of our inevitable individual deaths (3). He 
links our conception of those individual deaths to the Christian tradition, 
with its fixation on linearity and apocalypse. The complex analogies 
Kermode draws between life and fiction lead to a particularly fascinating 
argument linking apocalypse and literary fiction. Setting up a contrast 
between those naïve apocalyptists who attempted to read Revelation liter-
ally, and more skeptical clerics who resist a simple attempt to predict the 
when and how of the end, Kermode extends this paradigm to the con-
struction of fiction. For Kermode, the immanence of apocalypse is mir-
rored in narrative structure, but the interesting bits are the “peripeteia”—the 
“falsification of one’s expectation of the end” (18). He states:

The story that proceeded very simply to its obviously predestined end would 
be nearer myth than novel or drama. Peripeteia, which has been called the 
equivalent, in narrative, of irony in rhetoric, is present in every story of the 
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least structural sophistication. Now peripeteia depends on our confidence of 
the end; it is a disconfirmation followed by a consonance; the interest of 
having our expectations falsified is obviously related to our wish to reach the 
discovery or recognition by an unexpected and instructive route. (18)

Kermode’s perspective is perhaps the most extreme expression of those 
who believe apocalypse has suffused Western culture. His discussions sug-
gest that rather than life being the norm, which is terminated by the aber-
ration of death, the end is the abiding reality, and human life is the 
“falsification.”

For Kermode “literary fictions” feature significant, imaginative perip-
eteia (19): “Broadly speaking, it is the popular story that sticks most 
closely to established conventions; novels the clerisy calls ‘major’ tend to 
vary them, and to vary them more and more as time goes by” (17). From 
his vantage point in the mid-1960s, modernist and late modernist writers 
are confronted with an ongoing challenge of imaginative deferral:

It is essential to the drift of all these talks that what I call the scepticism of 
the clerisy operates in the person of the reader as a demand for constantly 
changing, constantly more subtle, relationships between a fiction and the 
paradigms, and that this expectation enables a writer much inventive scope 
as he works to meet and transcend it. (24)

Kermode’s modernist context is evident in his admiration of the “inven-
tive scope” of writers who find new and ever more complex ways of delay-
ing the end of their novels.

And this context is equally evident in his dismissive treatment of genre 
fiction. For instance, he remarks that “we should expect only the most 
trivial work to conform to pre-existent types” (24). Yet, Kermode’s dislike 
of texts that follow a predictable course to the end goes beyond mere elit-
ism. For Kermode, genre fiction is the domain of myth and fantasy— 
simplistic forms that encourage mindless mass conformity. “Fictions, 
notably the fiction of apocalypse, turn easily into myths; people will live 
by that which was designed only to know by” (112). In Kermode’s view, 
such confusion of ontology and epistemology in the form of naïve com-
pliance with the mythology of apocalypse has produced the worst of 
recent human behavior, and he insists that we need to be skeptical about 
“all general assumptions concerning crisis and transition” (103). On the 
topic of such assumptions, he continues:

They have a paradigmatic aspect, and can be studied in historical depth. 
We can think of them as fictions, as useful. If we treat them as something 
other than they are[,] we are yielding to irrationalism; we are committing 
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an error against which the intellectual history of our century should cer-
tainly have warned us. Its ideological expression is fascism; its practical 
consequence the Final Solution. (103)

While the end is inevitable and immanent, simplistic stories about the 
nature of that end are treacherous. For Kermode, genre fiction risks par-
ticipating in this treachery, allying itself with a rigid inevitability that can 
override vital freedoms.

Kermode’s intriguing arguments resonate in compelling ways with the 
literary historical emergence of contemporary texts that more overtly 
embrace the genre of the post-apocalyptic novel than those by their most 
immediate predecessors. While within his own modernist/late modernist 
framework, Kermode is registering an increasing insistence on variability 
and resistance to convention, the novels I examine have turned back 
toward conforming to genre. They are, in his terminology, less invested in 
the peripeteia and more focused on the end. A literal-minded, mythical 
reading of the variety Kermode would disdain might suggest that we have 
moved closer to genre, begun to adhere closer to the lineaments of our fatal 
telos, because we are in fact closer to that end, and have fewer imaginative 
options for forestalling it. In some sense this is the fear articulated by Heise 
when she argues that “because it so often recycles worn scenarios from the 
apocalypses of the past” this genre winds up reaffirming the status quo.

Yet one might also see the adherence to apocalyptic traditions here as 
yet another way of making reference to the very fictionality of apocalypse 
itself—an end so much described but yet to manifest itself. From this 
perspective, the hope that is often characterized as largely absent from 
much post-apocalyptic fiction is actually encoded within these novels’ 
generic forms. If, as a number of critics have claimed, the repetitious or 
formulaic aspect of genre fiction creates pleasure, for readers of the post-
apocalyptic genre, this pleasure is a vestige of the hope of salvation once 
encoded in the Christian apocalyptic tradition.21 Kermode would say the 
formulaic elements of the genre constitute myth and fantasy, but perhaps 
genre itself is also the utopian component that has unified this material 
for so long. In other words, part of what is left of the apocalyptic tradition 
of redemption and the promise of eternity in these new millennial novels 
is the apocalyptic genre’s pleasurable and eternally repeated elements. Or 
to boil things down still more, what is left of apocalypse is genre itself.

* * *

Each chapter in this book examines how one or several recent literary  
novels interrogate modernity through the post-apocalyptic genre. The order  
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of the chapters is based on the chronological publication dates of the nov-
els; there is an additional element to the organization of the book, how-
ever, which is that the first two chapters treat books that emphasize events 
leading to an apocalyptic event as well as the aftermath. The third chapter 
combines a reading of a novel that treats both apocalyptic and post-apoc-
alyptic events (The Stone Gods) with a novel that is more resolutely post-
apocalyptic (The Road). The last two chapters focus on books that continue 
this emphasis on post-apocalyptic narration.

My first chapter offers a reading of Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake 
that sets out several issues of crucial importance throughout this book, 
including gender, colonial history, and science. The novel focalizes these 
concerns by summoning not only Robinson Crusoe, but also the figure 
from Revelation that is most recurrent across the whole set of novels I 
examine—neither Christ nor Satan, but the Whore of Babylon, who also 
makes cameo appearances in The Road, Zone One, and Ship Breaker, and 
more subtly haunts the other novels. Snowman, the shattered and solitary 
survivor of a global plague, reprises Crusoe in his complex relationship 
with the genetically engineered Crakers. As Snowman recalls the events 
leading up to the civilization-destroying outbreak, Oryx and Crake subtly 
traces the impact of the misogynist tradition of the Whore of Babylon to 
an apocalyptic conclusion. The abject fear of and fascination with the 
maternal that is central to the Whore figure is depicted as a toxic catalyst 
for deadly science and exploitative colonialism in the novel. Interestingly, 
the novel most indebted to Revelation is also the one that is the most 
unequivocal in its critique of modernity. Yet after recalling these events, 
Snowman ultimately varies from the script of Robinson Crusoe, suggesting 
the possibility that he has begun to learn how to revise modernity itself. 
Meanwhile, threading its way through the text are references to the power 
of art to effect social change that suggest Atwood’s enduring commitment 
to the probing of the present that Gaonkar identifies as a hallmark of 
modernity.

Chapter two argues that David Mitchell’s critically acclaimed Cloud 
Atlas self-consciously uses the post-apocalyptic genre, along with numer-
ous others, to produce an ambivalent treatment of the modern concep-
tion of linear time. Mitchell’s novel is notoriously a dizzying riot of genre 
conventions and writing styles. It coalesces at its midpoint in a post- 
apocalyptic narrative set on Hawaii that is indebted to Russell Hoban’s 
Riddley Walker and is replete with the conventions of the genre, including 
marauding bands of killers, desolate ruins, and younger generations who 
are illiterate and ignorant about the world that came before. For Mitchell, 
his play with genres becomes the opportunity to weigh the modern con-
struct of historicism against cyclical understandings of temporality. While 
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the novel elaborates on the rich modes of subjectivity facilitated by a 
cyclical conception of time, it ultimately stresses the political power that 
inheres in linear historicism.

In chapter three I elaborate on the influence of Robinson Crusoe on 
the new post-apocalyptic canon. Specifically, I demonstrate how Cormac 
McCarthy’s The Road and Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods adapt the 
character of Friday from Defoe’s novel to comment on post-9/11 conver-
sations about the relationship of modern Western civilization to “barba-
rism.” Crucial to both novels is a sense that the old world/new world 
discourse of colonialism has been imported into the temporal horizon of 
contemporary apocalyptic fear. In these writers’ visions, the movement 
into a post-apocalyptic existence is analogous to the voyage of a colonist 
to the “New World.” To investigate the challenges to the current Western 
models of identity that such a transition might create, the writers import 
the figures of Crusoe and Friday into their narratives and ambivalently 
stage interactions between these figures that include both postcolonial 
skepticism about modernity and nostalgia for it.

Chapter four considers the ways Colson Whitehead evokes the mod-
ern traditions of the sublime and kitsch in the context of his novel of 
zombie apocalypse, Zone One. Placing the novel in dialogue with histori-
cal understandings of the sublime dating back to the Lisbon Earthquake, 
as well as Benjamin’s influential work on kitsch, I demonstrate the ways 
Zone One presents the collapse of these modern forms into one another 
through the encryption of the apocalyptic sublime within the kitsch of 
contemporary popular culture. While in a number of instances, this col-
lapse suggests the deadening of any potential liberatory potential of apoc-
alypse, at other moments the novel considers the fusion of kitsch and the 
sublime as a means of arriving at something beyond the conventional 
terms of the modern.

Central to Whitehead’s vision is a familiar rendering of kitsch as a 
feminine domain, and in the context of his work, the Whore of Babylon 
is reframed as an anachronistic devotee of kitsch—a biblical shopaholic 
and a gilded zombie. Yet Whitehead also imagines his female characters as 
the source of the twenty-first-century apocalyptic sublime. They signal 
the ultimate fusion of the sublime and kitsch, both in the triumph of the 
zombie horde and in the avant-garde vision that links the novel’s hybrid 
form back to Benjamin’s hopes that kitsch could serve as a vehicle for 
radical change.

The final chapter of this book analyzes the interface of the modern 
tradition of the bildungsroman and post-apocalyptic conventions in 
young adult fiction written by the celebrated writer Paulo Bacigalupi. 
Franco Moretti has argued that because of its dynamism, modernity came 
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to be symbolized by youth in nineteenth-century realist novels. Jed Esty 
extends Moretti’s claims, noting that the achievement of nationhood was 
inscribed as adulthood in the allegories of Victorian fiction, but that in 
the modernist era, the instabilities of capitalist-driven empires led to nar-
ratives of protracted or interminable youth. This chapter explores the 
ways youth is depicted in young adult novels that portray the global col-
lapse of modernity. In the early nineteenth century, Mary Shelley takes up 
this topic in moving terms in The Last Man, when her protagonist, con-
fronted with the impending extinction of humanity from a global plague 
and gazing upon his children, laments, “The world had grown old, and 
all its inmates partook of the decrepitude. Why talk of infancy, manhood, 
and old age? We all stood equal sharers of the last throes of time-worn 
nature. Arrived at the same point of the world’s age—there was no differ-
ence in us” (254). For Shelley, the terminus of modernity eliminates the 
condition of youth altogether.

Bacigalupi updates this meditation, depicting an even more extreme 
circumstance, in which his young protagonist is left not merely decrepit 
by the collapse of modernity, but dead in all ways but the strictly biologi-
cal. The “ship breaker” Nailer has no economic or social prospects in a 
future in which oil supplies have been exhausted, yet, like the metal scraps 
he and his peers strip from abandoned ships, he himself is salvaged, recy-
cled, and reborn in a new form in the course of the narrative. The ulti-
mate source of Nailer’s survival and maturity is a hybrid form of modernity, 
containing both futuristic and nineteenth-century elements, which I 
term “retromodernity.” As I show, this emergent form is anticipated by 
the recent research of economist Thomas Piketty.

This chapter takes us back to where I began, with a resourceful loner, 
a dangerous voyage, a shipwreck, desperate scavenging, bloody warfare, 
escape. Perhaps most tellingly, Ship Breaker introduces the fierce warrior 
and cannibal, Tool, whose aloof defiance is at odds with the more acqui-
escent demeanor of his literary progenitor, Friday. Tool refuses to be that 
name, and in the novel’s overlay of postcolonial politics, we see in short-
hand all of the legacies of modernity that the novels I examine encode, 
both destructive and hopeful. We still feel Crusoe’s loss reverberating 
through the characters in the twenty-first century’s new post-apocalyptic 
canon, but balanced against that sense of loss is the question 300 years of 
history force us to ask: What aspects of modernity should be salvaged? In 
my conclusion, I review the answers these texts advance. In addition, I 
examine in more detail the shadows cast in recent post-apocalyptic fiction 
by globalization, the 9/11 attacks, and anthropogenic climate change. 
Given the marked patterns my analysis reveals, I end with a provisional 
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taxonomy of the literary archetypes that have emerged to define the post-
apocalyptic novel of the twenty-first century.

* * *

As I write this in the fall of 2014, Emily St. John Mandel’s post- apocalyptic 
novel Station Eleven has been short-listed for the National Book Award; 
HBO has just announced plans to adapt Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy 
into a television series; film adaptations of The Maze Runner and The 
Giver have just completed their runs in theaters; and the release date of 
the film adaption of Mockingjay, the third novel in the Hunger Games 
trilogy, is on the horizon. Is it possible that novels about the end of the 
novel may save the novel? As I discuss in chapter five, the thriving market 
for post-apocalyptic young adult fiction suggests the vitality of this form 
for young readers. The almost yearly introduction of another post-apoca-
lyptic novel from a major literary figure also suggests that these writers 
sense the relevance of this genre, both as writers and as citizens of the 
contemporary world.

Certainly, not only can the threat to literature be read as a synecdoche 
for the loss of modernity in many of the novels I discuss in these pages, 
but the opposite holds true as well: These are texts that express consider-
able angst about the threat to literature itself. Atwood’s Snowman and 
McCarthy’s man struggle as their modern vocabularies begin to dwindle 
in the cultural void of the post-apocalypse. In Winterson’s novel, literacy 
is so diminished that the street signs have become pictographs. Mitchell’s 
Zachry and his descendants live in a world of oral traditions after the last 
books are burned by a band of marauders. Bacigalupi’s Nailer begins the 
narrative illiterate, and Bacigalupi stages his education as a triumphant 
resurgence of modernity and also a victory of the novel genre, as the newly 
literate Nailer immerses himself in The Old Man and the Sea. Clearly, the 
writers I have examined understand the distinctive capaciousness of the 
novel to be a particularly effective modern vehicle for visions of the apoc-
alypse, with all their global sweep and cast of millions. They also under-
stand the novel as a powerful tool of literary self-preservation.

Can such novels, with their avid critical machinery perfected over cen-
turies, save the world? As Stephen Neale has suggested, working from 
Tzetan Todorov’s terms, genres balance two forms of verisimilitude—
generic verisimilitude, which is comprised of the conventions specific to 
that genre, and social or cultural verisimilitude, which corresponds to the 
relative “realism” of the genre (461). Although Neale suggests that science 
fiction does not work especially hard to achieve cultural verisimilitude,  
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I disagree, as science fiction generally distinguishes itself from fantasy pre-
cisely by calibrating its narrative to principles of science. As a subset of 
science fiction, post-apocalyptic fiction also tends to extrapolate from a 
set of verifiable premises about the likely effects of contagion, radiation, 
global warming, or other current threats, in order to imagine the future. 
Yet certainly in addition to such realist elements one finds the generic 
verisimilitude—not merely the broad premise of a disaster, but the mur-
derous hordes, the cannibalism, the scavenging, the despair. Along with 
providing utopian pleasure, preserving this genre may help to hold at bay 
a fearful collapse of generic and cultural verisimilitude into one another. 
Can such novels save the world? The jury is out, but as constant remind-
ers of what humans have, what we might lose, and what we might want 
to change, they are clearly doing their part, as texts in this tradition have 
done for centuries.



C h a p t e r  1

The Mother of All 
Apocalypses in 
Margaret Atwood’s 
Oryx and Crake

In keeping with the contemporary trend among post-apocalyptic novels 
that I outlined in the introduction, the beginning and conclusion of 
Margaret Atwood’s 2003 novel Oryx and Crake conjure Robinson Crusoe. 
The first pages of the novel depict the protagonist, Snowman, née Jimmy, 
languishing in a tree on a beach contemplating “the natives”—in this case 
the posthuman innocents known as Crakers—while at the conclusion 
this self-described “castaway” encounters “a human footprint, in the sand” 
(5, 41, 372). Early in the text, he recalls words from “a book, some obso-
lete, ponderous directive written in aid of European colonials running 
plantations of one kind or another” (4). Later, in scene after scene, the  
Crakers are depicted in language that satirizes the racist conception of 
indigenous peoples who were colonized across the globe.

In terms of physical action, relatively little happens to Snowman in the 
post-apocalyptic portions of Oryx and Crake. Beyond his primary pastime 
of ruminating on the events leading up to the end of human civilization—
events to which I dedicate the bulk of this chapter—he interacts with the 
Crakers and goes on a quest to the facility where he was complicit in the 
construction of a deadly plague. Again in keeping with the motifs of 
recent post-apocalyptic fiction, that quest is in part to scavenge for food, 
as his supplies are low. Yet the more interesting motive of his journey is to 
attain a gun, a narrative element that serves to heighten the intertextuality 
between Defoe’s narrative and Atwood’s. Once the gun is in his posses-
sion, Snowman recalls how the Crakers responded when they first saw 
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him use such a weapon. Like Friday, who is “amaz’d” by Crusoe’s gun, and 
thinks “there must be some wonderful fund of death and destruction in 
that thing,” the Crakers “looked on in wonder” when Snowman fires his 
weapon, for “they didn’t connect the noise made by Snowman’s little stick 
with the crumpling of these people” (Defoe 149, 155; Atwood 352). In 
Christopher Loar’s fascinating reading of the significance of Crusoe’s gun 
in Defoe’s novel, he traces the ways Crusoe misreads Friday’s apparent 
loyalty to him and argues that Defoe draws on images of Crusoe’s weapon 
to communicate that “the benign sovereign and exemplar of civilization is 
not able to acknowledge the extent to which the social field in which he 
exists is constituted by violence” (9). In the final scene of Oryx and Crake, 
Snowman departs with his gun, following the footprints in the sand. 
Whereas the famous footprint in Defoe’s novel is a trace of the cannibals 
Crusoe fears and loathes, here Snowman knows that the prints are made 
by other men like himself. Nonetheless, to protect the Crakers, he sets off 
to attack them, and it is here that the book ends.

In its adaptation of Defoe’s iconic imagery, Atwood’s post-apocalyptic 
narrative asks how we have moved from Crusoe’s “violence of imperial 
conquest” to Snowman’s choice to turn his gun on his human counter-
parts on behalf of the Crakers, who, in the structure of references she 
assembles, serve as doubles of Friday (Loar 14). How has the colonial 
script been altered by the events in the novel? How has Snowman’s destiny 
as a new Crusoe been transfigured? To answer these questions, Atwood 
takes us still further back, via Snowman’s reflections on his past life as 
Jimmy, to another imperial narrative—the original Western apocalypse, 
Revelation. In doing so, she excavates modern conventions of colonialism 
and locates an apocalyptic vision of women at their roots. In reckoning 
with a life story that is subtly enmeshed with the ancient tradition of the 
Whore of Babylon, Snowman, the last remaining “exemplar of civiliza-
tion,” is able to do what Loar claims Crusoe cannot: He “acknowledge[s] 
the extent to which the social field in which he exists is constituted by 
violence.” Through his affiliation and identification with a contemporary 
variant of the Whore of Babylon, he opens a new chapter of modernity.

* * *

“The Apocalypse is not a tale for women,” feminist scholar Tina Pippin has 
declared, summarizing her analysis of the discourse of gender in the Book of 
Revelation (105). Most other feminist scholars of the final book of the New 
Testament agree.1 At the heart of this discomfort are the depictions of Jezebel 
and the Whore of Babylon. John, speaking for Christ, derides Jezebel as a  
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false prophet and avows that he will “cast her into a bed”—an act under-
standably interpreted by many modern exegetes as rape—and “kill her 
children” (Rev. 2:22–23). As Beavis explains, “the word so discreetly 
translated as ‘sickbed’ . . . in several prominent translations of the Bible 
(e.g., RSV, NAB, ESV, NKJV), simply means bed, and evokes an image 
of the rape of the ‘adulteress’” (143). Revelation scholar John Marshall 
provides a more graphic translation of this passage: “Watch, I’ll shove her 
on a bed, and make her lovers suffer terribly, unless they turn away from 
what she does. And I’m going to kill her children, dead” (22). As for the 
Whore of Babylon, her lovers will “make her desolate and naked, and 
shall eat her flesh, and burn her with fire” (Rev. 17:16).2 According to 
feminist theologian Hanna Stenström, “Babylon the Prostitute . . . fulfills, 
to the utmost degree, the expectations of how women who are not under 
male authority behave: she is dangerous, and her sexual activities know no 
limits. She symbolizes all that is chaotic, and she personifies the opposite 
of God and the order God institutes” (45).

Such imagery, produced as it was in protest against imperial Rome by 
John of Patmos in the first century CE, may seem too historically remote 
to be of much import in the third millennium. Certainly, our contempo-
rary apocalyptic fears appear to have more to do with melting ice caps and 
weapons of mass destruction than, as Marshall puts it, “Two whores, one 
John” (17). Yet in her influential and far-reaching analysis of the Western 
apocalyptic tradition, feminist theorist and theologian Catherine Keller 
maintains that Revelation continues to exert profound influence as a “mul-
tidimensional, culture-pervading spectrum of ideological assumptions, 
group identities, subjective responses, and . . . historical habits” (xi). She 
sees its residue deep within Western culture as “an apocalypse pattern”:

This pattern, always adjacent to suffering, rests upon an either/or morality: 
a proclivity to think and feel in polarities of “good” versus “evil”; to iden-
tify with the good and to purge the evil from oneself and one’s world once 
and for all, demanding undivided unity before the “enemy”; to feel that the 
good is getting victimized by the evil, which is diabolically overpowering; 
to expect some cataclysmic shutdown in which, despite tremendous col-
lateral damage (the destruction of the world as we know it), good must 
triumph in the near future with the help of some transcendent power and 
live forever after in a fundamentally new world. (11)

Keller argues that this pattern has shaped key features of modernity, 
including the Western constructs of history, colonialism, and science.3 
She maintains that its “toxic misogyny” has also endured, stating, “Like 
earlier prophetic writers, John portrays economic injustice as a debauched 
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and spoiled woman. ‘Whore!’—the most satisfying derision—hurls itself 
into the vocabulary of future apocalypses” (29, 77).

Here I argue that in the apocalyptic sections of Oryx and Crake, where 
Snowman recalls his life as Jimmy, Atwood appropriates that “most satisfy-
ing derision” and turns “Whore!” into a battle cry, producing a powerful 
feminist instance of what Keller calls “counter-apocalypse.” While a num-
ber of critics have discussed Oryx and Crake as an apocalyptic narrative, no 
one has offered a sustained reading of the text’s complex relationship to its 
visionary precursor, the Book of Revelation.4 Here I draw on Keller’s theo-
retical framework to demonstrate that Atwood activates the critical func-
tion of counter-apocalypse, confronting readers with images of sexuality 
and the sex trade that undermine the misogynistic tradition of Revelation. 
She desublimates the sexual aspects of contemporary apocalypticism by 
populating her novel with seemingly endless doubles of the Whore of 
Babylon. Through these figures her text suggests that the dynamics of sub-
ject formation at the core of Kristeva’s notion of abjection are critical both 
to Revelation and to the long shadow it has cast on Western culture.

Among her many analogues of the Whore of Babylon, Atwood fore-
grounds Oryx, a Southeast Asian victim of human trafficking, as the cen-
tral symbol of the muddled sexual drives her novel locates at the heart of 
our contemporary global peril.5 In this character, Atwood’s text fuses the 
novel’s feminist perspective with a postcolonial one, underscoring that 
apocalyptic misogyny and abjection, despite their ancient origins, are not 
timeless but instead decidedly diachronic. Through its portrait of Oryx, 
the novel suggests that the contemporary Western notion of apocalypse 
has been transmitted through the material history and discursive struc-
tures of colonialism, and any contemporary rendering of the sex-laced 
stories of corruption, punishment, and salvation that configure the apoca-
lypse pattern are necessarily inflected with a palimpsest of cultural images, 
impressions, and memories produced by the colonial enterprise. In 
Atwood’s scathing satire of contemporary apocalyptic discourse, the sub-
altern victim of human trafficking becomes the mother of all apocalypses, 
a twenty-first-century Whore of Babylon who crystallizes the deeply gen-
dered horror and yearning that underlies Revelation’s enduring fantasies 
of death and paradise. It is via this recognition that Atwood charts her 
course for Snowman as a new and different Crusoe.

“Killer Was in There Already”

Oryx and Crake is Atwood’s eleventh novel and was followed in 2009 and 
2013 by a companion text and a sequel, The Year of the Flood and 
MaddAddam. Oryx and Crake is, then, the second of four works of 
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speculative fiction written by Atwood to date, the first being her renowned 
1986 novel The Handmaid’s Tale. Critics have understandably compared 
Oryx and Crake to The Handmaid’s Tale because of this futuristic empha-
sis, but in a talk delivered in 2003 that was subsequently published in 
PMLA, Atwood states that while The Handmaid’s Tale is “a classic dysto-
pia,” Oryx and Crake is not (517). She goes on to present the latter text as 
a hybrid—a mixture of “adventure romance” and Menippean satire. Yet, 
she continues, as much as any other genre, Oryx and Crake must be 
understood as a “dream vision”: “I ‘saw’ the book as I was looking over a 
balcony at a rare red-headed crake. . . . The details of the story got worked 
out later, but without the vision there would have been no book” (217). 
Elaborating on this visionary experience, she reflects that literature “puts 
the shadowy forms of thought and feeling—heaven, hell, monsters, 
angels, and all—out into the light” (217).

This remarkable account of Oryx and Crake as a dream vision invites 
us to compare it to Revelation, which John claims to have written after 
Christ provided him with a vision and commanded, “What thou seest, 
write in a book” (Rev. 1:11). Nor are these creative affinities the extent of 
the resemblance between the two texts. Atwood set a precedent of using 
biblical allusions in The Handmaid’s Tale, and with its frequent allusions 
to God, Adam and Eve, paradise, angels, and other biblical figures and 
images, Oryx and Crake displays the influence of various scriptures, 
including Genesis, Exodus, Thessalonians, and the Gospels.6 Mark Bosco 
notes “how attuned [Atwood] is to the historical and critical contours of 
apocalyptic literature,” and, indeed, the apocalyptic arc of Oryx and Crake 
highlights its crucial dialogue with Revelation (161). Despite Atwood’s 
characteristic narrative fragmentation, inside the post-apocalyptic frame 
the novel’s apocalyptic fabula moves from corruption to a plague resem-
bling those in Revelation in its scale of suffering—“the screams, the 
 dissolving skins, the ruptured eyeballs and all” (344)—to “Rapture” 
(emphasis in original, 371).

Revelation has historically been read as an anti-imperial text, in which 
John, speaking on behalf of the early Christian community, decries the 
power of imperial Rome, itself figured as the Whore of Babylon. Following 
Ernst Bloch, Keller credits the apocalyptic tradition with a key role in the 
history of resistance movements in the West (122), remarking that it “con-
tains the germs of history’s most vivid hope . . . , cultivated in the utopian 
apocalypses, sown worldwide by a colonizing Christianity and often reaped 
in decolonizing discourses” (emphasis in original, 5). Yet she maintains 
that we need to prevent the apocalypse pattern from becoming sublimated 
into a reflexive habit, contending that, “whatever the anti-imperialist mer-
its of the original metaphors may be, . . . the habit as a habit is destructive, 
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and perhaps first of all self-destructive” (emphasis in original, 11). Keller 
claims that the apocalypse habit is constituted by two “interdependent 
dynamics”—cryptoapocalypse, to which I return later, and “retroapoca-
lypse” a literal reading of Revelation characterized by “attempts to return 
to the letter of John’s letter” (7). She sees in the unconscious legacy of 
Revelation a danger that Western subjects may succumb to a self-fulfilling 
cycle, in which they expect—and potentially become complicit in—global 
ruin (8). She argues that to escape from this habit of defeatism, some 
Western subjects commit themselves to what she terms “anti-apocalypse,” 
an epistemology that she dismisses as counterproductive because it 
“aggressively oversimplifies its ‘other’ in order to judge and supersede it: 
precisely the apocalypse habit, if in a lower and more sympathetic key” (15). 
Others deploy what Keller calls “neoapocalypse,” using Revelation “as a 
prophetic resource for social and ecological accountability today” (16). 
While she “respect[s] and indeed depend[s] upon their illumination of 
John’s political sensibility and its ecological and social uses,” she “cannot 
rest with the unambiguously progressive reading of the neoapocalypti-
cists” (19). Instead, she calls for the formation of a “counter-apocalypse,” 
which “knowingly performs an analog to that which it challenges” (19):

To criticize without merely opposing; to appreciate in irony, not deprecate 
in purity, our relation to tradition; to situate ourselves in a fluid relation to 
the text, itself alarmingly mobile between multiple contexts. If, then, 
counter-apocalypse echoes and parodies apocalypse in order to disarm its 
polarities, it also savors its intensity, its drive for justice, its courage in the 
face of impossible odds and losses. (19–20)

Through this fluid form, Keller attempts to consciously recuperate the 
hopeful aspects of Revelation that have been identified in neoapocalyptic 
thought, while disavowing its “history of anti-Jewish, anti-flesh, anti-
pagan, anti-female Christian truth claims” (19).

Atwood has remarked that Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood 
“have sometimes been described as ‘apocalyptic,’ but in a true apocalypse 
everything on Earth is destroyed, whereas in these two books the only 
element that’s annihilated is the human race, or most of it” (“Dire 
Cartographies” 93). Despite this disavowal of a reading of Oryx and Crake 
as a “true apocalypse,” Atwood has also articulated the influence of 
Revelation on Western culture in terms similar to Keller’s. In her essay 
“Burning Bushes” Atwood discusses Revelation as an essential Western 
myth (47) and explains, in terms echoing Northrop Frye, “The myths of 
a culture are those stories it takes seriously—the ones that are thought to 
be key to its identity” (49).7
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Consistent with Keller’s notion of counter-apocalypse, Atwood’s text 
both “parodies apocalypse” while “savor[ing] . . . its drive for justice” 
(Keller 20). To stage her feminist and postcolonial intervention, Atwood 
centers her story of the end of modern civilization on three young charac-
ters that loosely resemble key figures in the Book of Revelation.8 Snowman, 
the disoriented survivor, superficially plays the role of John of Patmos, 
sharing phantasmagoric visions of the end. While John looks into the 
future, Snowman, as Rao observes, is “compelled to ‘live,’ albeit surrepti-
tiously, in the past, a past which is populated by reveries, dreams, memo-
ries, and nostalgia” (Atwood 104; Rao 108). Yet the fragmented narrative 
that Atwood focalizes through Snowman is remarkably similar to John’s 
perspective in Revelation as Kirsch describes it:

Strange figures and objects appear and disappear and reappear, and the 
author himself flashes back and forth in time and place, sometimes finding 
himself in heaven and sometimes on earth, sometimes in the here and now 
and sometimes in the end-times, sometimes watching from afar and some-
times caught up in the events he describes. The author refers to the same 
characters by different names and titles, and he describes the same inci-
dents from different vantage points. (6)

Nor is this kaleidoscopic point of view the extent of Snowman’s resem-
blance to John. As he improvises a theology for the Crakers about their 
creators, he reflects that, “He is Crake’s prophet now, whether he likes it 
or not; and the prophet of Oryx as well” (104).

With indeterminacy consistent both with Revelation and with her 
long-standing debt to postmodern form, Atwood presents the epony-
mous Crake as both Satan and Christ. As Howells points out, Snowman 
himself retrospectively understands Crake as Satan when he attributes to 
him “horns and wings of fire” (as quoted in Howells 171). Atwood also 
signals Crake’s Satanic aspect with her repeated references to his “dark, 
laconic clothing” (75). Kirsch reminds us that Satan is “elevated to the 
rank of Prince of Darkness only in the apocalyptic writings” (44). This 
association is deepened when Snowman returns to Paradice, the now 
deserted center of Crake’s work, and reflects that “Crake is still there, still 
in possession, still the ruler of his own domain, however dark that bubble 
of light has now become. Darker than dark” (333).

Yet Crake is also Christ the warrior, “sitting in judgment on the world” 
(Atwood 341). He brings a plague down upon the unworthy, while pro-
tecting the “chosen”—in this case, the “Crakers,” genetically modified 
beings of his own design, who will enjoy the new, cleansed earth as their 
New Jerusalem. Crake’s position is reminiscent of Christ’s as articulated 
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in Revelation 17:14: “These shall make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb 
shall overcome them: for he is Lord of lords, and King of kings: and they 
that are with him are called, and chosen, and faithful” (emphasis in origi-
nal). His “life’s work” of creating beings who enjoy a form of “immortal-
ity” that he defines as freedom from “the foreknowledge of [mortality] 
and the fear of it” also bears a striking resemblance to God’s work in New 
Jerusalem, where he “shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there 
shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be 
any more pain: for the former things are passed away” (Atwood 302, 303; 
Rev. 21:4).

Like Crake, the enigmatic Oryx, a sexually trafficked child, then adult 
sex worker, and finally Crake’s girlfriend and Jimmy’s lover, plays several 
roles in the text—she is Eve at some moments, a demon at others. While 
the name Eve is never mentioned in Oryx and Crake, Howells convinc-
ingly argues that Snowman “improvis[es] a version of the Genesis myth 
with Crake as God creator and Oryx as Earth Mother” (171). Likewise, 
while Oryx is never described as a demon, when Snowman ponders the 
question, “Was there only one Oryx, or was she legion?” (308), Atwood 
echoes a scene that appears in several of the Gospels, in which Jesus 
encounters a man possessed by demons who identifies himself as “Legion.” 
In Mark, for instance, the man states, “My name is Legion: For we are 
many” (5:9).

Yet as the actual catalyst of the apocalypse, Oryx’s most prominent 
function is as the Whore of Babylon. Admittedly, while the Whore’s cul-
pability and intent to do evil are meant to be unquestionable in Revelation, 
Oryx’s intentions are less clear. Once the plague has been spread through 
the BlyssPluss pills that Oryx has been sent around the world to distrib-
ute, she claims that she did not know that she was releasing the virus 
(325). Earlier in the text, however, she remarks to Jimmy that when she 
was forced as a young child to perform as a sex worker, she was thinking, 
“if I ever got the chance, it would not be me down on my knees” (92). 
Regardless of intentionality, the sequence of events in which, in league 
with the Satanic Crake, she spreads the plague across the globe and is then 
killed by him echoes an angel’s announcement that “Babylon is fallen, is 
fallen, that great city, because she made all nations drink of the wine of 
the wrath of her fornication” (Rev. 14:8).

Beyond these allusions to Revelation, Atwood, in keeping with the 
counter-apocalyptic impulse to “parody apocalypse,” creates various sub-
tler iterations of the “whores” of Revelation, undermining that text’s com-
placent misogyny. Explicitly casting her whore characters as mothers, 
Atwood foregrounds the centrality of the maternal to the apocalyptic tra-
dition. Her text suggests that a deeply ambivalent relation to the feminine 
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and the maternal lies at the heart of the self-destructive culture she 
depicts. Turning the apocalyptic form’s critical mechanism against itself, 
she also demonstrates that the actions of her female characters are pro-
duced by economic and social conditions rather than innate corruption. It 
is Snowman’s ultimate understanding of and identification with these female 
and feminized figures that derails the colonial narrative at the conclusion of 
the novel.

In its apocalyptic narrative, which Snowman’s post-apocalyptic narra-
tive frames and with which it is interspliced, Oryx and Crake is a multi-
subject bildungsroman, telling the interlocking stories of the childhoods 
of Jimmy—in the formative years that lead to his rebirth as Snowman—
Crake, and Oryx. As such, it is a genealogy of three world-destroyers. But 
more than politics or morality, the underlying force at work in their tragic 
stories is sexuality. In a first reading of the novel, one is struck by the 
destructive roles that Jimmy’s, Crake’s, and Oryx’s mothers play in their 
lives and, indirectly, in the fate of human civilization. It is in this curious 
preoccupation with “bad mothers” that the novel’s engagement with the 
apocalypse pattern is especially evident. While Jezebel and Babylon are 
most notoriously “whores,” both are also represented as mothers in 
Revelation. Jezebel’s children are mentioned as the soon-to-be collateral 
damage of Christ’s retribution for her false prophecies. The Whore’s chil-
dren, meanwhile, enjoy top billing via capitalization in the King James 
edition: “And upon her forehead was a name written, MYSTERY, 
BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND 
ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH” (emphasis in original, Rev. 17:5). 
Levine explains that “[f ]or Revelation the primary image of the threat, 
the ‘conduit of contamination that compromises the purity of the saints,’ 
is the uncontrolled woman, both real and figurative. Epitomizing this 
role, the Whore and ‘Jezebel’ appear as bad mothers of demonic offspring, 
publicly active rather than contained and passive, deceptive and open to 
penetration rather than closed and pristine” (2).9 As I demonstrate, the 
mothers of Jimmy, Crake, and Oryx, all figure as the Whore of Babylon 
or Jezebel. As with the “bad mothers” of Revelation, it is the attempt to 
repress their lingering, tempting influence that brings about the annihila-
tion of civilization.

Keller’s work is crucial in understanding the deeper implications of 
motherhood in Revelation. Early in her study, she notes that feminist 
theorist Julia Kristeva “came to recognize” the bond between “biblical 
apocalypticism” and “the explosive, revolting, and enthralling force of 
abjection” (8). According to Kristeva, “Abjection, when all is said and 
done, is the other facet of religious, moral, and ideological code on which 
rest the sleep of individuals and breathing spells of societies. Such codes 
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are abjection’s purification and repression. But the return of their repressed 
makes up our ‘apocalypse,’ and that is why we cannot escape the dramatic 
convulsions of religious crises” (209). In this formulation, apocalypse is a 
direct encounter with the abjects religion represses. It is on the basis of 
Kristeva’s work that Keller formulates her understanding of what she 
terms “cryptoapocalypse” as a key element of the apocalypse habit. Of 
cryptoapocalypse, she writes, “it drifts in the subliminal margins, not 
really accessible to awareness but accountable to it. Neither an object of 
consciousness nor an ideology with which the subject identifies itself, it 
charges itself from the indistinct zone of fascination and repulsion Julia 
Kristeva has designated as the ‘abject’” (8). In her own fascinating adapta-
tion of Kristeva’s observation that “abjection preserves what existed in the 
archaism of pre-oedipal relationship, in the immemorial violence with 
which a body becomes separated from another body in order to be,” 
Keller writes that “the Apocalypse labors violently to separate lives from 
their first bodies” (67). In this image, the apocalypse—as both text and 
event—is mother, creating abjection through its simultaneous mecha-
nisms of destruction and spiritual salvation.10

Atwood locates the abject relation to apocalypse within her individual 
characters and frames it explicitly in terms of their relationships with their 
mothers and their sexual subject formation.11 The opening sections of 
Oryx and Crake focus on Jimmy’s childhood, and his tormented relation-
ship with his neglectful mother sets the terms for the narrative as a whole. 
Jimmy’s mother, Sharon, is associated with imagery of both Jezebel and 
the Whore of Babylon. When she is first introduced she plays Jezebel, 
speaking out against the practices of the corporations as a latter-day 
prophet. She yearns for a better world and cannot accept the current 
fallen one. In arguments with Jimmy’s father about his research for the  
Compounds, which she views as “immoral” and “sacrilegious,” she 
beseeches him, “Don’t you remember the way we used to talk, everything 
we wanted to do? Making life better for people” (57). Yet at other 
moments, she is overwhelmed emotionally by her sense that, “everything 
was being ruined” (63) and declares to Jimmy “It’s all shit, it’s total shit, 
it’s hopeless!” (33). Such oscillations suggest a self-defeating tendency 
toward binary thought that Keller associates with the apocalypse habit, 
writing, “We wish for messianic solutions and end up doing nothing, for 
we get locked into a particularly apocalyptic either/or logic—if we can’t 
save the world, then to hell with it. Either salvation or damnation” (14). 
In her portrait of Jimmy’s childhood, Atwood appears interested in the 
domino effect of such unconscious apocalypticism. Rendered miserable by 
the constant tension between his parents, Jimmy replays their arguments 
at school using puppets he calls, “Evil Dad” and “Righteous Mom” (60). 
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Keller observes that the apocalypse pattern is often “acted out in individ-
ual bursts of self-righteous certainty: we may ‘do an apocalypse’ in our 
most intimate relations as well as in our most visionary politics” (11).  
The disintegration of Jimmy’s family is indeed presented as a personal, 
domestic apocalypse—“a catastrophe, [and] . . . final collapse,” in which 
“everything was . . . wrenched apart” (Atwood 58, 20). Through much of 
Jimmy’s childhood, his mother is too consumed by depression over the 
state of the world and the Compounds to care for Jimmy effectively—a 
measure of her distraction is her habit of buying him clothes that are 
much too small. Yet the “final collapse” of his childhood comes when she 
abandons Jimmy to commit herself to a life as a guerilla fighter against the 
corporations.

It is not only her destructive position within her family that marks 
Sharon as a false prophet, a Jezebel figure. In this moment of familial 
rupture, Sharon as Jezebel becomes “publicly active rather than contained 
and passive,” and I concur with Korte’s claim that Atwood also depicts 
Sharon as a destructive character in terms of her fundamentalist activism. 
Korte concedes that Sharon’s “protest against the corporations and their 
unethical utilisation of science as legitimate and necessary is a fact that the 
novel never contests” (“Fundamentalism” 160). In these terms, it might 
seem more appropriate to read Sharon as another figure for John in  
the text, since she is decrying the corporate Babylon. Once she is part of  
the underground movement, however, Sharon aligns herself with anti-
Compound terrorists who, among other things, “bomb . . . the Lincoln 
Memorial, killing five visiting Japanese school kids that were part of a 
Tour of Democracy” (181). In making reference to a terrorist act that kills 
children, Atwood shifts the scale of Sharon’s role as a “bad mother” from 
a private, domestic context to a larger, public framework. Korte observes, 
“What the novel condemns . . . is a fundamentalist take on [moderniza-
tion], and especially one that resorts to violence. Destructive terrorism is 
one reaction that the society depicted in the novel provokes, and it is 
clearly shown to be the wrong one” (“Fundamentalism” 162).

In keeping with the tradition of Revelation’s dangerous women, Sharon 
produces “demonic offspring.” As Ingersoll observes, later “Jimmy 
becomes a major player in the Apocalypse Crake is planning,” and in the 
aftermath of the destruction, Jimmy designates himself an abomination 
by giving himself the name Snowman, which is short for Abominable 
Snowman (169; Atwood 7). Atwood’s text suggests that in Sharon’s anti-
apocalyptic identification with righteousness, she damages her son pro-
foundly. During her departure, she attempts to rectify the misdeeds of 
their own Compound, HelthWyzer, by “liberating” Killer, Jimmy’s pet 
rakunk, the genetic splice of a raccoon and skunk. After her departure, 
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however, it becomes clear that Jimmy’s mother has liberated more than 
one killer. She sets Jimmy on a course that will make him party to global 
genocide. Moreover, this final act of liberation reverberates with an earlier 
scene in which, after a heated argument between his parents, Jimmy gets 
into bed, noting that “Killer was in there already” (58). From this per-
spective, the killer that is liberated is Jimmy’s sexuality for, indeed, Jimmy 
will become a sex addict—a lady killer—who misuses a string of women 
in narratives that stretch across the trilogy.

After Sharon abandons him, Jimmy is drawn into a protracted, tor-
mented quest to replace the maternal bond. In predictable psychoanalytic 
fashion, he wants both to have and to be the mother he seeks. His rela-
tionships with women suggest that Jimmy is looking for a mother figure 
whom he also identifies as a narcissistic reflection of himself: “he’d pre-
ferred sad women, delicate and breakable, women who’d been messed up 
and who needed him. He’d liked to comfort them. . . . Make them hap-
pier, if only for a moment. Himself too, of course; that was the payoff.  
A grateful woman would go the extra mile” (100). In providing comfort 
to the “sad” and “messed up” objects of his attention, he rewards himself 
doubly, enacting the nurture that he craves on likenesses of himself, even 
as he stimulates their maternal impulses toward him.

In a fascinating twist, Jimmy’s ambivalent relation to his mother also 
renders him a “whore.” As he enters manhood, he begins to take on mul-
tiple, married lovers, and the unconscious forces driving him become 
more pronounced. Beginning to understand himself to be addicted to 
sex, he reflects that “[h]e felt jerked around by his own dick, as if the rest 
of him was merely an inconsequential knob that happened to be attached 
to one end of it” (253). It is only after his mother is caught and purport-
edly executed that he begins to lose interest in sex, underscoring the 
degree to which his compulsive search for sexual partners has been an 
ongoing, unconscious search for her. At this point, Jimmy recalls his early 
experience of separation from his mother:

[A]fter she’d left he’d put . . . on [her] . . . dressing gown. It still smelled of 
her, of the jasmine-based perfume she used to wear. He’d looked at himself 
in the mirror, his boy’s head with its cool practiced fish-eye stare topping a 
neck that led down into that swaddling of female-coloured fabric. How 
much he’d hated her at that moment. He could hardly breathe, he’d been 
suffocating with hatred, tears of hatred had been rolling down his cheeks. 
But he’d hugged his arms around himself all the same.

Her arms. (277)

It is a scene that stages a profound collapse of Jimmy’s identity as he fuses 
with his lost mother. The Whore of Babylon is famously “arrayed in 
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purple and scarlet colour” (Rev. 17:4), and in Jimmy’s recollection of 
swaddling himself in his mother’s dressing gown, described earlier as 
“magenta,” he becomes a doppelganger of the Whore (31). In shifting this 
identity onto a male character, Atwood presents sex without love as a 
socially and psychologically produced practice rather than a moral vice or 
product of essential female evil.

In the midst of the string of empty relationships Jimmy has with teen-
age girls and then women, he develops only two meaningful attachments. 
The first is with Crake, whose own childhood is devastated when his 
mother murders his whistle-blowing father with the aid of her lover, his 
father’s erstwhile boss. In these acts, Crake’s mother emerges as another 
crucial iteration of the figure of the Whore—a woman who, as in 
Revelation’s account, refuses the status of widow “for she saith in her heart, 
I sit a queen, and am no widow, and shall see no sorrow” (Rev. 18:7).  
She is also “active, deceptive, and open to penetration” and, even more 
conspicuously than Sharon, creates “demonic offspring,” since it is Crake 
who will become the evil genius figure who designs the plague that 
destroys human civilization. Crake’s mother is the least sympathetic of the 
mother figures in the text, and her actions could be seen as indefensible. 
Certainly, Crake sees his mother and her lover as culpable: well before he 
releases his plague on the world, he uses prototypes to kill each of them in 
acts of filial vengeance. Yet Atwood’s depiction of Crake’s mother gestures 
to a less moralistic interpretation of her actions. The text suggests that she 
may have been driven by fear for herself and her son, since within the  
Compounds, those associated with a whistle-blower are likely to suffer 
severe interrogation and possibly murder at the hands of the fascistic cor-
porate security agency, CorpSeCorps (212). In this reading, Crake’s 
mother can be understood as a “conduit of contamination” not of sinful-
ness, but of the paranoia and brutality of a system in which corporations 
own their scientists and dispose of anyone considered a security risk.

While Jimmy unconsciously attempts to find/become his mother, 
Crake’s response to his own mother’s betrayal is to retreat into a coldly 
masculine arena of science. Whatever Crake’s mother’s motivations, after 
the loss of his father, Crake is sociopathically detached from the world 
around him, his only emotion expressed in screams while sleeping (218). 
On the topic of falling in love, Crake explains to Jimmy that “it was 
humiliating, because it put you at a disadvantage, it gave the love object 
too much power. As for sex per se, it lacked both challenge and novelty, 
and was on the whole a deeply imperfect solution to the problem of inter-
generational genetic transfer” (193). Such passages suggest that Crake has 
unconsciously constructed a calculating identity in an effort to cleanse 
himself of the abjection produced by any lingering maternal bond. In her 
reading of Francis Bacon’s sixteenth-century discourse on modern 
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science, Keller notes how Bacon anticipates that “The heroic masculinity 
of the scientist shrouds itself in the eschatological aura of the coming 
‘Supermen,’ an entire race of revelatory ‘discoverers’” (165). Crake, who 
invents a new species to replace humans, embraces the new “masculine” 
time which Bacon anticipated—a time freed, as Keller points out, from 
“maternal constraint; as purified rationality, purged both of nature and of 
supernature, it is free to use uninhibitedly that materiality which no lon-
ger mars its own origin” (165).

Given this retreat from “maternal constraint,” his disavowal of sexual-
ity, and his superficial resemblance to Christ in establishing the Crakers 
as the “chosen,” it is ironic that Crake also becomes a double for the 
Whore. Yet Atwood’s text makes this equation by depicting Crake as a 
stand-in for Sharon and surrogate “bad mother” for Jimmy. Atwood 
writes, “A few months before Jimmy’s mother vanished, Crake appeared” 
(69).12 In the brief time Crake and Jimmy’s mother are both in his life, 
they develop a “connection”: Sharon sees an “intellectually honourable” 
quality in Crake which she identifies in herself (69). Once Sharon leaves, 
Crake fills her role, providing Jimmy with a combination of libidinal 
satisfaction (provided by pornography and culminating in his delivery of 
Oryx) and maternal control (achieved by his tendency to dominate 
Jimmy, who, like others, is in awe of him). Stepping outward again to the 
broader social critique that Atwood effects, there is logic in Crake’s func-
tion as a figure of the Whore. Despite his ostensible efforts to destroy the 
latter-day Babylon of the contemporary world in his self-conceived role 
as Christ figure, he falls into the trap of anti-apocalypse, using the very 
corrupt tactics and reckless science that make this new Babylon so 
dangerous.

“A Door Swinging Open”

While Jimmy’s mother, Crake’s mother, Jimmy, and Crake all can be read 
as ironic figures for the “evil” women of Revelation, the most overt figure 
for the Whore of Babylon in the novel is Oryx, to whom Jimmy becomes 
deeply attached after watching her in a pornographic video when she is a 
child of eight or nine. As a participant in the sex trade who spreads con-
tagion, Oryx performs a narrative function very similar to the Whore’s.13 
She also arguably brings Atwood’s novel closest to the wildly indetermi-
nate and inscrutable quality for which Revelation is known. As numerous 
commentators have observed, Revelation is a surreal and deeply figurative 
text that evades singular interpretations, and, like the original apocalyptic 
Whore, Oryx is an open signifier. As Kirsch notes, “the characters and 
incidents, the words and phrases, even the letters and numbers of 
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Revelation seem to shimmer with symbolic meanings that always float 
just out of reach” (6–7). Similarly, as Fiona Tolan notes, Oryx is “one of 
Atwood’s most ambiguous characters to date” (286). From the outset 
there is ambiguity about whether the Oryx that Jimmy ultimately meets 
and falls in love with is the same girl he saw years earlier in the porno-
graphic video. When Jimmy shows her a still image from the film, she 
responds, “I don’t think this is me” (91). After the plague, Snowman 
recalls her as “evasive” and “never very forthcoming” and reflects on the 
“vagueness” of her story (110, 114). Just as readers of Revelation must 
“decrypt” its “riddles and ciphers and symbols” finding different mean-
ings based on their own context, Jimmy wonders if “her entire past” was 
“his own invention” (Kirsch 7; Atwood 316).

The very elements that position Oryx as a double of the Whore of 
Babylon—her opacity, her sexualization, and her pivotal role in Crake’s 
plot to destroy human civilization—have led some critics to read her as a 
troubling recapitulation of racial stereotypes.14 There is no doubt that 
casting a subaltern woman as the Whore of Babylon is a risky authorial 
choice. Yet I agree with Susan Hall’s argument that “Atwood invokes the 
stereotype of the exotic Asian woman in order to criticize it, and she 
highlights the diverse structures, both political and psychic, that impinge 
on Oryx’s ability to speak in a meaningful way” (180). As Hall suggests, 
Oryx’s presence in the narrative is partly explained by Atwood’s desire to 
expose the complexity and horror of human trafficking. While Hall 
focuses primarily on Oryx’s laughter as a means of resistance, however,  
I wish to consider how Atwood’s characterization of Oryx complicates 
the superficial association of whoredom with apocalypse. Without 
attempting to close down a variety of readings of this open signifier, I 
want to suggest that Atwood’s inclusion of Oryx also figures as part of 
the larger postcolonial narrative that conspicuously frames the novel and 
gestures to the global effects of the ostensibly private psychological 
dynamics of abjection that she is exploring. As I show below, Atwood 
constructs Oryx in part as a means of critiquing Revelation’s insidious 
role in scripting the colonial enterprise, including its current legacy of 
human trafficking.

Jimmy’s attraction to Oryx mirrors his feelings for other women in a 
number of ways. When he first sees her on the pornographic website, Oryx 
smiles and looks contemptuously into the camera after licking whipped 
cream off a pedophile. Jimmy feels that her look says, “I see you . . .  
I know you. I know what you want” (emphasis in original, 91). As in the 
case of his other relationships, he sees Oryx as a reflection of himself. 
Certainly, her suffering is more severe and dramatic than that of the other 
women he encounters. She is a product of a more catastrophic childhood 
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than his by any measure, since her mother sells her and her brother to 
human traffickers after her father dies. Yet the brutalization she suffers at 
the hands of adults and the ruthless stripping away of her childhood mir-
ror for Jimmy his sense of himself as a “missing child” (233). While at the 
point at which he first sees her, he has not yet begun his own series of 
impersonal sexual encounters, there is an implicit recognition between 
these two Whores of Babylon.

Yet Oryx, like his other lovers, also occupies the position of his trou-
bled mother. Early in the text, Jimmy ruminates, “About the different, 
secret person living inside him [his parents] knew nothing at all” (58). 
Later, during his first view of Oryx on video, Jimmy perceives Oryx to 
understand him as a mother should, thinking to himself that she recog-
nizes “the secret person inside him” (91). Of course, Oryx cannot actually 
see Jimmy at all in this scene, which suggests the degree to which she, like 
the other women in his life, serves as a prop to play out the psychodrama 
of his lost mother. As if to bring home Oryx’s potential to fill the role of 
absent mother, when Jimmy first sees Oryx in person, she is carrying a 
rakunk, symbolically replacing the pet his mother took from him. Later 
still, after he becomes her lover, he will press her for details of her experi-
ence as a sexually trafficked child and performer in pornographic videos. 
“He’d wanted to track down and personally injure anyone who had ever 
done harm to her or made her unhappy. He’d tortured himself with pain-
ful knowledge: every white-hot factoid he could collect he’d shove up 
under his fingernails. The more it hurt, the more—he was convinced—he 
loved her” (135). This passage resonates with an earlier one describing the 
confused dynamic he experienced with his mother before her departure: 
“He loved her so much when he made her unhappy, or else when she 
made him unhappy: at these moments he scarcely knew which was which” 
(33). In Oryx, Jimmy finds again the masochistic association between 
love and pain that his mother instilled in him.

Given the degree to which Jimmy’s relationship with Oryx resembles 
his relationships with other women, it is at first puzzling that Atwood 
depicts his preoccupation with her as much more lasting and profound. 
We must in part understand Oryx’s central position as Atwood’s effort 
to further complicate the lingering and toxic tradition of the Whore of 
Babylon. Her meticulous portrait of Oryx’s childhood in Southeast Asia 
overturns that tradition’s synchronic association of women with cor-
ruption. After Vander Stichele, Levine comments that, “Revelation 
presents prostitution not as the desperate act of a starving woman, or 
the result of sexual abuse, or a role held by men as well, or even as a 
rational business decision. Prostitution is presented not as a social real-
ity but as a female-identified moral evil that must be extirpated” (8–9). 
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Atwood’s presentation of Oryx redresses precisely this problem. With 
uncharacteristic realism in this fragmented text, Atwood details Oryx’s 
journey as an archetypal narrative of human trafficking. When she is only 
a child of four or five in an impoverished village, Oryx’s father dies, and 
her mother feels compelled to sell both Oryx and her brother to support 
the remainder of her family. In this moment, Oryx’s mother completes 
the novel’s triptych of “bad mothers of demonic offspring,” yet the fami-
ly’s desperate poverty contextualizes her act (Levine 2). Oryx is used by 
her next owner, Uncle En, first to sell flowers to tourists, then as bait in a 
blackmail scheme against pedophiles. Once Uncle En is killed in a gang-
land execution, she is sold to a man who uses her in child pornography. 
By this time she is eight or nine years old. From there she is eventually 
sold to a man in America whose intentions for her are unclear, but who 
acquires her after seeing her in a pornographic video and who locks her in 
his garage until she is liberated during a police raid. Crake later seeks her 
out and takes possession of her through his university’s “Student Services,” 
which routinely provides students with sex workers.

Atwood’s work with Amnesty International is very evident in this fine-
grained narrative, and, in this respect, the character of Oryx reflects 
Atwood’s use of counter-apocalypse in this post-apocalyptic novel for 
sweeping social criticism.15 In fact, Oryx’s story operates on two levels in 
relation to such critique. On the one hand, insofar as the Whore repre-
sents economic and cultural decadence, Oryx seems an appropriate 
updating of this figure. Human trafficking as a “sign of the times” suggests 
the nadir to which Western culture has sunk. As Korte points out, 
Atwood’s novel echoes the views of Benjamin Barber in his well-known 
book Jihad vs. McWorld, where he argues that “the most egregious glo-
balisation has been of the exploitation and abuse of children in war, por-
nography, and sex tourism” (as quoted in Korte “Fundamentalism” 158 
fn. 24). Oryx’s experience is the ultimate expression of a world in which,  
as she puts it, “everything has a price” (139). On the other hand, while the 
original Whore functions as an effective metaphor because of a prevailing 
assumption about the inherent wickedness of women, Atwood offers a 
genealogy of the contemporary sex trade that relocates accountability, if 
not agency, outside of Oryx herself.16

Equally importantly, in her portrait of Oryx Atwood gestures to the 
historical and global sweep of the abject, unconscious forces at work in 
cryptoapocalypse. In Oryx, the sociopolitical and psychological critiques 
that inhere in Atwood’s whore figures are fully fused. It is here that we 
return to Atwood’s choice to stage Snowman’s post-apocalyptic existence 
as a redux of Robinson Crusoe. These references can be read productively 
in relation to Keller’s discussion of the impact of Revelation on European 
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colonialism. According to Keller, the colonial era “provides the missing 
link—if the question is, What, through chains of historical determina-
tion, does the text of Apocalypse have to do with the late twentieth- century 
level of apocalyptic threat?” (152). She demonstrates how Revelation 
was used to justify colonialism, analyzing the ways Cristóbal Colón (also 
known as Christopher Columbus) deployed the narrative of New 
Jerusalem in his “discoveries” of Hispaniola and South America. As she 
points out, Colón remapped the temporal, future-oriented story of the 
second coming onto a spatial matrix, in which one merely had to go out 
and find paradise. She writes, “He reads the object of apocalyptic hope, of 
the New Creation, by God the Creator already created—and therefore 
available to ‘discovery’” (emphasis in original, 159).

In Atwood’s novel it is Oryx who provides a crucial “missing link” 
between Revelation and the near future the novel imagines, mirroring 
Keller’s view that a contemporary apocalyptic story must be conceived 
through a postcolonial lens. Oryx’s actual nationality is unclear—at one 
point Jimmy tries unsuccessfully to tease from her whether she was born 
in Indonesia, Myanmar, India, Vietnam, or Cambodia (115). While 
these origins are part of an Asian story of colonialism that is distinct 
from Colón’s conquests, in a variety of ways, Oryx is part of a postcolo-
nial discourse within the novel that resonates with Keller’s account of the 
impact of apocalypse on the Western colonial enterprise. Most obvi-
ously, her origins in an impoverished village in Southeast Asia mark her 
as a subaltern subject.17 Throughout Snowman’s reconstruction of his 
relationship with her, he expresses a familiar colonialist perspective, 
characterizing her in strikingly childlike and animal-like terms. In his 
memories of her, he lingers on her “little fingers,” the “pink ribbon” in 
her hair, and her “little pink and red sandals” (109, 318, 319). Equally 
noticeable is his preoccupation with her “mantid face” and “pink cat’s 
tongue” (115, 119).

Atwood’s novel implies that it is Oryx’s subaltern identity that makes 
her Jimmy’s ultimate destination on his ambivalent quest: she functions 
not simply as another damaged replica of his mother, but as a spatial 
figure of the inscrutable maternal body that he recoils from but also 
wishes to penetrate and inhabit. In her reading of the complex interplay 
between the apocalyptic and gendered aspects of the age of discovery, 
Keller analyzes the way Colón figures the “New World” as a maternal 
space he both loathes and yearns for. Noting that in his journals, Colón 
describes the lands he saw as “like a woman’s nipple,” she continues, 
“The continent looms as forbidden fruit, the virgin body ripe for the 
plucking, the mother breast ready to . . . suckle death-ridden, depressed 
Europe into its rebirth” (157). Quoting from Kristeva, Keller reads 
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Colón’s fascination and revulsion with the “New World” in terms of 
apocalyptic abjection:

The subject constituting himself in relation to the abject is twisting and 
turning in relation, always, to the Mother, seeking “the desirable and ter-
rifying, nourishing and murderous, fascinating and abject inside of the 
maternal body”—yet always “the hoped rebirth is short-circuited.” Colón 
cannot but flee, scheming immediately to return, to conquer, to keep his 
boundaries clear and yet at the same time transgress them. The tempting 
elsewhere of this daunting, unconquered world-space taunts the Europe he 
embodies. (Emphasis in original, 158)

Similarly, when Jimmy first sees Oryx in the pornographic video, his 
ambivalent combination of deep guilt and yearning morphs into a desire 
to “go there”:

[F]or the first time he’d felt that what they’d been doing was wrong. Before, 
it had always been entertainment, or else far beyond his control, but now 
he felt culpable. At the same time he felt hooked through the gills: if he’d 
been offered instant teleportation to wherever Oryx was he’d have taken it, 
no question. He’d have begged to go there. It was all too complicated. (91)

In Oryx Jimmy finds what Keller, after Kristeva, terms a “tempting else-
where” (158). As mentioned above, in this initial viewing, Jimmy is 
watching the child Oryx in a grotesque task of licking. Later Oryx will tell 
the story of her childhood to Jimmy while meticulously “eating . . .  
[a] pizza in bed” and then licking her fingers (119). These images of Oryx 
eating voraciously, melded as they are with images of sexuality, draw 
attention to the orality signified by her name. Oryx is mouth, vagina, and 
womb, a simulacrum of the “oral paradise of the Mother . . . a powerful 
taboo, forbidden by the oedipal Father” that Colón and other colonizers 
located in the “New World” (Keller 157).

This spatial register is evident in a later scene in which Jimmy discovers 
that Crake uses an image of Oryx’s eye as a “gateway” to the website 
“Extinctathon,” which will become an essential component of Crake’s 
plot to destroy civilization. When they visit the site, Jimmy realizes that 
Crake is interacting with a terrorist group called MaddAddam that is 
attacking the infrastructure of Western society. His response suggests how 
Oryx has figuratively transported him to a place of abjection that merges 
his longing for his mother with an intuition of impending apocalypse: 
“Jimmy had a cold feeling, a feeling that reminded him of the time his 
mother had left home: the same sense of the forbidden, of a door 
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swinging open that ought to be kept locked, of a stream of secret lives, 
running underground, in the darkness just beneath his feet” (216). In 
part Jimmy’s response here alludes to the immediate danger to which 
both his mother and Crake expose themselves by resisting the power of 
the Compounds, as well as to the revelation (with a small “r” but also  
perhaps a large one) that there are underground organizations, like 
MaddAddam, that are attempting to bring down the epicenter of Babylon, 
the corporate Compounds. The savage tactics of CorpSeCorps make such 
“forbidden” activity perilous not only to Sharon and Crake but also to 
their families and associates. Yet, like Sharon, Oryx also provides access to 
forbidden longings that are encoded here in chthonic references that call 
to mind the fate of those who are not chosen, those who, “as the author 
of Revelation sees it, . . . will burn in hell” (Kirsch 14).

Oryx will prove to be more than one gateway later in the text, serving 
not only as the missing link between the colonial past and the present of 
the novel, but also the science-driven future. Keller reminds us that scien-
tific practice was tainted by the colonial enterprise, making it another 
by-product of the apocalyptic tradition:

Colón’s objectification of apocalypse fueled an entire epoch with this para-
dise hope, the motive force of the modern religion of progress. In the secu-
larization of the apocalyptic hope into the open future of perpetual 
conquest lies the foundation of modern science. Where the colonial war-
rior laid bloody claims to space and resources for Western affluence, the 
Western scientist would offer a serene and humanistic vision of the con-
tinual perfection of “the human race.” The manful collaboration of power 
and knowledge, of military and scientific messianisms, have crafted 
Euroamerican civilization. (164)

Atwood’s novel similarly fuses its postcolonial narrative with its scientific 
one, as Crake, convinced of his ability to generate a perfect new race, cre-
ates a population of beings who resemble the premodern, indigenous 
tribes that were colonized during the period of “discovery.” He uses Oryx 
as their teacher, explaining, “We needed a go-between, someone who 
could communicate on their level. Simple concepts, no metaphysics” 
(309). Indeed, given that when Jimmy first meets Oryx in person, he 
mistakes her for one of the Crakers, the text implies that Crake used her 
as the model for their design.18 The center will not hold in Atwood’s repri-
sal of the apocalyptic narrative: Crake’s “chosen,” whose analogues in 
Revelation are “they which were not defiled with women,” are modeled 
on Oryx—the very Whore of Babylon herself (Rev. 14:4). And in the 
affiliation between Oryx and the Crakers, the Whore of Babylon and 
Crusoe’s Friday also begin to merge in this narrative. Just as the colonial 
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quest for paradise becomes a hell of rape, slavery, and slaughter, the scien-
tific quest for progress creates a population based on and trained by a 
victim of human trafficking who represents the ideal for two young men 
whose psychological needs have made identification with and domination 
of this subaltern figure their respective versions of heaven.

As the novel unfolds, the figure of Oryx embodies an increasingly 
explicit fusion of abjection and apocalypse. As he contemplates her image 
Jimmy feels “light-headed, precariously balanced, as if he were standing 
on a cliff-edge above a rock-filled gorge, and it would be dangerous for 
him to look down,” images that align Oryx with eschaton—the edge 
(255). Once they are introduced, Oryx represents for Jimmy “pure bliss, 
pure terror” (308). And in overwrought language that suggests the conti-
nuity between sexuality and annihilation that Oryx, as the Whore of 
Babylon, signifies, Atwood writes:

Night and day Jimmy was in torment. He wanted to touch Oryx, worship 
her, open her up like a beautifully wrapped package, even though he sus-
pected that there was something—some harmful snake or homemade 
bomb or lethal powder—concealed within. Not within her, of course. 
Within the situation. She was off limits, he told himself, again and again. 
(311–312)

To say the least, “the situation” here covers a lot of ground. While ostensi-
bly Oryx is off-limits because she is Crake’s girlfriend, her danger stretches 
across eons—from the ancient era of goddess-worship, to later associa-
tions of women with the serpent in Revelation, to the more immediate 
terroristic threats of “homemade bombs and lethal powders” produced by 
the history of colonialism that Revelation spawned. The “lethal powder” 
referred to here must be read in relation to Atwood’s comments that the 
events of 9/11 nearly derailed her work on Oryx and Crake. She states,  
“I almost abandoned the book. Real life was getting creepily too close to 
my inventions—not so much the Twin Towers as the anthrax scare. That 
turned out to be limited in extent, but only because of the limitations of 
the agent used” (as quoted in Korte “Fundamentalism” 157 fn. 21).

In the midst of the sweeping symbolism of this passage, Atwood never 
loses sight of the bodily drives fueling this ideological matrix: Oryx is 
stripped naked in Jimmy’s first two encounters with her, and in the lan-
guage of “opening her up” we hear echoes of the fates of the Whore and 
Jezebel—made “desolate and naked” and “shove[d] . . . on the bed.” Late 
in the text, Jimmy recalls licking Oryx’s fingers, motivated by his desire to 
have “part of her . . . in part of him” (315). This imagery recapitulates the 
punishment of the Whore, whose lovers “eat her flesh.”
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Indeed, Oryx does suffer punishment as the Whore. In a moment that 
resonates powerfully with Atwood’s portrait of Oryx, Keller remarks:

The paradise paradigm keeps the conquerors coming. . . . The bodies of 
colonized women—at home and abroad—absorb the full force of the sex-
ualized and racialized apocalypse. One need only think of the quest for the 
dark breast of paradise pursued by millions of average white men in the 
sexual tourism and traffic in “third world” women. (163–164)

Like Keller, Atwood communicates the burden subaltern women and 
children bear within the global apocalypse pattern. Once Crake has used 
Oryx in a variety of ways—for sex, as the conduit through which the 
plague is spread, and, implicitly, as a tool in his manipulation of Jimmy—
he slits her throat. And, as Korte points out, even this final act positions 
Oryx as a mere instrument: the murder is orchestrated to force Jimmy to 
kill Crake so that he does not have to enact his own suicide (“Women’s 
Views” 163).

The “beautifully wrapped package” that Jimmy and Crake perceive 
Oryx to be does indeed have apocalypse “concealed within.” Atwood’s 
novel desublimates the psychological drives that produce and destroy this 
postmodern Whore of Babylon. Even as he feels that it is wrong, Jimmy 
yearns to possess and occupy her as a means of regaining the lost connec-
tion with his mother, while Crake coldly exploits her as consequence of 
similar loss. In portraying their fixation on Oryx as their salvation, 
Atwood’s text supports Keller’s claim that colonialism’s spatialization of 
the apocalypse pattern has recast the private, ambivalent longing for 
maternal paradise into a deadly global quest that threatens humankind 
with annihilation.

“Spin and Grin”

As I have suggested above, in Oryx and Crake, Atwood appropriates and 
demystifies the imagery of Revelation’s “whores,” producing a counter-
apocalypse that foregrounds the abject maternal function of these  
figures. Yet there is still one more whore figure to consider in Atwood’s 
text. As Earl Ingersoll observes, midway through the novel “Jimmy  
is relegated to Martha Graham Academy, where the arts and humanities 
have been prostituted into training schools to market what corporations 
 produce” (166). In a continuation of her counter-apocalyptic project, 
Atwood echoes Revelation’s association of commercialized art with the 
figure of the Whore of Babylon while also complicating this apocalyptic 
tradition.
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According to Kirsch, Revelation documents a “culture war” between 
early Christians and Romans, in which John uses the Whore of Babylon 
to “condemn . . . any Christian who partakes of the pleasures and rewards 
of classical civilization at the peak of its enduring achievements in art, 
letters, and philosophy” (17). In Revelation, Roman culture is cast as 
crassly commercial through its personification as the Whore of Babylon, 
with “the merchants of the earth . . . waxed rich through the abundance 
of her delicacies” (18:3). The eighteenth chapter of Revelation, which 
offers a vision of the Whore-as-Rome being burned, serves as a sweeping 
attack on materialistic culture, as her “merchandise of gold, and silver, 
and precious stones, and of pearls, and fine linen,” among many other 
luxuries, is destroyed while “the merchants of these things, which were 
made rich by her, shall stand afar off for the fear of her torment, weeping 
and wailing” (18:12, 18:15). In this destruction, John warns, “the voice of 
harpers, and musicians, and of pipers, and trumpeters shall be heard no 
more at all in thee; and no craftsmen of whatsoever craft he be, shall be 
found any more in thee” (emphasis in original, 18:22). In these passages, 
the metaphor of the Whore fuses art with commerce and lust with greed 
as John intones, “the Fruits that thy soul lusted after are departed from 
thee” (18:14).

Atwood’s own text aligns art with whoredom in similar terms. In a key 
exchange between Crake and Jimmy, Jimmy defends art by presenting it 
as a form of compensation for the “sexual torment” of unrequited love 
(166–167). In Crake’s blistering rejoinder he asks, “Wouldn’t you rather 
be fucking?,” implying that art functions as an inadequate substitute for 
sex. Crake goes on to position art as a trifling recreational activity, con-
cluding dismissively, “People can amuse themselves any way they like. 
Play with themselves in public, whack off ” (167). By positing art as a 
simulacrum of “real” sex and as an act of self-gratifying recreation, this 
scene invites the reader to equate the production and consumption of art 
with the sex trade.

Atwood’s critique of art aligns with Revelation’s even more potently 
in her satirical portrait of Martha Graham Academy. Jimmy recalls the 
president of that institution speaking of “the vital arts and their irresist-
ible reserved seat in the big red-velvet amphitheatre of the beating 
human heart” (187). Yet while matters of the heart are the Academy’s 
priority on paper, in practice it has added to its motto “Ars Longa Vita 
Brevis” the phrase “Our Students Graduate With Employable Skills” 
(188). In addition to the traditional performing and visual arts, Martha 
Graham increasingly teaches a curriculum that serves the needs of 
American corporations, the engine of Atwood’s Babylon. Along with 
courses like “Webgame Dynamics” and “Image Presentation,” there is a 
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“Problematics” major known among students as “Spin and Grin” (188). 
Its program of study includes “Applied Logic, Applied Rhetoric, Medical 
Ethics and Terminology, Applied Semantics, Relativistics and Advanced 
Mischaracterization” (188). Jimmy, who pursues this major, understands 
that once he enters the work force he will be engaged in “Window-
dressing . . . decorating the cold, hard, numerical real world in flossy 2-D 
verbiage” (188). In this degradation of art into “flossy . . . verbiage” we see 
further evidence of its prostituted status within the Compounds.

Yet Atwood again complicates the tradition of the Whore of Babylon 
in the figure of Martha Graham herself. Understood by Jimmy as a “gory 
old dance goddess of the twentieth century,” Graham is now present on 
campus only as a “gruesome statue” performing the part of Judith as she 
beheads Holofernes (186). Graham, immortalized in the role of Judith, 
creates a complex reaction on the campus. Parents object that the statue 
is “too aggressive, too blood thirsty,” suggesting that they perceive in it a 
message of empowerment of women that is not consistent with the norms 
of their own society (186). The students more pointedly view the statue 
as “[r]etro feminist shit,” and “[e]very once in a while the statue got its tits 
decorated or steel wool glued onto its pubic region” (186). In such 
moments, Martha Graham and Judith are also transformed into doubles 
for the Whore.

I maintain that Atwood’s text invites us to read Martha Graham and 
Judith—and by extension, perhaps, Atwood herself—as women who, in 
their roles as female artists and/or warriors, deny the traditional associa-
tion between art, femininity, and debasement figured by the Whore, 
functioning instead as counterwhores within this counter-apocalypse. 
Readers will recall that the deuterocanonical Book of Judith tells the story 
of Judith’s heroic choice to permit herself to become the target of 
Holofernes’s lust in order to save the Jews from his campaign on behalf of 
Nebuchadnezzar. Once Holofernes is drunk to incapacity, she beheads 
him. While her signification is complex, historically, the story of Judith 
emerged from the same conflicts between Jews and their Hellenizing 
invaders as Revelation, and it tells its own allegorical tale of resistance to 
the Hellenistic oppressors.19 As Kirsch explains, the Maccabean rebellion, in 
which Judah Maccabee fought an insurgency against Antiochus IV, became 
the seed for many apocalyptic writings, including the Book of Daniel, which 
served as source material for Revelation (32–36). R. H. Pfeiffer points out 
that the story of Judith and Holofernes was also written during this mili-
tary conflict (as quoted in Craven 191).

In place of a narrative in which God precipitates the death of  
Babylon as Whore, the Book of Judith reframes resistance through  
the active sexual agency of a heroic woman, while locating blame for  
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oppression in the domain of patriarchal militancy. Even as Atwood por-
trays art as a whore, then, she again also recuperates this figure, both by 
critiquing the social conditions that are forcing the arts into a socioeco-
nomic ghetto within Western culture and by offering an alternative ver-
sion of the Whore of Babylon—one who chooses to use her sexuality, her 
beauty, and her power in the interest of freedom. It is in this same spirit 
that Atwood creates her own complex, ambivalent, defiant work of art, 
suggesting her own potential identification as a counterwhore.

“All It Takes Is the Elimination of  
One Generation”

Suffusing Oryx and Crake with doubles of Jezebel and the Whore of 
Babylon, Atwood limns the unconscious dynamics that drive contempo-
rary subjects toward self- and world-annihilation. Her Whores of 
Babylon—both mothers and their lost children, both female and male—
embody the abject relation to the feminine that the apocalyptic tradition 
itself encodes. The apocalypse she portrays is constituted by moments of 
reckoning with the lost mother-as-Whore, the ultimate of whom is Oryx, 
the symbolic mother of all apocalypses. Through her portrait of this sub-
altern victim of human trafficking, the novel suggests how the legacy of 
colonialism telescopes apocalyptic abjection from the domestic to the 
global and vice versa.

Identifying the elusive yet totalizing power of abjection as the engine 
of contemporary apocalypticism might appear to be an act of resignation. 
How can one resist the Oedipal forces at work in Kristeva’s notion of 
abjection? Yet Atwood makes the dynamics of loss historically contingent 
rather than synchronic. Her version of this Oedipal drama suggests that 
the mechanism of rupture between mother and child is social as well as 
psychological. In Oryx and Crake, mothers are pulled away from their 
children by a scientific-capitalistic system that has forsaken human bonds 
of love in an individualistic and misogynistic quest for immortality that 
itself finds its origins in Revelation. As Crake begins to introduce Jimmy 
to his ideas about eliminating Earth’s human population, he explains, “All 
it takes . . . is the elimination of one generation. One generation of any-
thing. Beetles, trees, microbes, scientists, speakers of French, whatever. 
Break the link in time between one generation and the next, and it’s game 
over forever” (223). While Crake is being rather literal here, as he secretly 
plots to destroy human civilization, this passage also resonates with the 
images of domestic life that are a crucial aspect of the novel. Atwood takes 
three samples from a near-future generation—Jimmy, Crake, and Oryx—
and portrays their devastation through a set of forces that create a  
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powerful feedback loop. Within the Compounds, vast corporate machina-
tions move the mothers of Jimmy and Crake to detach themselves. 
Outside the Compounds, interlocked forces of global capitalism force 
Oryx’s mother to reconceive of her daughter as a commodity. What fol-
lows from the grinding of these vast forces are small, domestic catastro-
phes: three families fall apart. Yet these small tragedies create subjects who 
grow to shattered adulthood only to create a more universal set of tragedies 
in the form of a devastating plague. Atwood uses her counter- apocalyptic 
narrative to ask us to become conscious of the yearnings that drive us 
toward apocalypse and to break this cycle, rather than “break[ing] the  
link . . . between one generation and the next.” Only then can we escape 
the final, unthinkable trajectory of an apocalyptic story millennia in the 
making: “game over forever.”

Yet the final words of the novel seem to pointedly complicate the read-
er’s hope that such cycles can be broken, since four of the sentences at the 
beginning of the final chapter repeat verbatim four of the sentences at the 
beginning of the first. Atwood further foregrounds cyclical time by draw-
ing attention in the very last words of the novel to Snowman’s watch: 
“From habit he lifts his watch; it shows him its blank face. Zero hour, 
Snowman thinks. Time to go” (374). This passage, which also, though 
more loosely, repeats a passage from the first page of the text, leaves the 
novel balanced between the possibility of repetition of or departure from 
a new cycle of colonial violence. Snowman’s literal act of following in the 
footsteps of Robinson Crusoe in this final chapter, called “Footprint,” 
draws attention both to the repetitions the novel has explored as well as 
their specific relationship to modernity.

Snowman’s watch, as much as the gun he carries, bears on this question 
of modernity, as watches are used in the text as weapons against neocolo-
nial subjects. In Oryx’s recollections of Uncle En, it is his gold watch that 
is his chief emblem of wealth and economic power. To bring home this 
point, Atwood depicts En using his watch to subjugate the children he 
has purchased, telling them that he can see them through this mechanism 
even when he is not present (127–128). In a chilling iteration, Snowman, 
apparently inspired by En’s exploitation of the children’s ignorance, simi-
larly tells the Crakers that Crake communicates to him (and relays orders 
to the Crakers) through his watch (97, 161). This parallel use of modern 
technology to dominate an innocent population suggests the degree to 
which Snowman has the potential to become every bit the manipulator 
and exploiter that En was and reminds us again that the Crakers consti-
tute a new paradigm of human trafficking.

In light of this, Snowman might be poised to take up the narrative of 
domination Defoe encoded centuries before, when, “elusive, white,  
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a rumour. In search of his own kind,” he follows the footprints (372). Yet 
Snowman sets out after his fellow human survivors because he is con-
cerned that “these new arrivals could easily see the Children of Crake as 
freakish, or savage, or non-human and a threat” (366). What informs that 
concern is largely a promise Jimmy makes to Oryx in the hours before the 
plague erupts. Imploring him to “take care of the Crakers” if she and 
Crake cannot, she states, “They are like children, they need someone. You 
have to be kind with them” (322). Oryx’s request positions them as her 
doubles in the text, and she implicitly asks that they be protected from 
what she has suffered. To be sure, Snowman still recalls Oryx through a 
racist, colonial lens, and his dynamic with the Crakers is also infused with 
colonial history. Just as Crusoe “takes great steps to ensure that Friday 
remains mystified,” Snowman spins out a specious mythology to the 
Crakers in order to abide by Crake’s antimodern conception of them 
(Loar 16).

However, his allegiance to the Crakers marks a potential break from 
the cycle of apocalyptic misogyny and racism in which his relationship 
with Oryx was locked. As he considers how to react to the presence of the 
footprints, Snowman is also moved by what he has learned from the his-
tory of modernity:

Images from old history flip through his head . . .: Ghengis Khan’s skull 
pile, the heaps of shoes and eyeglasses from Dachau, the burning corpse-
filled churches in Rwanda, the sack of Jerusalem by the Crusaders. The 
Arawak Indians, welcoming Christopher Columbus with garlands and 
gifts of fruit, smiling with delight, soon to be massacred, or tied up beneath 
the beds upon which their women were being raped. (366)

While as Jimmy, he did not coherently apply these lessons to his relation-
ship with Oryx, in the aftermath of the cataclysm, Snowman has begun 
to learn. Through him, Atwood conceives a Crusoe with a difference—a 
Crusoe in a new world with an understanding of the fate of earlier new 
worlds. As Snowman confronts “zero hour” in the final scene of the novel, 
Atwood resets the clock and opens the door for a new era to begin. In the 
wake of the long histories of apocalypse, gender, colonization, and science 
the novel has excavated, she invites us to imagine this new Crusoe setting 
out with his gun to defend the new Friday(s). By doing so, she suggests 
what might come not from but after the legacies of the Whore of Babylon 
and Robinson Crusoe.



C h a p t e r  2

“This Time Round”: 
David Mitchell’s 
Cloud Atlas and the 
Apocalyptic Problem 
of Historicism

The boomeranging arc of David Mitchell’s 2004 novel Cloud Atlas, which 
travels from the nineteenth century to a near-future post-apocalypse and 
then backward to its historical starting point, helps to crystallize a ques-
tion implied in many works of the new post-apocalyptic canon: If our 
linear conception of time is contributing to our apocalyptic tendencies, 
why not revert to the cyclical understanding of time that structured 
human consciousness for millennia?1 Mircea Eliade poses this same ques-
tion in his landmark study of the philosophy of time, The Myth of the 
Eternal Return, where he argues that the abandonment of a cyclical ontol-
ogy in favor of modern historicism has made Western subjects profoundly 
vulnerable to what he terms “the terror of history.”

In this chapter, I use Eliade’s treatise as a framework to analyze how 
Cloud Atlas depicts the risks associated with both linear and cyclical 
approaches to temporality. Mitchell takes the contemporary climate of 
global crisis as an occasion to weigh dialectically the affective, social, and 
political resources historicist and cyclical forms of subjectivity and ontol-
ogy may provide in the service of deterring our collective annihilation. In 
his richly allusive novel, he deploys a series of complex tropes—aging 
bodies, trains, cannibals, clones, transmigrating souls, and religious 
icons—to examine the phenomenology of historicism. The novel’s tem-
poral ambivalence is further complicated by its distinctive metafictional 
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properties, and in the final section of the chapter, I argue that Mitchell’s 
self-conscious play with the unstable relationship between history and 
genre becomes a comment on the ways formal investments in literature 
have the potential to break us out of an overdetermined relationship to 
historicism.

“The Paradise of Archetypes and Repetition”

Growing up during the Cold War, David Mitchell was deeply affected by 
the threat of nuclear war, and several of his novels include apocalyptic 
elements.2 Yet Cloud Atlas literally has the end of the world at its heart: 
The first half of the novel presents a series of five interrupted narratives 
set in periods from the 1850s to the near future and culminates with a 
sixth, post-apocalyptic story set in the distant future. From this mid-
point, Cloud Atlas then moves backward through the preceding five 
 narratives, completing each and ending with the resolution of the 
nineteenth- century story.

As in the case of much of the postmodern fiction that has inspired it, 
Mitchell’s novel complicates the linear notions of time that are central to 
a modern understanding of history. Granted, each of the stories that com-
prises Cloud Atlas is relatively linear in its internal structure, including the 
post-apocalyptic centerpiece. The stories are, moreover, presented in his-
torical sequence. The nineteenth-century story set aboard a ship is suc-
ceeded by stories set in the early twentieth century, then the 1970s, then 
the present, and onward into a near future of cloning. In the first story, a 
guileless notary named Adam Ewing is poisoned by a predatory conman 
while sailing from Sydney to San Francisco. In the second, set in Brussels, 
Robert Frobisher, a young, bisexual musical prodigy, both preys on and is 
exploited by an aging master composer while serving as his amanuensis. 
The third narrative, set in California, features a female cub reporter, Luisa 
Rey, attempting to expose the corruption of a nuclear power company. In 
the fourth, an aging English vanity publisher, Timothy Cavendish, is 
involuntarily committed to a nursing home. In the fifth, Sonmi-451, a 
Korean clone created to work as food-court server, becomes conscious of 
her subjugation and joins an abolition movement. In each consecutive 
story, some reference is made to the previous one, so, for instance, the 
musician in story two finds the journal that comprises story one, and so 
forth. Yet no exposition is offered to explain how these narratives relate to 
the centerpiece of the novel, the account of Zachry, a young man living in 
a primitive community on Hawaii in the distant aftermath of a global 
nuclear apocalypse. The sequence invites us to infer and attempt to 
decode causality from the series of narratives: somehow the events taking 
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place in each era may have, sequentially, or in the aggregate, created the 
conditions of global catastrophe. In this sense, the superficial fragmenta-
tion of the novel may belie a deeper, coherent structure, and, at least up 
to its midpoint, it could be argued that the novel has a linear and histori-
cal perspective. Yet absent specific links, such causality is only hypotheti-
cal, and the reader is left to contemplate how one story or set of 
circumstances may relate to the others. In this respect the novel rejects the 
usual, more direct forms of cause and effect that are associated with a 
linear notion of history.

Such narrative fragmentation and indeterminacy are the bread and 
butter of the postmodern poetics to which the novel is partially indebted 
and, on their own terms, would not merit much notice. These aporia are 
not the whole story of Mitchell’s formal experimentation in Cloud Atlas, 
however, since the second half of the novel reverses the chronology of the 
first. In a recent essay on David Mitchell’s corpus of fiction, critic James 
Wood observes that “Mitchell is obsessed with eternal recurrence” (71). 
Indeed, through its basic structure Cloud Atlas invites us to consider how 
cyclical understandings of time might serve as a way out of apocalyptic 
events, since this is what the book itself enacts: put simply, as readers we 
come to the apocalyptic end, only to find that half of the book remains to 
be read. By the time we have finished the book, we have arrived back in 
the nineteenth century, creating an unmistakable sense of coming full 
circle: the apocalyptic end of civilization becomes the occasion for the 
beginning of a new chapter or phase of each of the stories Mitchell had 
begun earlier.3

Postmodern hijinks aside, to make an apocalyptic narrative cyclical 
might seem to fly in the face of a pervasive modern view of the apoca-
lypse as the end. Frank Kermode, for instance, argues that it is the 
“sense of an ending” that gives apocalyptic discourse its allure, penetrat-
ing our stories and our selves in equal measure. In a similar vein, Fiona 
Stafford’s scholarship on the offshoot of apocalyptic narrative that she 
calls “last-of-the-race fiction” underscores how this modern form of 
apocalyptic thinking that emerged as a linear conception of time 
eclipsed the cyclical one:

[o]nly when time is perceived as a line and change as irreversible can “the 
last” have any meaning. Ancient concepts of time as a great circle through 
which everything turned before regaining the original point for a fresh 
departure, offered little scope for absolute endings and last things. In such 
systems, any ending must also be a beginning, while the significance of 
individual events is qualified by thoughts of endless repetition—just as 
each winter is followed by spring, each sunset redeemed by faith in the 
dawn. The same does not apply to linear concepts of time, where the 
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model is not that of the natural cycles common to a community, but of an 
individual life moving in one direction from birth to death. Here, events 
are unrepeatable and endings carry no guarantee of regeneration, so “the 
last” has a much greater significance. (42)

For Stafford, the power of the narrative of last things depends on the end-
ing supplied by a linear conception of history.

Yet, despite the modern imbrication of the linear and the apocalyptic, 
David Mitchell is not the first author to generate a cyclical apocalyptic 
narrative. Indeed, it would be an oversimplification to understand the 
cyclical model of temporality itself as obsolete. In G. J. Whitrow’s history 
of time, he reminds us that “Nietzsche, who died in 1900, and the 
 twentieth-century historians and sociologists Spengler, Pareto, and 
Toynbee all believed in the cyclical nature of history” (179). Tyrus Miller 
extends the list of scholars and cultural figures who have promulgated the 
idea of cyclical history in the form of eternal recurrence to include “Georg 
Simmel, Karl Jaspers, Martin Heidegger, Karl Löwith, Mircea Eliade, and 
Pierre Klossowski,” as well as Gilles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida (281). 
We should not be surprised, then, that Warren Wagar, in his comprehen-
sive study of “secular eschatological fictions” ranging from the early nine-
teenth century to the late 1970s, demonstrates that many “modern stories 
of the world’s end” actually “curve back on themselves, in a pattern of 
cyclical return” (185).

Both Whitrow and Wagar, however, understand such a modern preoc-
cupation with the cyclical as part of a despairing and unproductive out-
look. Whitrow remarks that for the thinkers he describes, to understand 
time as cyclical is to “feel the menace of time as much as its promise” (179). 
Wagar, meanwhile, maintains that cyclical apocalyptic narratives “reflect 
a conserving temperament” (185). He explains that in these texts we see 
that “the world of the author’s experience does not end in his conscious-
ness or in his loyalties. He does not escape its boundaries. The future he 
envisages is . . . an empty repetition, because he is firmly attached to the 
present order of things” (186). Whether it is Spengler’s Decline of the West 
or Miller’s Canticle for Leibowitz, for Whitrow and Wagar the problem is that 
the writers see no possibility of the new—everything is always already old.  
In this preference for the possibility of the new, both scholars ironically 
reveal the imprint of the linear ontology about which they write with 
such authority.

To gain perspective on how the man-made catastrophes of the recent 
era could inspire Mitchell’s more hopeful deployment of a cyclical apoc-
alyptic narrative, it is instructive to turn to another thinker, Mircea 
Eliade, who in his famous meditation on linear and cyclical views of 
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time, The Myth of the Eternal Return, presents cyclical ontology as not 
only reemergent in the twentieth century, but necessary. A witness to the 
horrors of the twentieth century, Eliade understands the modern, linear 
conception of time known as “history” to be profane and chaotic. It is 
for him “the blind play of economic, social, or political forces, or, even 
worse, only the result of the ‘liberties’ that a minority takes and exercises 
directly on the stage of universal history” (151). Secular historicism 
requires humans to endure “collective deportations and massacres . . . 
[and] atomic bombings,” with no sense that these events have any larger 
meaning or purpose (151).

In contrast to the devastating effects of historicism, Eliade argues 
that premodern societies embraced cyclical models of temporality in 
order to annul the “terror of history” by denying its existence. In his 
understanding of the “archaic ontology” he examines, ancient cultures 
derived their sense of reality from their creation myths. The cycles that 
gave shape to their lives involved the perceived repetition of these pri-
mal moments through rituals and ceremonies, in which they under-
stood themselves to be embodiments of archetypal mythical identities: 
“an object or an act becomes real only insofar as it imitates or repeats an 
archetype. Thus, reality is acquired solely through repetition or partici-
pation; everything which lacks an exemplary model is ‘meaningless,’ 
i.e., it lacks reality” (34).4 By elaborating this vision of cyclical tempo-
rality, Eliade works toward defamiliarizing more modern conceptions of 
historical time, reminding readers that “interest in the ‘irreversible’ and 
the ‘new’ in history is a recent discovery in the life of humanity” (48). 
In the final lines of his book he reflects that “modern man is irremedi-
ably identified with history and progress, and . . . history and progress 
are a fall, both implying the final abandonment of the paradise of arche-
types and repetition” (162).

Eliade starkly lays out the distinction between the versions of subjec-
tivity cyclical and historical ontologies produce. On the one hand, since 
his sense of reality is created by adhering to archetypes, the man within 
traditional culture “sees himself as real, i.e., as ‘truly himself,’ only, and 
precisely, insofar as he ceases to be so” (34). On the other hand, “‘histori-
cal man’ . . . [is] the man who is insofar as he makes himself, within history” 
(emphasis in original, ix). Near the conclusion of The Myth of the Eternal 
Return, Eliade imagines a kind of debate that might take place between 
these two subjects:

In the last analysis, modern man, who accepts history or claims to accept 
it, can reproach archaic man, imprisoned within the mythical horizon of 
archetypes and repetition, with his creative impotence, or what amounts 
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to the same thing, his inability to accept the risks entailed by every cre-
ative act. . . .

To these criticisms raised by modern man, the man of the traditional 
civilizations could reply . . . [that] [i]t is becoming more and more  doubtful . . . 
if modern man can make history. (155–156)

Eliade shows himself to be largely sympathetic to the latter view; con-
vinced of “the transitoriness, or at least the secondary character, of human 
individuality as such,” he presents history and individuality as two 
destructive myths that mutually reinforce one another (46).

At points, in his rejection of historicism, Eliade appears to yearn for a 
return to return in starkly apocalyptic terms:

There is also reason to foresee that, as the terror of history grows worse, as 
existence becomes more and more precarious because of history, the posi-
tions of historicism will increasingly lose in prestige. And, at a moment 
when history could do what neither the cosmos, nor man, nor chance 
have yet succeeded in doing—that is, wipe out the human race in its 
entirety—it may be that we are witnessing a desperate attempt to prohibit 
the “events of history” through a reintegration of human societies within 
the horizon (artificial, because decreed) of archetypes and their repetition. 
In other words, it is not inadmissible to think of an epoch, and an epoch 
not too far distant, when humanity, to ensure its survival, will find itself 
reduced to desisting from any further “making” of history in the sense in 
which it began to make it from the creation of the first empires, will con-
fine itself to repeating prescribed archetypal gestures, and will strive to 
forget, as meaningless and dangerous, any spontaneous gesture which 
might entail “historical” consequences. It would even be interesting to 
compare the anhistorical solution of future societies with the paradisal or 
eschatological myths of the golden age of the beginning or the end of the 
world. (153–154)

Eliade’s language here reflects his own conflicted view of a return to a 
wholly cyclical ontology. On the one hand, he characterizes a return to 
repetition and archetypes as a “desperate” and “artificial” act, leaving 
Western subjects “reduced to desisting from any further ‘making’ of his-
tory” (emphasis mine). On the other hand, he also again invokes the lan-
guage of paradise, imagining that such a future society might resemble a 
“golden age.”5

Despite being regarded by many as the greatest twentieth-century 
scholar of religion, as well as “author of the greatest modern work on 
arrows and cycles” (Allen xi; Gould 12), Eliade is a controversial figure. 
The recent revelations of Eliade’s affiliation with Romania’s Iron Guard 
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and apparent complicity with fascism and anti-semitism have inspired 
some critics to interpret his enthusiasm for antihistoricist, archetypal 
modes of being as part of a regimented hierarchical ideology.6 Even before 
questions were raised about Eliade’s political affiliations in Romania, his 
account of history was much debated.7 Given Hegel’s oft-quoted claim 
that “the history of the world is none other than the progress of the con-
sciousness of freedom” (19–20), a denunciation of a Hegelian model of 
history could be construed as a blanket rejection of progressive political 
causes. Even scholars who celebrate the value of Eliade’s work concede 
the potentially reactionary implications of his antihistoricism (Allen 
269–271).

Yet to a striking degree, Eliade’s thought resonates with other more 
well-known thinkers such as Jacques Derrida and Walter Benjamin.8 In 
his emphasis on the wisdom of premodern, non-Western others, as well 
as his critique of the Enlightenment view of progress, Eliade can as easily 
be placed in the vanguard of the postmodern thought of the late twenti-
eth century as in the camp of retrograde traditionalists.9 Indeed, Eliade’s 
disavowal of linear understandings of history can give us a distinctive 
purchase on certain pragmatic contradictions within post-structuralism. 
It is often a given in the contemporary moment that conventional notions 
of individual, unified subjectivity—what Ermath calls “the founding 
cogito”—have been deconstructed in the wake of post-structuralist theo-
ry’s influence (8). Yet, Eliade’s antihistoricist critique of modern subjectiv-
ity lays bare the degree to which linear models of time continue to inhere 
within the post-structuralist model of subjectivity, since its fluidity is con-
tingent upon an ever-shifting historical context.10 This covert reification 
of linear time in turn complicates post-structuralism’s ideological critique 
of Enlightenment notions of progress.

The near-apocalyptic scale of World War II inspired Eliade to reexam-
ine human understandings of time as a potential key to our fate. He not 
only provocatively suggests that we need not think of the passage of time 
only in linear terms, but also subtly acknowledges the costs in ideals of 
human freedom that might be paid for such a choice. Mitchell’s novel 
reflects in similar terms on the stakes of our understanding of time and 
history. The experience of Mitchell’s characters resonates powerfully with 
Eliade’s claim that while archaic subjects understood themselves as reit-
erations of mythical archetypes, the modern conception of history has 
thrust a sense of individuality upon men and women, begetting a terrify-
ing sense of emptiness. All of Mitchell’s protagonists are initially depicted 
as isolated individuals caught in the sweep of history, whether it is racist 
Empire-building on Chatham Island, the sociocultural aftermath of 
World War I, the power plays of the emergent nuclear industry, the 
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growing social contempt for the elderly, or the technological advances 
that have made human cloning a reality. Stafford has emphasized the ways 
that Robinson Crusoe, as the first “sole survivor” figure in Western litera-
ture, reflects a shift from Christian Millenarianism, with its emphasis on 
a collective ending, to a modern, secular preoccupation with individual 
“problems of loss and post-traumatic experiences” (72). Interestingly, 
Mitchell figures all of his main characters as castaways, not only depicting 
them as solitary outsiders in their various places and times, but, in a text 
full of images of islands, presenting many of them literally dragging them-
selves out of the water onto islands to escape what Lutz Niethammer, 
paraphrasing Benjamin, calls the “catastrophic storm of history” (as 
quoted in Woods 115).11

“Souls Cross Ages Like Clouds Cross Skies”

Cloud Atlas’s interrogation of historicism extends from its larger structure 
into the details of its separate narratives. The six storylines that comprise 
the novel’s 500 pages are both thematically diverse and dense with recur-
rent symbolism.12 Within its multiple stories, as much as in its overarch-
ing form and characterization, Mitchell’s novel considers the terror of 
history. This notion is particularly evident in the sections entitled “Letters 
from Zedelgrehm.” Mitchell creates a jarring juxtaposition between this 
narrative, which is narrated by a bisexual book thief, modernist musical 
composer, and sometimes sexual hustler named Robert Frobisher, and its 
predecessor, “The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing,” which is recorded by 
a devout Christian and notary who is dutifully pursuing the task of bring-
ing legal documents to the beneficiary of an inheritance in Australia. 
While there are some continuities even here—both men’s destinies are 
shaped by legacies, and both are at the mercy of older, more cunning 
men—the tone of the texts is very different. Adam sees the world through 
a stable lens of Christian morality. Frobisher, living in the still scarred 
landscape of post–World War I England and Belgium, no longer feels 
such certainty. He is haunted by the death of his older brother, whose 
own virtues have become, posthumously, the impossible standard against 
which his family measures him. His father is an “eminent churchman,” 
but he admits he can feel no faith, musing at one point, “Faith, the least 
exclusive club on Earth, has the craftiest doorman. Every time I’ve stepped 
through its wide-open doorway, I find myself stepping out on the street 
again” (448, 75).

This contrast between faith and a modern, secular worldview is made 
especially evident when Robert, having read the first half of Adam’s jour-
nal, muses enviously on “happy, dying Adam . . . who never saw the 
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unspeakable forms waiting around history’s corner.” Adam’s innocence 
and religiosity, underscored so powerfully by his name, are contrasted 
with the waywardness and despair of a man who lives in the shadow of 
twentieth-century history. In this light it is particularly appropriate that 
Frobisher’s final undoing is effected by his love for a character named 
“Eva,” who precipitates his fall into suicide. The contrast between Ewing 
and Frobisher, then, seems to serve as a powerful iteration of the desola-
tion produced by the “terror of history.”

This sense of the treachery of a linear conception of time is reinforced 
in the “Ghastly Ordeal of Timothy Cavendish.” In this case, linear time is 
examined through the lens of modern understandings of the aging body 
and mind. Cavendish is in some sense an older version of Frobisher, 
another Cambridge-educated Brit on the run from creditors, whose sex-
ual indiscretion—in this case an affair with his brother’s wife—is the 
apparent motivation for his incarceration in a rest home. The motif that 
serves as the vehicle for this meditation on the linearity of aging is a long 
and tortured train ride on the British rail system—the train ride, like 
Cavendish’s life and the memoir he produces to encapsulate it, is full of 
false starts, interruptions, and failures. Overall, the decay of the British 
rail system and the metastization of its bureaucracy, along with the cor-
ruption of the landscape through which Cavendish travels, become the 
occasion for a narrative of decline. Britain and Cavendish’s aging body are 
both well past their prime, a message highlighted by Cavendish’s repeated 
references to Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. “Oh, aging 
is ruddy unbearable!” Cavendish reflects. “The I’s we were yearn to 
breathe the world’s air again, but can they ever break out from these calci-
fied cocoons? Oh, can they hell” (168). The ambivalence of this rumina-
tion suggests the tension that runs through this section of the novel, for 
while the transformations brought to the body by age are undeniable, the 
meanings that are attached to them are highly malleable.

The prevailing episteme in Cavendish’s England is brutal contempt for 
the elderly, however, and Cavendish’s subjugation to a linear conception 
of time becomes graver still once he arrives at his destination—a facility 
he believes to be a hotel where he gratefully “checks in,” only to quickly 
discover that he has been involuntarily committed to a nursing home. At 
this point, Cavendish’s account of aging as a microcosm of time’s arrow 
takes on a prophetic—if not quite apocalyptic—tone that is at once poi-
gnant and absurd:

Behold your future, Cavendish the Younger. You will not apply for mem-
bership, but the tribe of the elderly will claim you. Your present will not 
keep pace with the world’s. This slippage will stretch your skin, sag your 
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skeleton, erode your hair and memory, make your skin turn opaque so 
your twitching organs and blue-cheese veins will be semivisible. You will 
venture out only in daylight, avoiding weekends and school holidays. 
Language, too, will leave you behind, betraying your tribal affiliations 
whenever you speak. . . . Only babies, cats, and drug addicts will acknowl-
edge your existence. So do not fritter away your days. Sooner than you fear, 
you will stand before a mirror in a care home, look at your body, and think, 
E.T., locked in a ruddy cupboard for a fortnight. (180–181)

In Cavendish’s blackly comic account of aging we see the ravages of a secu-
lar, linear conception of time that has no larger meaning or  purpose—an 
ontology that constructs the aging human body exclusively as a site of 
decay and shame.

However, while the sense of hopelessness that Mitchell associates with 
“time’s arrow” is palpable in these sections of the book, in several sections 
he presents cyclical ontology as similarly confining. The novel opens with 
a mystifying image: the conman Dr. Henry Goose scouring a beach on 
Chatham Island for teeth cannibals have left behind, teeth he plans to 
secretly convert into dentures for his nemesis, a scheme which will in turn 
lead to her public downfall when he exposes that she “masticates with 
cannibals’ gnashers” (4). At first this opening gambit merely baffles: how 
could such a bizarre tableau set the stage for what is to come? Yet the scene 
draws attention to Chatham Island as a site where “the strong engorged 
themselves on the weak” (3). As we will learn, Henry Goose is himself 
deeply committed to a personal philosophy of predation: In his guise as a 
doctor he will later poison the narrator, Adam Ewing, in order to rob him, 
while also casually attempting to poison his mind with his racist views. 
Already, his plan to use the teeth of an earlier conflict between weak and 
strong in order to empower himself against his wealthy former employer 
suggests the cyclical nature of violence, which is a central preoccupation 
of Mitchell’s novel.

In fact, the stories that follow are a sorry register of greed and exploi-
tation, and a meditation on the will to power. Those who are weak are 
poisoned, cuckolded, blackmailed, assaulted, imprisoned, enslaved, 
and, ultimately, eaten in a system of organized cannibalism, by those 
with more cunning and power. The conclusion of the novel includes the 
repeated mantra of its first predator, Henry Goose, who explains to his 
victim, “The weak are meat the strong do eat” (489, 503). As the fabri-
cant Sonmi-451 concisely states, “My fifth Declaration posits how, in a 
cycle as old as tribalism, ignorance of the Other engenders fear; fear 
engenders hatred; hatred engenders violence; violence engenders fur-
ther violence until the only ‘rights,’ the only law, are whatever is willed 
by the most powerful” (344). The emphasis in these passages is on the 
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cyclical perpetuity of oppression and violence, and raises the most obvi-
ous question about embracing a cyclical ontology: Would committing 
to such an understanding of time not simply calcify the brutality 
humanity has shown itself capable of, rather than opening the way for 
positive change?

Mitchell subjects these questions to another level of magnification in 
his treatment of the first and last events he chronicles. He provides many 
signs that the distant future in the Pacific narrated in “Sloosha’s Crossin’ 
an’ Ev’rythin’ After” is a recycling of the conditions in the 1850s when 
“The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing” takes place. In the 1850s the 
Moriori, a peaceful, icon-worshipping tribe that believes that to murder 
is to forsake one’s soul, has been viciously subjugated and enslaved by the 
more warlike Maori tribe.13 In the distant future of “Sloosha’s Crossin’” 
Zachry’s community, a peaceful, icon-worshipping tribe that believes that 
to murder is to forsake one’s soul, is viciously subjugated and enslaved by 
the more warlike Kona tribe. In each story, a single member of the 
defeated tribe survives—in “The Pacific Journal” it is Autua (a character 
whose chiasmic name playfully gestures to the structure of the novel and, 
perhaps, to time itself ), who ultimately rescues Adam Ewing from the 
clutches of the murderous conman Henry Goose; in “Sloosha’s Crossin’,” 
it is the narrator, Zachry, who alone leaves Hawaii for Maui after the 
Kona’s assault. The reproduction of barbarity that these narratives mani-
fest suggests that to endorse a cyclical notion of temporality is potentially 
to celebrate sociocultural regression.

Cloud Atlas extends this interrogation of cyclical ontology into “The 
Ghastly Ordeal of Timothy Cavendish,” as well. While linear time is pre-
sented as akin to a hellish ride on British rail, the epistemology of the “life 
cycle” is presented in equally grim terms. On the night Cavendish arrives 
at Aurora House, he avows, “In the morning life would begin afresh, 
afresh, afresh. This time round I would do everything right” (173). Yet, in 
a parody of rebirth, when Cavendish awakes, he discovers that he will 
now be treated as a helpless baby. At the hands of the Aurora House staff 
he is slapped, scolded, spanked, and threatened with having his mouth 
washed out with soap. After he has a stroke, he is spoon-fed and diapered. 
Cavendish’s body becomes a palimpsest of linear and cyclical narratives, 
both of which can be deployed by the institutional apparatus of the nurs-
ing home to negate his agency and strip his existence of meaning.

Yet it is the cyclical worldview explored in “Letters from Zedelghrem,” 
Nietzsche’s notion of eternal recurrence, that is depicted as the most 
treacherous. Composer Vyvyan Ayrs is a devotee of Nietzsche, and he 
intends that the final masterpiece of his career, a “cyclical, crystalline 
thing,” will be entitled “Eternal Recurrence” (79, 84). Taking his new 
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mentor’s lead, Frobisher reads Also Sprach Zarathustra and feels such a 
profound resonance with the philosopher’s work that he remarks that it is 
as though “Nietzsche was reading me, not I him” (63). When Frobisher 
completes what he views as the best musical composition he will ever 
write, then, it is not surprising that it is to Nietzsche’s concept of eternal 
recurrence that he turns to defend his decision to kill himself:

Rome’ll decline and fall again, Cortés’ll lay Tenochtitlán to waste again, 
and later, Ewing will sail again, Adrian’ll be blown to pieces again, you and 
I’ll sleep under Corsican stars again, I’ll come to Bruges again, fall in and 
out of love with Eva again, you’ll read this letter again, the sun’ll grow cold 
again. Nietzsche’s gramophone record. When it ends, the Old One plays it 
again, for an eternity of eternities. . . .

Once my luger lets me go, my birth, next time around, will be upon me 
in a heartbeat. Thirteen years from now we’ll meet again at Gresham, ten 
years later I’ll be back in this same room, holding this same gun, compos-
ing this same letter, my resolution as perfect as my many-headed sextet. 
Such elegant certainties comfort me at this quiet hour. (471)

Certainly, Frobisher appears liberated here from the burdens of depres-
sion and mental instability that assail him. Yet his youth and the extrem-
ity of his act seem to invite a reading of Nietzsche’s much-debated notion 
of cycles as a destructive alternative to history’s “unspeakable forms.”

While the novel’s obsession with temporality is largely expressed as a 
critique of both linear and cyclical ontologies, it also explores the poten-
tial benefits of each. In broad terms, the novel does assert the possibility 
of historical progress. For instance, while the barbarity appears more 
severe in Zachry’s distant future, the pinnacle of civilization also seems 
higher.14 If Zachry and Autua are indeed doubles, then Meronym and 
Adam are as well.15 On the one hand, Adam, a white American, is for 
much of the nineteenth-century narrative depicted as naïve and racist. 
Meronym, on the other hand, is a black clone who is part of a small num-
ber of technologically advanced survivors of a global nuclear war. She is 
portrayed as far more sensitive and culturally sophisticated than her pre-
decessor, Adam. In fact, Meronym, whose name means “[a] word denot-
ing an object which forms part of another object,” shows great respect for 
Zachry’s archaic culture, even as she wields remarkably sophisticated tech-
nology (emphasis in original, “meronym, n.”).

This technology in turn brings us to yet another level at which 
Mitchell’s treatment of linear-time-as-progress must be considered. While 
much of Mitchell’s novel appears deeply critical of scientific and techno-
logical change, especially as it is depicted in the contemporary era of the 
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“Ghastly Ordeal of Timothy Cavendish” and the near future of “The 
Orison of Sonmi-451,” it is the absence of much of this technology that 
signals humanity’s “Fall” in the post-apocalyptic section of the novel. In 
Zachry’s world, people die at 50 because of the lack of medical science 
and technology; they possess only primitive tools; they are subject to the 
brutality of warlike barbarians; and they live in a state of profound igno-
rance. Such changes for the worse also, implicitly, celebrate the idea and 
material expressions of linear progress as they currently exist.

Meanwhile, the novel illustrates the potential advantages of a cyclical 
ontology in its depictions of reincarnation. Gradually revealing that 
Robert Frobisher, Luisa Rey, Timothy Cavendish, Sonmi-451, and 
Meronym possess an identical birthmark, Cloud Atlas suggests they share 
a soul that is recycled across time. The book’s title in part refers to this 
notion of reincarnation, as Zachry reflects:

Souls cross ages like clouds cross skies, an’ tho’ a cloud’s shape nor hue 
nor size don’t stay the same, it’s still a cloud an’ so is a soul. Who can say 
where the cloud’s blowed from or who the soul’ll be ‘morrow? Only 
Sonmi the east an’ the west an’ the compass an’ the atlas, yay, only the 
atlas o’ clouds. (308)16

The novel itself, then, serves as a “cloud atlas,” charting the movement of 
one soul across its several stories. While Zachry ultimately kills the Kona 
warrior who has attacked his family, he hesitates because he senses that “If 
I’d been rebirthed a Kona in this life, he could be me an’ I’d be killin’ 
myself ” (301). This sense of identification with an “other,” of the inter-
changeability of identities across time, brings into focus how a cyclical 
ontology could enable a positive departure from the self-interested con-
ventions of individualism.

Ultimately, in a novel preoccupied with both cyclical and linear forms 
of temporality, it is the “Orison of Sonmi-451” narrative that lingers lon-
gest on the problems and potential posed by each ontological position. 
On one level the sf-inspired clone narrative seems to function straightfor-
wardly as a critique of the potentially dehumanizing telos of contempo-
rary genomics research. The treatment of fabricants is merciless: they are 
regarded as nonhuman, forced to work brutal hours in conditions that 
often would be fatal for nonmodified humans. Sonmi-451, whose name 
is a clear play on Bradbury’s Farenheit 451, is a “server” at a fast-food 
franchise and is required to work 19 hours a day for 12 years. In Mitchell’s 
future, the treatment of clones is emblematic of a more pervasive dehu-
manization of the “corpocratic” regime, which construes its population as 
“consumers” rather than “citizens.” Most conspicuously, the term “soul” 



T h e  P o s t - A p o c a l y p t i c  N o v e l68

has lost its spiritual connotations and now refers to the identity/bank chip 
implanted in each consumer’s fingertip. In the denouement of the Sonmi-
451 narrative, we learn that fabricants are slaughtered at the end of their 
term of service and their bodies “recycled” to feed other fabricants as well 
as consumers.

In bald terms, the practice of cloning Mitchell depicts seems to repre-
sent everything that is dangerous about a cyclical view of time. As Sonmi-
451 herself explains, “Fabricants have no earliest memories. . . . One 
twenty-four-hour cycle in Papa Song’s is indistinguishable from any 
other” (185). There is a linear element to their experience—every fabri-
cant mistakenly believes that when their service ends, they will reach 
“Xultation” and be “transformed into consumers with Soulrings” (186). 
Yet in most respects, clones starkly embody the archetypal model of iden-
tity associated with cyclical understandings of time. Endlessly reproduced 
and trained to perform the same tasks in perpetuity, the fabricants seem a 
literalization of the notion of eternal return. Indeed, Sonmi-451’s exis-
tence as a reproduction of a “stem-type” is powerfully reminiscent of 
Eliade’s analysis of the ways ancestors in some cultures serve as analogues 
of archetypes. He reflects, “The transformation of the dead person into an 
‘ancestor’ corresponds to the fusion of the individual into an archetypal 
category. In numerous traditions . . . the souls of the common dead no 
longer possess a ‘memory’; that is, they lose what may be called their his-
torical individuality” (46–47). Anticipating a likely criticism, he 
continues:

As for the objection that an impersonal survival is equivalent to a real death 
(inasmuch as only the personality and the memory that are connected with 
duration and history can be called a survival), it is valid only from the 
point of view of a “historical consciousness,” in other words, from the 
point of view of modern man, for archaic consciousness accords no impor-
tance to personal memories. (47)

The parallels are obvious and chilling between this ancient understanding 
of the “impersonal survival” of archetypes and the view in Sonmi-451’s 
era of endlessly reiterated “stemtypes” who, at least according to “popular 
wisdom[,] . . . don’t have personalities” (187). It is this sense of fabricants’ 
redundancy that permits (post)modern consumers, with their “historical 
consciousness,” to be so indifferent to the fate of the fabricant. Sonmi-
451 explains, “To enslave an individual troubles your consciences, . . . but 
to enslave a clone is no more troubling than owning the latest six-wheeler 
ford, ethically. Because you cannot discern our differences, you believe we 
have none” (187).
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It is Sonmi-451’s “ascension,” or coming into consciousness, that dis-
rupts this sense of repetition, instead suggesting that “even same-stem 
fabricants cultured in the same wombtank are as singular as snow-flakes” 
(187). This event underscores the degree to which “An Orison of Sonmi-
451” is committed to exploring the tension between the cyclical under-
standing of the world, with its fabricated, archetypal identities, and an 
action-driven, linear narrative that reframes Sonmi-451 as a historical 
subject. After her ascension, that linear narrative follows Sonmi-451 
through her apparent recruitment by the Union rebels, builds to the rev-
elation late in the story that her escape has been a contrivance by the 
Unanimity government to further divide consumers from fabricants, and 
ends with her emergence as a “martyr” who creates a set of Declarations 
that will ultimately change the course of history. In this plotline, we see a 
forceful valorization of a notion of historical subjectivity as the most 
hopeful means of escaping from the cycles of brutality that Cloud Atlas 
recurrently depicts. When the revolutionaries first attempt to enlist her in 
their cause, she tells them, “I was not genomed to alter history” (327). Yet 
after the members of Union show her the slaughter of fabricants, she 
makes a series of proclamations that self-consciously position her as a 
historical subject:

That ship must be destroyed. Every slaughtership in Nea So Copros like it 
must be sunk. . . .

The shipyards that build them must be demolished. The systems that 
facilitated them must be dismantled. The laws that permitted the systems 
must be torn down and reconstructed. . . .

Every consumer, xec, and Juche Boardman in Nea So Copros must 
understand that fabricants are purebloods, be they grown in a wombtank 
or a womb. If persuasion does not work, ascended fabricants must fight 
with Union to achieve this end, using whatever force is necessary. (empha-
sis in original, 364)

Both Sonmi-451’s call to action and the ways she is situated here to 
resemble both Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X (“using whatever 
force is necessary”) foreground that this section of the text identifies linear 
history with the possibility of necessary change.

Yet balanced against this ostensible commitment to a historicist model 
of human identity, the Sonmi-451 section also reasserts the book’s fasci-
nation with reincarnation and the transmigration of souls. When Sonmi 
and her professed protector Hae-Joo Im encounter an ancient statue of 
Siddhartha, Hae-Joo Im explains that he was “a deity that offered salva-
tion from a meaningless cycle of birth and rebirth” (329). Later an abbess 
explains to Sonmi that Siddhartha is “a dead man and a living ideal. The 



T h e  P o s t - A p o c a l y p t i c  N o v e l70

man taught about overcoming pain, and influencing one’s future reincar-
nations” (332). On one level the martyr Sonmi-451 and Buddha are 
doubles in the text—her ascension itself is the fabricant equivalent of the 
Buddhist state of Enlightenment. Her Declarations, moreover, promise 
liberation to other fabricants from the “meaningless cycle” to which they 
have been subjected.

Yet the references to Buddhism also evoke a more traditional, spiritual 
version of reincarnation, based on a model of karma. Eliade explains:

[T]he Indians quite early elaborated a conception of universal causality, 
the karma concept, which accounts for the actual events and sufferings of 
the individual’s life and at the same time explains the necessity for trans-
migrations. In the light of the law of karma, sufferings not only find a 
meaning but also acquire a positive value. The sufferings of one’s present 
life are not only deserved—since they are in fact the fatal effect of crimes 
and faults committed in previous lives—they are also welcome, for it is 
only in this way that it is possible to absorb and liquidate part of the kar-
mic debt that burdens the individual and determines the cycle of his future 
existences. According to the Indian conception, every man is born with a 
debt, but with freedom to contract new debts. His existence forms a long 
series of payments and borrowings, the account of which is not always 
obvious. (98–99)

Were we to understand Mitchell’s invocation of transmigration as inspired 
by the principles of Buddhism and karma, then Meronym, the most 
“enlightened” of the characters, is still paying for the misdeeds of Sonmi-
451, Timothy Cavendish, Luisa Rey, and Robert Frobisher, and the price 
is to live in a wrecked world. Such an interpretation also provides one 
way of understanding the overall structure of the novel. To some degree 
the second half of each of the stories suggests ways each character might 
improve the karma of coming incarnations through their positive efforts, 
perhaps avoiding the disastrous scenario the centerpiece of the novel 
plays out.

While the complexities of Buddhist spirituality are beyond the scope 
of this chapter, it should be clear from this brief account that it possesses 
both cyclical and linear elements. Even as souls transmigrate, enacting a 
cycle of existence, they are also moving forward toward freedom from this 
state of embodiment. In the content of its stories, Mitchell’s novel seems 
to enact a similar balance between investments in historical and cyclical 
ontologies. After the post-apocalyptic midpoint of the novel, the second 
halves of Mitchell’s five narratives unspool in even more markedly linear 
form. In sections full of swiftly narrated action scenes, all of the characters 
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escape from one form of confinement or another.17 Through the course of 
these events, the novel also affirms the possibility of historical change. 
Adam vows to join the abolitionist movement; Frobisher creates an 
enduring work of art; Luisa stops the construction of a dangerous nuclear 
reactor; Cavendish overcomes his own xenophobia to collaborate with a 
Scottish patient in the rest home; and Sonmi-451 becomes a martyr on 
behalf of all fabricants. As these descriptions suggest, these characters in 
part overcome the terror of history, not through cyclical thinking but 
through various gestures toward community. Only Frobisher remains iso-
lated and arguably succumbs to the terror in his act of suicide. The final 
words of the novel, which imagine each individual action as a drop in the 
ocean, affirm this sense that acts of individual change can become collec-
tive historical transformations.

Yet, despite the anxiety the text expresses toward repetition in its 
treatment of cloning, it is also sameness—the experience of an arche-
typal  identity—that strengthens each character. Through reincarnation, 
which Mitchell’s characters experience as déjà vu, they achieve a sense of 
solidarity with their other selves across time. This spiritual understand-
ing of repetition is amplified by several references to iconography and 
idolatry in Cloud Atlas. In an enigmatic passage near the opening of the 
novel, Adam Ewing plunges into a hole and discovers “First one, then 
ten, then hundreds of faces,” faces that prove to be dendroglyphs gener-
ated by the now nearly extinct Moriori (20). Mitchell returns to the 
notion of idols, or “dead-lifes” as Zachry calls them, in the “Sloosha’s 
Crossin’” section (261). Meronym asks of the Valleysmen’s icons, “Is 
icons a home for the soul? Or a common mem’ry o’ faces’n’kin’n’age’n’all?” 
(emphasis in original, 258). One of Zachry’s tribe responds, “The 
icon’ry . . . held Valleysmen’s past an’ present all t’gether” (258). These 
references not only call to mind Eliade’s discussion of the relationship 
between archetypes and ancestors, but also resonate with Derrida’s dis-
cussion of spectrality in Specters of Marx. In Tim Woods’s reading of 
Derrida, “History is an irrepressible revenant . . . , living-dead which 
haunts the present, since causes demonstrate a ‘posthumous’ historical-
ity and materiality, a ‘living-on’ or survival after the death of the original 
event, demonstrating a more powerful life in its spiritual presence than 
its corporeal absence” (emphasis in original, 116). For Woods, Derrida’s 
insistence on the impurity of history (116–117) converges with 
Benjamin’s insistence that historicism must be replaced by “the constel-
lation which his own era has formed with a definite earlier one” (79).18 
As I now want to suggest, the form of Mitchell’s novel further elaborates 
on this challenge to historicism in its invocation of literary icons.



T h e  P o s t - A p o c a l y p t i c  N o v e l72

“In the Mind’s Mirror”

This chapter has thus far participated in the somewhat dubious exercise 
of focusing on the content of Cloud Atlas without giving significant atten-
tion to its form. Ultimately, however, the complex form of Mitchell’s 
novel is essential to understanding how cyclical and linear notions of 
time, and their attendant versions of subjectivity, figure in his engage-
ment with contemporary eschatology. When, at a recent reading, I asked 
David Mitchell about his political goals for his novels, he stressed that  
he thinks of himself more as a stylist than an “idea man” (“Thousand 
Autumns”). Such an assertion seems too modest: his books to date have 
shown themselves deeply committed to a range of questions and ideas 
about power, history, capitalism, terrorism, and other major contempo-
rary issues. Yet, in another sense, the assessment rings true, for what is 
most dazzling about Cloud Atlas is the seemingly effortless way in which 
Mitchell shifts from a nineteenth-century romance on the high seas, to a 
decadent modernist tale of polymorphous sexuality and artistic intrigue, 
to a trim, commercial 1970s thriller, to an absurdist contemporary mem-
oir, and finally to two sections of very elaborate futuristic science fiction.

It was Mitchell’s ability to segue from one of these genres to another 
with such apparent effortlessness in Cloud Atlas that initially drew raves 
from critics. Yet a number of the critics were also clearly disoriented—
even, perhaps, disturbed—by Mitchell’s ability to shuttle in and out of 
these narrative modes. One critic remarked, “The way Mitchell inhabits 
the different voices of the novel is close to miraculous” (MacFarlane n.p.). 
Another characterized Mitchell as “a genius,” but went on to remark that 
his “virtuosity too often seems android” (Bissell n.p.). In his interview 
with Mitchell, Mason remarks, “If there has been one consistent criticism 
of Mitchell, . . . it has been that his virtuosity is mere ventriloquism,  
a capacity for imitation that suggests he lacks originality” (“The 
Experimentalist” n.p.). This critical ambivalence serves as a reminder that 
while many writers cover vast sweeps of time through either continuous 
or episodic narration, few tailor their narrative forms to the various 
moments in time they are exploring via narrative voice, focalization, style, 
and genre.

To be sure, such a literary enterprise is rare in part because of the sheer 
labor involved in developing the various techniques required to create a 
sense of authenticity for each genre and style. Yet other writers may also 
have eschewed such a montage of period pieces because of the profound 
contradictions such a production entails. The very authenticity of each sec-
tion is exploded by its proximity to another equally authentic piece from 
another time period. We are not permitted the sense of immersion typical 
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of the historical novel. Instead, we are jarringly shuttled from one period to 
another. In its neoformalist work on genre, Group Phi maintains that

form is arguably one of the key ways for readers and writers to access and 
participate in history. Writing, reciting, or perhaps even silently reading an 
Horatian ode upon a local skirmish inscribes a history (public and politi-
cal). So, too, does drawing an event—possibly the same event—into a 
history of subjective experience by rendering it with Petrarchan blazons or 
monologues derived from morality plays. (58)

From this perspective, Cloud Atlas enacts a sort of time travel. But not, 
precisely, historical time travel. Mitchell’s ability to capture moments in 
time through style and genre could, indeed, be argued to suggest that 
those time periods were distinct and that our recognition of them is predi-
cated on this distinction. That is, the shifting styles and genres themselves 
index the linear passage of time. However, Mitchell himself seems to resist 
this understanding, destabilizing the historical implications of the various 
genres by breaking them up and reversing their order. This highly visible 
manipulation denudes the genres of their temporal specificity.

Yet this self-conscious juxtaposition and interruption of narratives is 
not the only way in which the play of forms in Cloud Atlas complicates a 
historicist ontology. The self-conscious, metanarrative devices Mitchell 
includes also make the artificiality of the various “historical” narratives 
conspicuous. In the second narrative, Robert Frobisher finds the first half 
of Ewing’s published journal as he rifles among Vyvyan Ayrs’s book collec-
tion, looking for valuable volumes to steal and sell. This discovery serves 
as the first disclosure to Mitchell’s readers that he intends to denaturalize 
the stories we are reading and treat them as constructed narratives. Yet 
Mitchell goes even further, having Frobisher doubt the provenance of the 
journal. He muses:

Ewing puts me in mind of Melville’s bumbler Cpt. Delano in “Benito 
Cereno,” blind to all conspirators—he hasn’t spotted his trusty Dr. Henry 
Goose [sic] is a vampire, fueling his hypochondria in order to poison him, 
slowly, for his money.

Something shifty about the journal’s authenticity—seems too struc-
tured for a genuine diary, and its language doesn’t ring quite true—but 
who would bother forging such a journal, and why? (64)

Why indeed? Here Mitchell draws attention to the artifice of his novel by 
flagging its literary debts and exposing its concerted effort to “forge” the 
form of a historical journal.
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Once introduced, these metafictional gestures continue. Frobisher’s 
own narrative is told through letters that are saved and read 40 years later 
by his former lover, Rufus Sixsmith, a character enmeshed in the cover-up 
at the nuclear power station which is the focus of the Luisa Rey narrative; 
the Luisa Rey story turns up in the form of an unpublished manuscript 
sent to publisher Timothy Cavendish, who reads and edits it. Cavendish’s 
story is in turn made into a movie, which enchants the fabricant Sonmi-
451. Finally, Sonmi-451’s narrative takes the form of a digitally recorded 
interview that is discovered and viewed by Zachry.

These metafictional elements become an occasion, as is typically the 
case, to comment on various questions about literature and literary form. 
From a historicist perspective, they can be read as a comment on how the 
loss of the written word may play a role in global collapse. The sequence 
of forms Mitchell parades before us reflects the large-scale cultural shifts 
that may take us from the era of personal journal and letter writing, 
through the heyday of literacy with the flourishing of bestsellers and 
newspapers, on to film, then computerized images, and then, after the 
Fall, back to premodern and nonliterate forms of communication. In this 
sense, the architecture of the book itself hints at the prophylactic value of 
writing as a potential means of forestalling catastrophe.

It is unclear, however, why the apparent dissolution of literacy matters 
in the larger narrative, since the reading of the narratives—or even the 
viewing of visual media—has little or no effect on the unfolding of events. 
While at the level of content, the various sections could be read to suggest 
that predatory actions snowball and carry us inexorably toward an apoca-
lyptic outcome, the literariness of the book complicates this interpreta-
tion. Locally, the various texts have little effect on the action in the 
book—reading Ewing’s journal does not change Frobisher’s conduct, nor 
does Luisa Rey’s encounter with Frobisher’s letters. Cavendish thinks of 
Luisa Rey when he effects his escape from the nursing home, but there is 
little suggestion that the thriller narrative actually inspired his bid for 
freedom. Sonmi-451 feels empathy for Cavendish’s plight in “The Ghastly 
Ordeal,” but watching the film does not change her views, which are 
already formed. Finally, Zachry’s encounter with Sonmi-451’s testimony 
affects neither his conduct nor the disastrous events that unfold in Hawaii.

More than historicizing literature, then, the constructedness of the sto-
ries complicates a historicist understanding of the novel as a whole. The 
events that are taking place in the various narratives are not “real” events—
they are stories, encountered by characters in other stories. The tradition 
of postmodern literature, of course, is full of historical narratives that 
explode any conventional understanding of truth, a phenomenon labeled 
“historiographic metanarrative” by Linda Hutcheon, and more recently 
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“metahistorical romance” by Amy Elias. Much has been said about the 
ways that postmodern narrative techniques emphasize the textuality of 
history, and its unknowability. Mitchell is certainly concerned with these 
questions, especially in “Half-Lives: The First Luisa Rey Mystery,” where 
he offers a lengthy meditation on the ways power can undermine our 
access to the “actual past” by overlaying it with images of a “virtual past” 
(292–293). This section allows for a Baudrillardian interpretation of the 
book, in which Mitchell, despite attempting a serious meditation on our 
trajectory toward apocalypse, becomes caught in an unreal vertigo of liter-
ary conventions. In this reading any “real” vision of our problems or their 
potential solutions is obscured by a wall of preexisting cultural images—
what Baudrillard calls simulacra, and what here take the form of literary 
genres and conventions that determine their own content.

Rather than seeing Mitchell’s text in these nihilistic terms, however, it 
is also possible to again perceive its affinity to a more considered antihis-
toricist position. The young American man on a voyage; the sophisti-
cated, bisexual British wit; the spunky female American reporter; the 
cynical, involuntarily incarcerated prisoner of a facility for the aged and 
impaired (at the mercy, no less, of a soulless head nurse); the beautiful, 
rebellious clone; and the scrappy survivor caught in a post-apocalyptic 
landscape—the more audaciously Mitchell plays with literary styles and 
genres, the less these characters seem like individuals and the more they 
appear to be repetitions of archetypes derived from the history of Western 
literature. Indeed, Mitchell conspicuously pays homage to Daniel Defoe, 
Herman Melville, Oscar Wilde, Christopher Isherwood, Aldous Huxley, 
George Orwell, Ken Kesey, Russell Hoban, and Margaret Atwood, among 
others. This deployment of literary/cultural archetypes and invocation of 
literary icons suggests that Cloud Atlas is less about how individuals can 
become historical agents in order to derail our momentum toward the 
apocalypse than about how literary genres provide us archetypes to resist 
the “terror of history.” Here we might reconsider critics’ charges that 
Mitchell “lacks originality” and credit the ways he possesses what we 
might call “origin/ality,” a thoughtful regard for the origins of contempo-
rary literary forms that becomes a deeper comment on the problems of 
contemporary historicism. While a historicist perspective would suggest 
that by conforming to preexisting archetypes, we compromise our indi-
viduality, autonomy, and freedom, Mitchell’s novel, in terms that resonate 
with Eliade’s thought, suggests that we might do well to invest ourselves 
in older, larger stories.19

Such cyclical understanding of temporality and subjectivity is, of 
course, ultimately a matter of belief—a word that figures crucially in both 
Eliade’s and Mitchell’s work. Eliade raises the issue of belief through its 
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expression as faith at the conclusion of The Myth of the Eternal Return. He 
explains that at the moment when “the horizon of archetypes and repeti-
tion was transcended,” Judeo-Christianity introduced “a new category 
into religious experience: the category of faith” (emphasis in original, 
160). Eliade continues, “Faith, in this context, as in many others, means 
absolute emancipation from any kind of natural ‘law’ and hence the high-
est freedom that man can imagine: freedom to intervene even in the onto-
logical constitution of the universe. . . . Only such a freedom . . . is able 
to defend modern man from the terror of history” (160–161).

While Eliade understands belief as a means to a subjectivity unbur-
dened by the terror of history, Mitchell associates belief with the con-
struction of a sustainable world. At the conclusion of Cloud Atlas, he 
offers the following meditation:

What precipitates Acts? Belief.
Belief is both prize & battlefield, within the mind & in the mind’s mir-

ror, the world. If we believe humanity is a ladder of tribes, a colosseum of 
confrontation, exploitation & bestiality, such a humanity is surely brought 
into being. . . .

If we believe that humanity may transcend tooth & claw, if we believe 
divers races & creeds can share this world as peaceably as the orphans share 
their candlenut tree, if we believe leaders must be just, violence muzzled, 
power accountable & the riches of the Earth & its Oceans shared equita-
bly, such a world will come to pass. (Emphasis in original, 508)20

Mitchell’s novel implicitly adds to this series of propositions that if we 
believe both events and selves are old as well as new, we may invest our-
selves in both in a less destructive fashion.

Appropriately, we have arrived where we began—with the suggestion 
that particular contemporary models of time and subjectivity may bear 
on whether the human species endures. While Eliade formulated his anti-
historicist critique in the wake of the cataclysm of World War II, David 
Mitchell explores the limits of historicism in a contemporary eschatologi-
cal context. In Cloud Atlas, a variety of characters, figures, and events 
represent the risks and possibilities of embracing a cyclical weltanschau-
ung. The form of his novel, which is both highly original and profoundly 
derivative, recapitulates this tension. Ultimately, it is only right that 
Mitchell leaves us going in circles.



C h a p t e r  3

Friday at the End  
of the World: 
Apocalyptic Change 
and the Legacy of 
Robinson Crusoe in 
Cormac McCarthy’s 
The Road and 
Jeanette Winterson’s 
The Stone Gods

As I discussed in my introduction, Michael Chabon has claimed that “the 
underlying model” for Cormac McCarthy’s Pulitzer-Prize-winning novel 
The Road (2006) is Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. Chabon and other 
critics have detected overt or implicit references to Robinson Crusoe in well-
known post-apocalyptic novels including George R. Stewart’s Earth Abides, 
Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon, and Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend.1 This 
trend is especially evident in the texts under investigation in this study, 
with all of the authors I’m discussing borrowing imagery from Defoe’s 
famous novel.2 Yet it is McCarthy’s The Road and Jeanette Winterson’s The 
Stone Gods (2007) that make the most extensive and interesting use of 
Robinson Crusoe, and it is these two texts that I will explore here.

In The Rise of the Novel, Ian Watt famously showcased Crusoe as a mod-
ern individual in the economic and psychological senses. Indeed, as Andrew 
O’Malley observes, “the figure of Robinson Crusoe has . . . circulated  
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widely as a paradigm of modern, middle-class and male individualism” 
(188). Yet more recent, postcolonial scholarship has placed Friday at cen-
ter stage, and in these readings Crusoe is problematized for his hegemonic 
treatment of the Carib Indian whom he names for the day of their meet-
ing. In this latter mode, Coetzee’s seminal novel Foe reframes Defoe’s 
novel, emphasizing the degree to which Crusoe’s perspective negates 
Friday’s worldview and subjectivity.

In David Medalie’s fascinating reading of Foe and another postcolonial 
revision of Robinson Crusoe, Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People, he stresses 
how the shared focus of these texts on the ontological conflicts between 
colonizers and the colonized is brought into relief in part by Defoe’s nar-
rative of resolute humanist selfhood. He writes, “In Robinson Crusoe the 
relocated self which retains its essential continuity points to the defeat of 
contingency and randomness as forces in human life and the correspond-
ing power of providence, as well as Crusoe’s ability to carry the civilising 
virtues within himself ” (46). He describes the “the myth of the conquer-
ing self which can take root in any soil, however foreign—a powerful 
myth in colonial writing generally.” He continues, “That is why, from 
Kurtz in Heart of Darkness onwards, the loss of essential and defining 
identity under the pressure or the attractions of the strange environment 
is so devastating to the colonial enterprise” (46). Like Chabon’s reference 
to Crusoe’s attempts to “impose a bourgeois social order on an irrational 
empty wilderness,” which I discussed in my introduction, Medalie’s 
 comments suggest that Crusoe’s encounters with Friday reflect the degree 
to which his narrative is about preserving a Western European model of 
the modern, civilized self in the face of a non-Western environment and 
culture. I maintain that it is this aspect of the mythology of Robinson 
Crusoe that plays the most crucial role in McCarthy’s and Wintersons’s 
post-apocalyptic narratives.

In this chapter, I will explore the tensions that are surfaced in both The 
Road and The Stone Gods by the interplay between traditional and postco-
lonial versions of the Crusoe myth. The paradigmatic encounter of the 
Western self with the “strange environment” constituted by the colonial 
project and encoded in the novel form beginning with Robinson Crusoe 
serves as a crucial archive for McCarthy and Winterson to imagine life 
after global cataclysm. These writers, like Coetzee and Gordimer, under-
stand this narrative through a postcolonial lens that has challenged the 
priority given in colonial discourse to a static, “civilized” Western subjec-
tivity. Yet I will also suggest the pull of the older narrative of the resolute, 
essential Western self lingers in these texts. Both novels introduce the new 
millennial politics of Terror to their postcolonial visions and treat the 
issue of change with profound ambivalence. The new-world views and 
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values of the son in McCarthy’s novel are balanced against the heroic mis-
sion of his father to “carry the fire” of Western civilization. In Winterson’s 
novel, the fear of a “repeating world,” in which the sins of empire are only 
superficially revised in the era of planetary colonization must be measured 
against the powerful, personal allure of familiarity in all of its senses. On 
the most profound level, these texts become meditations on the level of 
change that a global disaster might bring—change not only to the envi-
ronment but also to the nature of the Western, modern self.

* * *

To date, critics have written surprisingly little about the presence of colonial 
and postcolonial discourse and imagery in post-apocalyptic narrative.  
Critic Paul Williams has gone furthest in this vein in his reading of the 
1985 film Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, where he takes as his starting 
point the question, “Why are so many visions of the world after a nuclear 
war situated in Australia and the South Pacific?” (301). Williams argues that 
the film’s “representation of the post-nuclear-war wasteland—threateningly 
unknown, but providing the opportunity for heroic escapades” should be 
read “in the context of European narratives of colonization” (301). Much of 
Williams’s reading is focused on the Outback as an overdetermined colonial 
landscape within the Mad Max trilogy, yet he also suggests the broader signi-
fication of the wasted landscapes of post-apocalyptic films:

The world after nuclear war . . . mirrors the pre-colonial and “pre-civilized” 
world of soft places that defy European cartography. Both spaces are posi-
tioned outside human civilization, either awaiting its imprint or the result 
of its self-destruction. And as such, the post-apocalyptic world can be an 
arena for the replaying of the colonial encounter, frightening in its unintel-
ligibility but alluring in its virgin promise. (304)

It is no coincidence that Chabon and other critics of McCarthy’s The 
Road compare it to Mad Max and its sequels (6).3 The novel shares a 
number of formulaic elements with those classic genre films, including 
not only a barren, devastated landscape, but also a preoccupation with 
roads, vehicles, and the fuel that powers them; a strong and taciturn white 
male hero; and hordes of ruthless, savage “bad guys.” Yet, in other respects, 
the comparison may seem improbable. For instance, Williams under-
stands the “ambivalent postcolonial politics” of Mad Max Beyond 
Thunderdome to center on the relationship between its white male pro-
tagonist and the multicultural community overseen by Aunty Entity, 
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played by singer Tina Turner (301). By contrast, while McCarthy’s fre-
quent references to the genre of the Western create echoes of the encoun-
ter between American settlers and America’s indigenous population, The 
Road makes little overt reference to race or ethnicity, seemingly presenting 
an all-white world of survivors.4

In place of racial conflict created by the encounter between an indige-
nous population and invading outsiders, what The Road presents is gen-
erational conflict between McCarthy’s unnamed protagonist, the man, 
and his son. Within this conflict the temporal axis of eschatology and the 
spatial one of colonialism collapse into one another through the mythol-
ogy of Crusoe.5 As Chabon’s reference to “the pattern of Defoe’s novel” in 
post-apocalyptic narratives suggests, allusions to Crusoe in this genre lay 
bare the fact that the temporal dynamics between the present and the 
future post-apocalyptic eras in these texts are often predicated on the par-
adigm of passage from old world to new world that is a remnant of the 
colonial era. While, as Williams suggests, the ravaged landscapes of many 
post-apocalyptic narratives figure “pre-colonized” spaces, the character of 
Crusoe as the archetypal pioneer brings into focus the temporal and sub-
jective experience of actual transport from one “world” to another. The 
figure of Crusoe becomes a means of reckoning with the possibilities of 
radical environmental and social change, change once represented most 
vividly in Western culture through depictions of geographic travel and 
colonial encounters. In post-apocalyptic novels by Stewart, Frank, and 
others, a Crusoe-derivative is cast as the Western hero who attempts to 
arrest or reverse the fall of modernity, just as the original Crusoe attempts 
to reconstitute modernity in the new world in which he finds himself. In 
The Road, McCarthy’s long-suffering protagonist (and surrogate Crusoe) 
arrives where his son, a figure for Friday, has always been.

It must be said that McCarthy never mentions the novel Robinson 
Crusoe or its protagonist in The Road. Yet Defoe’s influence is evident at a 
number of levels in the novel. In terms that echo the work of Margaret 
Cohen, Michael Chabon notes that the motifs of skill and problem solv-
ing that are so prominent in McCarthy’s The Road are a legacy of Robinson 
Crusoe.6 Certainly, the ability of McCarthy’s man to contrive solutions 
and develop strategies for survival reflect a debt to Defoe’s characteriza-
tion of Crusoe. The man not only builds fires with marked skill, but 
repairs and builds equipment, strategically scavenges for food and sup-
plies in the long-plundered countryside, and masterfully defends himself 
and his son against various assailants. His emphasis on the importance of 
“thinking” draws attention to the ways the man is negotiating the land-
scape with the sort of “craft” Cohen argues was first rendered in fiction by 
Defoe (McCarthy 7; Cohen 4–5, 15–55). Andrew Hoberek more 
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specifically identifies the crucial moment of reference to Crusoe as the 
episode in which the man salvages supplies from a ship (“Cormac 
McCarthy” 490). While Hoberek does not elaborate on this point, this 
extended passage seems the most overt and explicit reference to Crusoe, 
especially since the ship, like that in Defoe’s novel, is of Spanish origin. 
Many other, less significant episodes in the text are also reminiscent of 
Defoe’s novel. Like Crusoe, the protagonist of The Road endures misery, 
hunger, isolation, terrifying dreams, storms, and earthquakes; he curses 
God but also prays; he scavenges to survive; he becomes perilously ill and 
recovers.

Yet, without question, the most profound resonance between the expe-
riences of Robinson Crusoe and McCarthy’s man—and one yet to be 
discussed by critics—is the greatest fear the two men share: an encounter 
with cannibals. Readers of Robinson Crusoe will recall that much of the 
second half of Defoe’s novel is taken up with the topic of cannibals, 
depicting Crusoe’s profound fear once he discovers a human footprint on 
the island, his eventual acquaintance with and reform of the cannibal 
Friday, and his climactic battle with the cannibals who return to the 
island. Cannibalism is the ultimate signifier of cultural difference in 
Defoe’s novel. Crusoe characterizes cannibalism as a sign of “inhuman, 
hellish brutality, and the horror of the degeneracy of human nature” and 
gives thanks to God, who “had cast my first lot in a part of the world 
where I was distinguish’d from such dreadful creatures as these” (120, 
121). Though Crusoe at least briefly adopts a perspective that it is not 
his right to punish the cannibals for their consumption of human 
flesh, he regards it as the greatest marker of the indigenous popula-
tion’s inferiority.7

No published scholarly work on McCarthy’s The Road has yet fully 
acknowledged the centrality of cannibalism to his novel. In fact, while a 
large part of Defoe’s novel is focused on cannibalism, it could be argued 
that cannibalism is the raison d’être of McCarthy’s novel. The novel is set 
at a moment roughly a decade after a global catastrophe—a disaster that 
McCarthy has stated he imagined to be a meteor strike—has annihilated 
all flora and fauna on the earth, as well as virtually all humans (Cooper 
218). These conditions have made the sort of agriculture and domestica-
tion of animals that Crusoe masters impossible, leaving scavenging and 
cannibalism the only remaining options. While critic Paul Korshin has 
remarked that Robinson Crusoe is more “obsessed with food” than any 
other eighteenth-century traveler, The Road takes this obsession with food 
to another level (as quoted in Armstrong 214). Since virtually every 
remaining edible product of human civilization has already been con-
sumed, almost all humans have turned to savage cannibalism as their only 
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recourse. While the plot of The Road concerns the efforts of the man and 
the boy to move south to a warmer climate, the action of the novel con-
sists almost exclusively of the father and son’s efforts to eat scavenged food 
while avoiding being eaten by cannibals.

The presence of cannibalism in both texts underscores the degree to 
which the colonial elements of Robinson Crusoe find their legacy in The 
Road. Yet The Road’s preoccupation with human savagery also suggests 
its engagement with issues of twenty-first-century imperialism. McCarthy 
first conceived of the premise of his novel in 2004 when he was struck by 
an image of a future, wasted landscape while traveling with his son in El 
Paso.8 Critics have linked this vision explicitly to the events of 9/11, and 
the imagery of the father’s battle against the savagery of the new world 
suggests The Road’s relevance in this context.9 In her fascinating analysis 
of post-9/11 declarations concerning the purported “clash of civiliza-
tions” between the West and Islamic nations, Wendy Brown explores, as 
her title ironically suggests, “Why We Are Civilized and They Are the 
Barbarians,” and argues that “liberalism conceives of itself as unique in 
its capacity to be culturally neutral and culturally tolerant, and conceives 
of nonliberal ‘cultures’ as disposed toward barbarism” (299). In her read-
ing of this current conversation, she emphasizes the degree to which the 
West is associated with autonomous, Kantian agents of rationality, while 
various enemies—“Judaism in the nineteenth century, communism in 
the twentieth, and today . . . Islam”—are depicted as “organicist” societ-
ies, populated by those who are “less individuated” and “appear . . . as 
neither fully rational nor fully in command of a will” (310, 301). She 
goes on to trace part of the roots of this contemporary sensibility to 
Freud’s thought, arguing that “Freud’s equation of individuation with 
both ontogenetic and phylogenetic maturity and of solidarity or organi-
cism with primitivism or regression . . . offer[s] . . . a basis for grasping 
the civilizational discourse that frames contemporary tolerance talk and 
converts it to the purposes of liberal imperialism” (302). She explains 
that “Freud’s beginning point . . . works normatively to align maturity, 
individuation, conscience, repression, and civilization and to oppose 
these to childishness, primitivism, unchecked impulse, instinct, and bar-
barism” (303–304).

These dynamics are conspicuously in play in McCarthy’s novel. 
McCarthy’s man carefully and methodically makes his way through the 
devastated landscape with his son, repeatedly asserting the need to think 
through their situation in a rational fashion. While McCarthy fastidiously 
avoids using the term “savage” or “barbarian,” most of the men and 
women that the man and boy encounter are represented in terms very 
similar to those Brown describes. Early in the text, we are privy to the 
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man’s thumbnail recollections of the rapid transformation in human cul-
ture that took place in the wake of the cataclysm:

People sitting on the sidewalk in the dawn half immolate and smoking in 
their clothes. Like failed sectarian suicides. Others would come to help 
them. Within a year there were fires on the ridges and deranged chanting. 
The screams of the murdered. By day the dead impaled on spikes along the 
road. (32–33)

The man’s memory suggests a rapid degeneration from conscience, empa-
thy, and mutual aid to barbaric intimidation and nonrational ritualistic 
violence. The reference to “sectarian suicides” resonates powerfully with the 
imagery of martyrdom that has circulated through and around the discur-
sive construction of Al-Qaeda. And, indeed, virtually everyone the man 
and son encounter displays the organicist, collective tendencies long associ-
ated with the notion of the primitive and the barbaric. In the most extended 
glimpse of the new human norm, the man and boy cower while an army 
passes them—a “ragged horde” who are “all wearing red scarves at their 
necks” and “marching with a swaying gait like wind-up toys” (90, 91).10 
This unindividuated mass appears to reflect no individual will or 
 conscience. And in other instances in the text, the population they 
 encounter—the mute victim of a fire; a member of a group of “road 
agents” who claims to not know where his cohort is going; a mercenary 
group who entraps and eats their human prey; and a prophet who speaks 
in riddles—is the collective embodiment of “childishness, primitivism, 
unchecked impulse, instinct, and barbarism.” In this respect the novel 
seems to encapsulate the fears of a brutal threat to Western culture that 
permeated American culture in the wake of the events of 9/11.

And it is, above all, the cannibalism that seems to capture the notion 
of organicism that Brown describes. In the two most graphic scenes in 
The Road, McCarthy depicts a group of prisoners who are slowly being 
cannibalized limb by limb and another where a woman and her compan-
ions eat her newborn. Such imagery bespeaks abjection in Kristeva’s 
sense—the loss of boundaries of the self and its absorption into others—
in one case literally into the mother who has produced that self. In her 
reading of cannibalism in Robinson Crusoe, Dianne Armstrong similarly 
registers the psychoanalytic component that renders the fear of cannibal-
ism both visceral and symbolic. She writes, “Cannibalism may manifest 
itself . . . as a correction for power imbalances in social position, disclosed 
in the effort to incorporate alien values that threaten the individual’s self-
hood and collective affiliation” (209). It is the fear of being eaten that 
repeatedly drives the man to the verge of killing himself and his son. Such 
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an act, the text suggests, would be the final, ironic, assertion of self against 
the threat of its obliteration through its digestion by others.

Against this palimpsestic backdrop of older narratives of barbarity and 
cannibalism overlaid by new ones, McCarthy introduces his own version 
of the dynamic between Crusoe and Friday. In the face of such grizzly 
imagery, one might expect a resolute message endorsing Western values, 
but, instead, the narrative becomes a complex struggle between the per-
spectives of the man and his son. The man, like Crusoe, finds himself 
stranded in a new world, with his only companion a son who, like Friday, 
knows nothing of the world from which the man himself has come. In 
one passage at the midway point of the text, for instance, the man realizes 
that “to the boy he was himself an alien. A being from a planet that no 
longer existed” (153). Yet, like Crusoe, the man is intent on converting 
this product of the new world into a devotee of the values of his old, now 
extinguished, one. From the narrative perspective established here, it 
seems to matter relatively little that the distance between those worlds is 
mediated by time rather than space. The movement between worlds that 
is experienced by the man in McCarthy’s novel is not a geographic one, 
effected by a ship or other vehicle, but is a movement into a radically 
changed future. Yet, as Williams has observed, this sense of temporal dis-
location has always been essential to narratives of colonial encounter:

The European empires understood being-in-time as differentiated across 
race and place, with white Western Europe privileged as the vanguard of 
historical time, a place where humankind’s journey through history had 
already begun and was furthest advanced. For the nations and people in 
the world yet to be incorporated into the trajectory of European moder-
nity, this entry into history had not commenced. (312–313 fn. 3)

From this perspective, the distance between Empire and colony was con-
ceived not only as spatial, but also as a distance in time on a Hegelian 
“road” stretching from before history to some distant moment of human 
perfection and freedom. In McCarthy’s narrative, however, it is the future 
that is the locus of barbarism, cycling back, as it has, to a set of premodern 
conditions. Such an understanding can give us an interesting purchase on 
the novel’s title, and might also explain why the son is so often depicted 
looking back, implicitly turning toward a temporal location from which 
he hails.11

Of course, the dedication that the father shows to the son throughout 
the narrative might make an interpretation of the novel that posits the 
two in a dynamic of colonizer/colonized resembling that of Crusoe and 
Friday seem a perverse misreading. No reader of The Road could fail to 
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miss the profound love and intimacy that is expressed by the two toward 
each other—“each the other’s world entire” (6). Indeed, while McCarthy 
expressed embarrassment in his first and only television interview when 
Oprah Winfrey suggested that The Road is a love story written to his own 
son, he ultimately conceded the point. Yet, as numerous critics have 
observed, despite the fact that Crusoe understands Friday to be his slave, 
he also expresses a love toward Friday like that of a father to a son.12 While 
the father in The Road gives up every comfort in order to provide for his 
son—serving his son, rather than the other way around—he also attempts 
to forge this child of an alien, post-apocalyptic world into a pristine vessel 
of “old world” values.

It is from this perspective that Crusoe’s shadow again falls across 
McCarthy’s novel. In her reading of cannibalism in Robinson Crusoe, 
Armstrong points out that, at its roots, Freud’s account of the Oedipal 
conflict is a narrative of cannibalism, in which the son does not merely 
kill the father, but eats him, as well (212–213). As she explains, cannibal-
ism in Freud—and in Robinson Crusoe—symbolizes the struggle to assert 
identity against the threat of being obliterated by another. She explains, 
“The father seeks to avoid the threat of his son’s rebellion against his con-
trol, while the son dreads his own dissolution in the father’s despotic insis-
tence on his own values” (213). As Armstrong argues, “that is Crusoe’s 
greatest fear—that his identity will be ‘swallowed up’ in some other cor-
pus, father, god, savage” (218).

While Armstrong alludes primarily to the dynamics between Crusoe 
and his father, the dynamics reassert themselves in Crusoe’s profound fear 
of cannibals and in his assertion of control over Friday. Similarly, in a 
number of crucial dialogues in The Road, the father communicates or 
reaffirms their identity as “the good guys” and charges his son with the 
mission of “carrying the fire.” As the novel progresses, it becomes increas-
ingly clear that to be a good guy and to carry the fire are defined mostly 
by the refusal to partake in cannibalism. When the son pointedly asks the 
man, “We wouldn’t ever eat anybody, would we?” and the man assures 
him that they would not, their conversation concludes:

Because we’re the good guys.
Yes.
And we’re carrying the fire.
And we’re carrying the fire. Yes. (129)

In these terms, the novel strongly recapitulates the colonial dynamics of 
Defoe’s novel, since the most strident lesson that Crusoe teaches his 
new ward, Friday, is to forego the eating of human flesh.13 This passage 
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also begins to suggest the underlying ambivalence that runs throughout 
the text’s treatment of the father’s crusade to impose his values on his 
son. For, if the man fears that his own identity will be “swallowed up” 
in this new world, his actions also threaten to swallow up his son’s iden-
tity. From this perspective, the son’s query about whether “we” would 
ever eat anyone takes on an ironic cast, hinting at the degree to which 
the son may in fact “dread his own dissolution in the father’s despotic 
insistence on his own values.” The very formulation of “we” suggests 
the degree to which the father has resisted a boundary between himself 
and his son.

In some respects, certainly, McCarthy’s novel can be read as stridently 
against allowing any change or adaptation in the new world he imagines. 
Not surprisingly, McCarthy’s graphic portrait of post-apocalyptic hor-
ror, fear, and despair becomes the occasion for reaffirming the merits of 
the world that had existed before the disaster. Medalie observes that 
“narratives from the colonial territories have traditionally worked to 
console and validate the cultural assumptions of the colonial centre, 
despite the esoteric exoticism which they purport to present” (51). We 
see a similar impulse in the narrative of two worlds that McCarthy offers. 
In many respects the novel is strikingly conservative. The pair’s perennial 
near-starvation sets the stage for a scene in which the boy revels in the 
taste of a Coca-Cola (23). This celebration of the past (our present) is 
extended further in a later scene in which they plunge into the “richness 
of a vanished world” when they discover a fully stocked bomb shelter 
(139).14 Similarly, the much-discussed landscape of desolation that 
McCarthy depicts becomes an occasion to celebrate the beauties of the 
natural environment in our own pre-apocalyptic world. Late in the text, 
as his health fails, the man begins to have alluring dreams, in which the 
old world appears to him as heaven: “In the nights sometimes now he’d 
wake in the black and freezing waste out of softly colored worlds of 
human love, the songs of birds, the sun” (272). In such passages, a reader 
can detect little interest in the possibility of adaptation to this new, shat-
tered world.

Yet, as the novel unfolds, the man’s insistence on the values of his old 
world begin to take on a more complex cast. As Coetzee’s reprisal of the 
Crusoe narrative underscores, Crusoe’s role on the island is largely to con-
trol through language, to name and define both the nonhuman and 
human elements of that environment. Medalie writes, “Robinson Crusoe 
teaches Friday to speak; he even teaches Poll the parrot to speak. Language 
is a crucial mechanism whereby he reconciles himself to the island and it 
to him” (50).15 The man likewise uses naming and other forms of lan-
guage as a means of controlling his environment. In one of his moments 
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of deepest despair in the novel, the man “tried to think of something to 
say but he could not.” The text continues:

He’d had this feeling before. . . . The world shrinking down about a raw 
core of parsible entities. The names of things slowly following those things 
into oblivion. Colors. The names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the names 
of things one believed to be true. More fragile than he would have thought. 
How much was gone already? The sacred idiom shorn of its referents and 
so of its reality. Drawing down like something trying to preserve heat. In 
time to wink out forever. (88–89)

This use of language as the final bastion of the things he “believed to be 
true” is particularly evident in his attempts to form his son according the 
values he has carried with him since before the disaster. “He told the boy 
stories. Old stories of courage and justice as he remembered them” (41). 
The degree to which the boy is a verbal receptacle of the man’s teaching 
is evident in the uncanny moments when he parrots his father’s phrasing: 
“Take a look,” “After we’ve secured the area,” “We have to be vigilant” 
(49, 206, 216). Indeed, in these moments, the boy is reminiscent of 
Crusoe’s own parrot, Poll, the first subject of his verbal colonialism on 
the island.

In these efforts to reconstitute the old world through language, creep-
ing assertions of that old world’s destructive power become evident.  
A crucial instance of the man’s ambivalent speech acts is his characteriza-
tion of the boy as divine. Providence is a notoriously central concern of 
Robinson Crusoe. In The Road, the man’s relationship to God is under-
standably vexed, as he alternates between cursing him and praying to 
him. Yet, what is certain is that the man believes that his son is himself a 
god or vessel of God.16 Midway through the text, for example, the man 
and the wanderer Ely discuss the boy, and the man asks rhetorically, 
“What if I said that he’s a god?” (172). Medalie observes that “Providence 
and other forms of imputed authority or sanction have worked to bolster 
the colonial enterprise” (52). He notes, “the Providential scheme . . . is 
selective in designating beneficiaries and is shown to proceed from an 
unyielding hierarchy” (52). A similar effect is evident in the man’s eleva-
tion of his son to divine status. Just as Crusoe assumes that Providence is 
concerned with him rather than others, the father’s conviction that his 
son is a god can be looked at not only as an instance of the intense filial 
bonds that characterize the affective landscape of the novel, but also as a 
more troubling assertion of power and domination.

A second glance at some of the men and women who are collateral 
damage of the father’s desire to impose his old-world epistemology on the 
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new world also suggests the degree to which he problematically assumes a 
position of superiority. For instance, the father detects a “reptilian” qual-
ity in a road agent they encounter and kills him when the man attempts 
to hold his son hostage. Later, the man observes a pair of apparently pred-
atory men “lop[ing]” down the highway after their human prey (105). 
This dehumanizing language is embedded in the narrative form, which 
Chabon rightly describes as somewhere between first and third person.17 
It would, of course, be difficult to imagine a scenario in which the man 
identified with the men who attempt to kill and eat him and his son. Yet 
his profound loathing of them is derived not only from fear, but from his 
sense that they have failed to maintain the value system of the world as he 
understands it. He hates these “roadrat[s]” because they have “made of the 
world a lie every word” (66, 75).

The man’s dialogue with those they encounter is similarly skeptical 
and mocking. He asks questions, but he does not believe the answers. 
And, in at least three instances in the text, he denies help to others in 
order to take care of his son. From this perspective, his humanistic 
assertions of old-world superiority represent a form of countercannibal-
ism, a verbal and physical aggression against those who do not share his 
values. Reflecting on Crusoe’s assertion of his Western epistemology on 
his island, Medalie writes, “The island myth is a myth of control and 
authority, based on vigorous exclusion. . . . The monolithic control of 
language . . . amounts to tyranny and the utter subjugation of others, 
with the island offering a return to the untrammelled Edenic logocen-
trism” (53). While the man and son confront a landscape closer to Hell 
than Eden, the father’s yearning to use language to resist the “lie” that 
is the new world bespeaks this same drive to adhere to and honor a 
Western logos. Certainly, there are moments when the man expresses 
doubt about his efforts. At one point, he ruminates, “Do you think the 
fathers are watching? Your fathers are dead in the ground,” suggesting 
that he questions his own allegiance to a culture founded by “fathers” 
who have ceased to exist (196). At other moments, he fears that he will 
only intensify his son’s pain by making him aware of the culture that 
preceded the cataclysm, reflecting, “He could not construct for the 
child’s pleasure the world he’d lost without constructing the loss as 
well” (154). Measured against this fear is its opposite, “That he could 
not enkindle in the heart of the child what was ashes in his own,” a pas-
sage that reflects his apprehension that the fire of civilization he insists 
that he and his son must carry has been irrevocably extinguished, and 
that the pure forms of truth he seeks to convey are gone (154). Yet these 
doubts only seem to deepen his commitment to persevere, with the 
truths the man is determined to carry over unchanged from his 
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previous life to his new one, including the possibilities of “goodness” 
and “beauty” (129).

Thus far I have attempted to trace the ways a contemporary, postcolo-
nial understanding of Crusoe as colonizer subtly shapes McCarthy’s por-
trait of his protagonist’s efforts to preserve his own “civilized” subjectivity 
and instill it in his son. McCarthy also complicates his portrait of the 
man’s efforts more overtly, by depicting encounters with characters who 
resist his efforts to dictate the terms of his immediate surroundings. The 
man’s wife, who commits suicide several years after the birth of their son, 
refuses to accept the narrative to which he expects her to subscribe:

We’re survivors he told her across the flame of the lamp.
Survivors? she said.
Yes.
What in God’s name are you talking about? We’re not survivors. We’re the 

walking dead in a horror film. (55)

When the man challenges her, suggesting that she is “talking crazy,” she 
asserts her own control of language: “No, I’m speaking the truth. Sooner 
or later they will catch and they will kill us. They will rape me. They’ll 
rape him. They are going to rape us and kill us and eat us and you wont 
face it” (56). She more overtly challenges his logocentric determination to 
assert the truth of the past when she declares, “You talk about taking a 
stand but there is no stand to take” (57). The “stand,” an eerie echo of 
Stephen King’s earlier portrait of post-apocalyptic strife, is a determined 
assertion of self and belief against the contingencies of the new world. 
The novel’s negative portrait of the man’s wife—a mother who, in aban-
doning her husband and son to suicide, identifies herself as “faithless slut” 
who has taken death as a lover in her “whorish heart” (57)—might be 
understood to undermine her critique of the man here. Yet the larger text 
supports her assessments of their situation.

The “traveler” Ely, whom they encounter midway through the novel, 
offers still more sustained resistance to the perspectives of the father 
(161). The father treats him with a mixture of contempt, suspicion, and 
outright disgust. Ely’s responses are a fascinating farrago of axioms, eva-
sions, and blatant lies. Most notably, Ely refuses to give his real name:

I couldn’t trust you with it. To do something with it. I dont want anybody 
talking about me. To say where I was or what I said when I was there.  
I mean, you could talk about me maybe. But nobody could say that it was 
me. I could be anybody. I think in times like these the less said the better. If 
something had happened and we were survivors and we met on the road then 
we’d have something to talk about. But we’re not. So we dont. (171–172)
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Ely’s response highlights the degree to which the man’s logocentrism is an 
assertion of control. His own strategy—“the less said the better”—is in 
fact an effective line of resistance against the man’s probing. His evasions, 
irrational constructions, and lies can be seen as an ontological response 
both to the conditions of the new world and to the verbal aggression the 
man carries from the old world. At the conclusion of this passage Ely is 
refuting precisely what they are: survivors who met on the road. Yet, in 
denying their survival, he also asserts a new condition of living—however 
bleak—that has not carried over from the past.

The most sustained voice that speaks against the views of the father is 
that of the boy, himself. Despite the intimacy and love between the father 
and son, the boy challenges the man’s interaction with others in their new 
world at every turn. The boy identifies with the victims of the disaster 
whom they discover on the road. While the man views them as threats, 
the boy understands them to be “scared” like himself. On one level, the 
boy’s generous, even selfless, desire to help the battered survivors they 
encounter on the road merely supports the father’s messianic view of the 
child. From this point of view, the conduct of the son is an extension and 
an elaboration of the old-world teaching of his father. He has learned to 
be good—so good, in his refusal to steal or kill, that he appears entirely 
unadapted for the new world in which he was born.

Yet, in another way, the tension between the father and son emphasizes 
the degree to which the boy is a self-conscious native of the new world. 
While the father’s abstract notion of valor is apparently inapplicable to 
the ragged, filthy, and mutilated people they encounter, the son sees each 
of them as a potential fellow traveler and recipient of kindness. While the 
father is concerned only with preserving their own well-being as elite, 
“godspoke,” “good guys,” the boy sees those around him as his equals.

It is in the latter context that we can read the boy’s assertion that he, 
and not the father, is “the one” who must worry (259). And when the boy 
challenges the truthfulness of the father’s discourse, saying “in the stories 
we’re always helping people and we dont help people,” the boy seems to 
have put in words the discordance between the father’s ideology and their 
practical reality (268). Near the conclusion, this critique forces the father 
to revise his behavior: in the final encounter he has with other survivors, 
he restrains himself from killing them.

Yet the conclusion of the novel further complicates the dynamics 
between its Western humanist and postcolonial impulses. The father has 
insisted throughout that they must keep going on the road because they 
may find “other people,” a claim that highlights his unwillingness to 
acknowledge the humanity of any of those they have encountered in their 
journey. And, in the final pages, after the father has died, the boy 
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immediately encounters a nuclear family of “good guys”—a father, mother, 
and two children. What establishes this new father figure as a “good guy” 
is his rejection of cannibalism as an option, as well as his compassion 
toward the boy, and his honoring of a promise to cover the body of the 
boy’s father. However, while these features seem inarguably positive within 
the immediate context of the boy’s desperation, they undercut the critique 
of the man’s approach that McCarthy has threaded through the novel.

With his scars from “old skirmishes” and his well-stocked bandolier, 
the new father figure appears every bit—if not, perhaps, more—the 
heroic frontiersman of the new world that his father aspired to be (281). 
And, given that “there was some discussion about whether to even come 
after [the boy] at all,” it appears that this new family unit will maintain 
the same hierarchical view of others that the boy’s father did (283). To 
return again to the parallels to Robinson Crusoe, The Road offers a variant 
on the motif of “deliverance as a reward for survival,” which, according to 
Medalie, is a standard element of “the novel of colonial adventure or the 
traditional island narrative” (emphasis in original, 49). The boy is not left 
in the hands of the natives of this new world, such as Ely, but is instead 
delivered from them into the hands of those who, like his father, under-
stand themselves to be “carrying the fire” of Western civilization.

* * *

Of the problems plaguing the worlds Jeannette Winterson depicts in The 
Stone Gods, repetition seems the most fundamental. Like David Mitchell’s 
Cloud Atlas, The Stone Gods is preoccupied with reincarnation and the 
intricate interplay between linear and cyclical understandings of time. 
Indeed, in the first section of the novel, protagonist Billie Crusoe, who 
will recur in various incarnations throughout the remainder of the text, 
lives on a dying planet called Orbus and laments that humans “keep mak-
ing the same mistakes again and again” (56). This sense of recurrent error 
is underscored by Captain Handsome, the leader of a colonial mission to 
the recently discovered Planet Blue, a world to which the residents of 
Orbus hope to escape. Handsome speculates that “life on Orbus began as 
escaping life from the white planet,” another world he has discovered, 
which has become “bleached and boiled” (56, 52). He explains:

The white planet was a world like ours. . . . Far, far advanced. We were still 
evolving out of the soup when the white planet had six-lane highways and 
space missions. It was definitely a living, breathing, working planet, with 
water and resources, cooked to cinders by CO

2
. They couldn’t control their 
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gases. Certainly the planet was heating up anyway, but the humans, or 
whatever they were, massively miscalculated, and pumped so much CO

2
 

into the air that they caused irreversible warming. The rest is history. (56)

Plagued by the effects of climate change, Orbus is now reiterating the self-
destruction of this much older world.

These consecutive catastrophes are only the beginning, however. At 
the conclusion of the first section of The Stone Gods, Handsome and his 
crew inadvertently trigger an ice age on Planet Blue, and Billie and her 
cyborg companion freeze to death. In the concluding section, a new 
incarnation of Billie, now living on a war-torn Earth, receives a message 
sent through time from primordial Earth. It is the message that the first 
Billie and Spike sent as the ice age began. This plot development con-
firms that Planet Blue is Earth and suggests an overall narrative in 
which humans moved from the white planet, to Orbus, to Planet Blue/
Earth, destroying each in their turn. In the third section of the novel 
Billie finds a copy of The Stone Gods on the London Underground, and 
when Spike inquires about the contents of the narrative, Billie replies 
that it is about “a repeating world” (146). Given the narratives of plan-
etary destruction the novel offers, that “world” seems to be one of 
human folly.

Beneath this historical narrative of the repeated self-destruction of 
human civilizations lies an even deeper, fully cyclical one. Near the con-
clusion of the “Planet Blue” section, Billie reflects:

Some religions call life a dream, or a dreaming, but what if it is a memory?  
What if this new world isn’t new at all but a memory of a new world?

What if we really do keep making the same mistakes again and again, 
never remembering the lessons to learn but never forgetting either that it 
had been different, that there was a pristine place?

Perhaps the universe is a memory of our mistakes. (87)

This passage suggests that the central issues with which the novel wrestles, 
including both colonial hegemony and violence more broadly, are embed-
ded in the fabric of the universe itself. While in The Road, McCarthy 
ambivalently weighs the oppressive ideology of the old world against the 
horrors of the new, Winterson’s novel addresses an even more profound 
dilemma, in which new worlds are always already old, colonized ones. In 
this vision, human life is the rehearsal of a preexisting “memory,” with no 
apparent possibility of learning “lessons” that might lead to a variation in 
the pattern, much less to any real change. Indeed, the only “difference” 
available is located at the point of origin—a place in the past. From this 
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perspective, and in terms that resonate with Mircea Eliade’s thought as 
discussed in chapter two, the best case is retreating to that “pristine” place 
of origin and recycling an existence of peace rather than endlessly repris-
ing lifetimes of violence and destruction.

Despite the rote repetition to which Winterson’s characters appear 
doomed, her protagonist(s) struggle through much of the text to defy the 
violent, hegemonic, and colonialist practices of the cultures in which they 
find themselves. In a seeming paradox, then, while The Stone Gods is 
indeed a sustained lamentation about the repetition of self-destructive 
behavior on a global or even cosmic scale, the novel nonetheless forcefully 
agitates for change, stressing the necessity for the West to abandon the 
cultural and philosophical conventions that can only lead—again and 
again—to catastrophe. Like McCarthy, Winterson calls on the literary 
mythology of Robinson Crusoe to depict a series of encounters between a 
Crusoe figure and various Friday stand-ins, encounters that exhibit the 
destructiveness of imperialism in all of its forms and demonstrate that 
interfaces between beings of old worlds and new can bring about positive 
new forms of subjectivity.

As we have seen, in McCarthy’s novel, the vestiges of the Crusoe nar-
rative, refracted through a postcolonial prism, invite the reader to con-
sider the positive transformations of self that even a post-apocalyptic new 
world might bring if the old-world traditions can be left behind. In that 
narrative, the Friday figure, in the person of the son, brings change to his 
Crusoe-like father, despite the father’s resolute mission of preserving the 
old world. Yet the novel’s ultimate ambivalence toward this dynamic of 
old world and new is telegraphed through a portrait of barbaric cannibal-
ism with echoes of Western discourse following 9/11. Winterson’s novel 
has also been read as a response to 9/11 and also focuses on a filial bond, 
this time between a daughter and the mother who has given her up for 
adoption.18 In Winterson’s narrative, however, the various incarnations of 
Robinson Crusoe already dissent from the old-world colonial mentality 
of the West and embrace the possibility of change through love for their 
various Friday counterparts. As in McCarthy’s novel, ambivalence toward 
change resurfaces at the conclusion of Winterson’s text, when Billie 
Crusoe turns away from her Friday analogue and apparently commits 
suicide in an effort to find a different place of difference, which is the 
ultimate sameness—the “pristine place” she imagines she will find after 
death in reunion with her lost mother.

The Stone Gods makes much more direct reference to Defoe’s novel 
than McCarthy’s. Winterson’s text is broken into four narratives set in 
three separate time periods on at least two different worlds. Yet in all four 
sections the main character’s name is Billie Crusoe (or Billy), and the first 
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and last include brief quotations from Robinson Crusoe. Equally impor-
tantly, the novel features a number of Friday figures, including a “Robo 
sapiens” named Spike; a half-European, half-native of Easter island named 
Spikkers; another iteration of Spike who is the disembodied head of a 
Robo sapiens; and a rebellious denizen of “Wreck City,” a post- apocalyptic 
area outside of London, who has adopted the name Friday.

While the colonial implications of McCarthy’s novel require excava-
tion, Winterson’s text explicitly links contemporary apocalyptic and post-
apocalyptic conditions to the West’s colonial past. In the first section of 
the novel, Billie is a low-level functionary of the Central Power, a futuris-
tic amalgamation of many former Western nations, which has just 
announced the discovery of Planet Blue and its plans to colonize it. Orbus 
provides an undisguised mirror-image of Earth’s postcolonial geopolitics. 
The Central Power experiences constant friction with two megastates, the 
Islamic Eastern Caliphate and the SinoMosco Pact. It intends to claim 
Planet Blue as its own territory, maintaining that its commitment to 
democracy makes sharing with the other states impossible. Billie’s super-
visor, the satirically named Manfred, expresses an apparently common 
view that it is the Caliphate and SinoMosco Pact that are destroying 
Orbus. Billie takes a historical view of the global crisis, observing, “when 
we destabilized the planet it was in the name of progress and economic 
growth. Now that they’re doing it, it’s selfish and it’s suicide” (31). Yet, in 
response to this reasoning, Manfred reflects the lingering force of colonial 
ideology, exclaiming, “those backward sky-god worshippers and those 
stupid little slant-eyed clones—those guys are crippling us” (32). Brazenly 
racist, his comments distill the neocolonialism hypostatized by the 
Central Power.

In the context of this drive for new space and resources, Planet Blue is 
explicitly compared with earlier sites of Earth-bound colonial conquest. 
The President of the Central Power compares the expedition that identi-
fied Planet Blue as inhabitable to “the men who found the Indies, the 
Americas, the Arctic Circle” (5). Once Crusoe and the rest of the crew 
embark for Planet Blue on the Starship Resolution (a none-too-subtle 
reference to Captain Cook’s third ship), they are depicted as sailors des-
tined for a new shore. On board, Handsome, “the pirate” captain of the 
new expedition, has “a battered-eighteenth century edition of Captain 
Cook’s Journals” (49)—a colonial narrative Markman Ellis has argued 
may have been informed by Defoe’s (55–56). Handsome says of Cook  
“I feel I know him. I feel he would understand what we’re trying to do 
now” (49). And, in terms starkly reminiscent of the seafaring era of colo-
nialism on Earth, Handsome states, “The Central Power will own Planet 
Blue. I will take my share, a vast virgin country bounded by rivers” (48).
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While in many respects the two novels’ constructions of postcolonial 
narratives of post-apocalypse are quite different, The Stone Gods, like  
The Road, imagines a neocolonial mission in which old values are carried 
to the new world. Initially, the Central Power insists that they will  
do things differently and embrace their second chance. They promise that 
the “[n]ew planet will be home to the universe’s first advanced civiliza-
tion” (6). Later, when it is revealed that there will not be time to establish 
major infrastructure on Planet Blue before pollution reaches critical levels 
on Orbus, the need for change becomes more dire, since it appears that 
the colonists will need to “begin again” on Planet Blue in relatively primi-
tive conditions (32). Yet the inhabitants of Orbus do not want to be 
“pioneer[s]” (32) or to “spend the rest of their lives as Bedouins” (70). 
Instead, “They imagine business as usual . . . with better scenery”  
(32–33), and a wild scheme is concocted to kill the dinosaurs and rapidly 
modify the conditions on Planet Blue. The first section of the novel ends 
in disaster when the effort fails and they cast the planet into an ice age, 
leaving themselves with no escape from Orbus. This outcome suggests 
that the determination of the citizens of the Central Power to behave like 
latter-day Robinson Crusoes—to conduct “business as usual” on their 
new world—is a catastrophic failure.

Meanwhile, Crusoe’s namesake in this first section serves as an oppor-
tunity for Winterson to imagine a more politically progressive revision of 
this colonial figure. Like the protagonist in McCarthy’s The Road, much 
of Billie’s identity as a Crusoe figure in the “Planet Blue” section is 
expressed through conspicuous manual skills. Billie, a scientist who has 
taken a low-level job as an “Enhancement Services Officer,” lives in ata-
vistic fashion reminiscent of Crusoe’s on her homestead, “Cast Off Farm.” 
Yet, in this revision of Defoe’s novel, Crusoe is a 30-year-old lesbian, and 
this is not the only modification that Winterson makes to her Crusoe 
figure. In fact, while McCarthy’s man understands himself as duty-bound 
to carry the fire of Western civilization, Billie is profoundly at odds with 
the contemporary crucible of Western culture, the Central Power. In a 
world in which “successive generations of de-skilling” have left most 
humans helplessly dependent on robots, even Billie’s self-sufficiency 
marks her as other (65).

Initially, the extent of Billie’s resistance to her own culture is most evi-
dent in her involvement with a revolutionary organization. While 
McCarthy’s novel implicitly casts terrorists in negative terms by figuring 
them as the cannibals against which his Crusoe-analog endlessly battles, 
Billie herself has participated in a terrorist plot against the Central Power 
to protest its development of a practice known as genetic reversal. At first 
glance Winterson’s depiction of genetic fixing and genetic reversal seems 
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to be an occasion for a relatively didactic treatment of problems of sexism 
and ageism in Western culture. Winterson’s text imagines that a means 
has been discovered of correcting mutations in mitochondrial DNA, per-
mitting men and women to permanently fix their bodies at an age of their 
choice or even reverse their body’s age and fix it at a younger point. The 
result is the threatened extinction of women, as men seek to be with 
young girls and womb-based reproduction becomes obsolete. Billie has 
campaigned against genetic reversal, arguing that “it makes people fucked 
up and miserable” (58). Yet, from another perspective, her resistance to 
the practices of reversal and fixing can be read as an instance of her refusal 
of fixation, repetition, and stasis more generally. She has refused to fix her 
own body, implying both a resistance to her own culture and an openness 
to change.

In fact, it is Billie’s oppositional relation to her own culture that per-
mits her to bond with the Friday figure in this section of the novel, the 
Robo sapiens Spike. Spike shares a number of important similarities with 
colonial subjects of earlier eras. Most significantly, while Robo sapiens 
constitute “the first artificial creature that looks and acts human,” they are 
understood as nonhuman, and because of this they are used in a purely 
instrumental fashion (15). In Spike’s case this instrumentality takes a par-
ticularly familiar, colonial form. In the course of their first dialogue, Billie 
learns that, despite laws against “inter-species sex,” Spike has been used to 
sexually service the entire flight crew throughout the first expedition to 
Planet Blue (28).

Billie and Spike’s relationship also shares some intriguing similarities 
to that between Robinson Crusoe and Friday. When Billie first meets 
Spike, she is about to be dismantled and deactivated after the data she has 
collected has been retrieved. The threat of dismemberment of the robot, 
which is later realized when Billie must dismantle her to preserve power 
during their last hours on the doomed Planet Blue, is reminiscent of the 
threat of cannibalism that Friday faces in the moments immediately 
before he first encounters Robinson Crusoe. Indeed, Spike asks Billie, 
“Will you help me to escape?” during this first meeting, calling to mind 
Crusoe’s rescue of Friday from the cannibals (29). Later, the two will find 
themselves stranded together on Planet Blue, where, after salvaging what 
they can from their disabled ship, they trek to a cave. While Robinson 
Crusoe and Friday ultimately leave their cave and even their island, Billie 
and Spike appear doomed to die as Planet Blue succumbs to its ice age. In 
typical metafictional fashion, Winterson suggests that their egress will be 
a purely fictional one. She writes, “True stories are the ones that lie open 
at the border, allowing a crossing, a further frontier” (87). A few pages 
later, Billie reads a passage from Cook’s Journal describing Cook’s arrival 
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at Easter Island. As the Planet Blue section concludes, Billie reflects that 
“This is one story. There will be another,” and, indeed, the reader is shut-
tled to a new world and a new “Billy” in the “Easter Island” section (93). 
The colonial narratives of Defoe and Cook serve, then, not only as narra-
tives of old-world Western colonial values, but also as “open” stories for 
Winterson, which facilitate “a crossing, a further frontier” that is not geo-
graphical but literary, epistemological, and ideological.

There is, too, an affective dimension to the motif of colonial enterprise 
in “Planet Blue.” The relationship between Billie and Spike allows 
Winterson to amplify on a theme that runs throughout the opening sec-
tion of the novel—the idea that setting out for a new world and entering 
a new love affair are comparable gestures. Early in the novel, Billie reflects:

You dreamed all your life there was somewhere to land, a place to lie down and 
sleep, with the sound of water nearby. You set off to find it, buying old maps 
and listening to travellers’ tales, because you believed that the treasure was 
really there. (Emphasis in original, 25)

The imagery of sailing, navigating, seeking treasure, and landing all reso-
nate with the depiction of colonial missions that the text offers.19 This 
connection is also expressed by the repeated quotation of a line from John 
Donne’s “The Sun Rising”—“She’s all states, and all Princes I”—a line 
that seems to merge for Winterson the power dynamics of territorial 
acquisition and the covetous impulses of love.

Yet interwoven within the storyline of this section of The Stone Gods is 
the suggestion that it is possible to love without such a proprietary and 
hegemonic approach. In the course of Billie’s work, she meets Pink, a 
woman who seeks to genetically fix her age at twelve in order to regain the 
love of her pedophile husband. Pink remarks that, “Women are just plan-
ets that attract the wrong species. . . . They use us up, wear us out, then 
cast us off for a younger model so that they can do it all again” (57). This 
sensibility is echoed by Captain Handsome, who describes Spike as “my 
new-found land” (66). Billie also seems to understand Spike as a territory, 
reflecting, “I looked at Spike, unknown, uncharted, different in every way 
from me, another life-form, another planet, another chance” (74). Spike, 
however, introduces Billie to a different approach, in which they accept 
one another’s difference, rather than trying to control or change one 
another. In a brief, fragmented passage, Winterson juxtaposes images of 
the failed attempt to render Planet Blue inhabitable and “civilized” with 
Spike’s words to Billie, in which she avers “And you once voyaged would be 
my free and wild place that I would never try to tame. . . . And the place that 
you are would never be sold or exchanged” (emphasis in original, 68).  
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In their relationship, love becomes a means by which to transcend the 
legacy of modern Western colonialism.

It is widely understood that love is a central preoccupation in 
Winterson’s oeuvre. As Julie Ellam suggests, Winterson’s equation of the 
devastating historical phenomenon of colonialism with the personal 
struggles associated with romantic love could be seen as politically prob-
lematic.20 In response to Ellam’s observation, Fiona McCulloch counters 
that “This is a staggeringly phallogocentric approach to love as feminized 
and, therefore, inferior to masculine power, and rather misses the point 
that humanity should be striving for an aspirational alternative to patriar-
chal capitalism’s thanatotic turn” (70). Consistent with McCulloch’s view, 
Winterson’s text suggests that the analogy she constructs is itself a political 
one, driven by her feminist agenda. When Pink compares global apoca-
lypse to failed romance, and planets to women, Captain Handsome com-
plains that “women always bring it back to the personal. . . . It’s why you 
can’t be world leaders” (57). Billie responds, “And men never do . . . , 
which is why we end up with no world left to lead” (57). Recuperating 
the mantra of the Women’s Movement that the personal is political, 
Winterson reminds readers that feminism, a landmark political develop-
ment of postmodernism, remains a potent tool for dismantling the 
destructive aspects of modernity.

In the “Planet Blue” section of the novel, then, Winterson suffuses her 
depiction of human’s reaction to the collapse of the earth-like Orbus with 
politically complex images of colonial adventure and conquest. As in The 
Road, the interactions between her Crusoe and Friday figures become the 
occasion to contemplate whether citizens of the Western world should 
attempt to carry over their cultural norms to the new post-apocalyptic 
world or abandon them, becoming something new. In both cases, the 
Friday figure represents the possibilities of new forms of being. In both 
cases, too, the new identity that these “Fridays” attempt to introduce to 
the “Crusoes” is one that refuses models of violence and conquest.

The conclusion of the “Planet Blue” section signals a new cycle is 
about to commence. As Spike lies dying, Billie experiences a prophetic 
vision of human evolution: humans come into being, then fire, settle-
ments, war, planting, harvest, music, dancing, a cave painting, and then 
“[s]omeone will make a statue and call it God. Someone will see you 
and call your name. Someone will hold you, dying, across his knees” 
(92). This vision anticipates the events of the “Easter Island” section of 
the text, in which new versions of Billie and Spike will again encounter 
one another.

The tensions between the possibility of change and the seeming stasis 
of eternal recurrence continue in the second section of the novel. “Easter 
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Island” offers a new variant of the Crusoe/Friday dynamic. This time, 
Billy (with a new spelling) is a young male crewman aboard Captain 
Cook’s historic voyage of the Resolution in 1772. Billy is left behind by the 
ship when it visits Easter Island and soon encounters Spikkers, a half-
European, half-native man with whom Billy falls in love. As Spikkers’s 
name suggests, he is this narrative’s incarnation of Spike. While Spike’s 
objectification and alienation are produced by her cybernetic constitu-
tion, Spikkers is ironically marked as other by his European blood among 
the native population.

While this section of Winterson’s novel is inspired by Cook’s expedi-
tion, it also features significant echoes of Defoe’s novel: the scene of a 
desert island, Billy’s fear that the natives are cannibals, and the racial 
matrix of whites Europeans and indigenous populations. In this latter 
context, the love affair between Billy and Spikkers builds on Crusoe’s pas-
sionate feelings for Friday in Defoe’s novel.21

Yet interwoven with these allusions to Robinson Crusoe is the well-
known, factual history of the decimation of Easter Island. Billy learns 
from Spikkers that the native tribes destroyed the ecology of the island to 
build giant stone idols, the Mo’ai. They then destroyed the idols in inter-
necine warfare. Through these historical references, Winterson broadens 
her theme of repetitive destruction. Billy remarks, “To build the Stone 
Gods, the island has been destroyed, and now the Stone Gods are them-
selves destroyed” (113). It is not merely Europeans who are shown to 
colonize and destroy, but humans as a species. Billy reflects, “Mankind,  
I hazard, wherever found, Civilized or Savage, cannot keep to any pur-
pose for much length of time, except the purpose of destroying himself ” 
(109). Yet again, the affective domain seems the only means of escape 
from the scale of this repetitive destruction. Billy confesses, “Truth tell, 
anywhere is a life, once there is a love” (114). Spikkers is fatally injured in 
a fall from a cliff during his attempt to win the leadership of one of the 
two warring factions on the island—leadership that he hopes to use to 
end the civil war. Echoing Spike’s dismantlement in the first section, 
Spikkers’s body is broken by his fall and he soon dies (115–116). In their 
final dialogue, Billy suggests to the dying Spikkers that he is going home 
to Amsterdam, an image that provides him with joy in his final moments. 
Here, in terms both reminiscent of and distinct from those of Mircea 
Eliade, not simply love but a metaphysical return to origins becomes the 
means of escape and salvation in the text.22

The theme of return to one’s origins becomes more stark in the final 
sections of the novel “Post-3 War” and “Wreck City,” which apparently 
take place on Earth in the near future. A nuclear war has destroyed most 
of London, and a multinational called MORE has replaced the previous 
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government. MORE oversees a centralized economy in which all con-
sumer goods are now part of a rental-based economy. While environmen-
tally progressive, MORE, and its capital Tech City, are depicted in terms 
of “paternalism, and . . . complete control” (139). This time, Billie is an 
employee of MORE, charged with teaching a Robo sapiens named 
Spike—in this case a disembodied head—how to be human. Two addi-
tional characters play important roles in these sections—Billie’s biological 
mother and an insurgent named Friday.

Here, as in the first two sections, personal calamity, colonial expan-
sion, and apocalypse are equated with one another. When Billie states 
near the beginning of the section that she was “born in the ashes of the 
fire, and . . . learned how to burn,” the reference is both to her birth in the 
wreckage of World War II, and her family’s collapse (121). In a narrative 
that borrows in part from Winterson’s own autobiography, Billie describes 
being put up for adoption by her biological mother. Quoting the opening 
line from Robinson Crusoe, “I was born in the year 1632 in the city of 
York, of a good family, tho’ not of that country,” Winterson explicitly 
equates Billie’s experience as an infant with Crusoe’s as a castaway:

That’s not me, that’s Robinson Crusoe. Birth is a shipwreck, the mewling 
infant shored on unknown land. My mother’s body split open and I was 
the cargo for salvage. I suppose you have to believe there is something 
worth salvaging, and with me it seems that nobody did. (122)

In this passage and the ones that follow, Winterson plays with the signifi-
cation of the shipwreck. Her mother is the ship that bears her into life, 
but later, in terms reminiscent of Catherine Keller’s discussion of colo-
nialism and maternal abjection that I discuss in chapter one, she becomes 
the “landing-place” and “place to return” that Billie longs for (145). 
Again, invoking the line from Donne, Billie casts her mother as “all states” 
for which she, as “all princes,” yearns. In the fluid imagery of this section, 
Billie herself is figured not only as Crusoe, but also as salvage from a 
wreck, as a new world her mother should have embraced, and as Spike, 
when Billie imagines herself as an assemblage of parts that is dismantled 
by one family and reassembled by another (125). Ultimately she presents 
her mother and herself as “each other’s conquered land” (204). As before, 
this version of love, which is expressed as a matter of power and territory, 
leads to pain and ruin when Billie’s mother must give her up for adoption. 
Billie reflects:

She did love me, for the forty weeks that I was her captive or she mine. . . . We 
were matched in power and helplessness. We were the barter and the prize, 
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what we played for, what we lost. The dark dice, a two and a one, one became 
two, then two became two ones. A kingdom lost in a single throw. (Emphasis 
in original, 204)

In the language of captivity, commerce, and chance, Winterson spools 
out how their love was wrecked. While the earlier Billie circumvents the 
ideological influence of Western colonialism in her love for Spike, the 
Billie of the latter part of the novel is mired in this paradigm when agoniz-
ing about her mother’s choice to give her up for adoption.

In the final section of the novel, Billie takes Spike from Tech City to 
Wreck City, a “No Zone” built of the wreckage from the nuclear blast. In 
this movement, Winterson shifts us from the locus of postwar “civiliza-
tion” to another classically lawless post-apocalyptic space. The carefully 
administered corpocracy gives way to a world in which there is “no con-
trol and no authority” (156). Given the old-world/new-world geography 
that these novels present, we should not be surprised that the man who 
appears to function as a leader of Wreck City is a man who goes by the 
name of Friday. Consistent with the postcolonial sensibilities that Friday’s 
presence signifies, Wreck City is avowedly “multicultural” (159). In the 
absence of corporate control, the citizens of Wreck City are creating a 
new, different kind of society.

While colonial imagery has functioned to this point in the novel to 
critique a conservative preservation of Western values and to celebrate the 
new worlds, subjectivities, and affective relationships the sections imag-
ine, Winterson’s text is more ambivalent in its treatment of Wreck City. 
Early in the section a group of outlaw bikers who are apparently denizens 
of Wreck City attack a missionary group attempting to bring aid to the 
area. While it is ultimately implied that this action may have been orches-
trated by MORE to create an occasion for the invasion of Wreck City, the 
attack seems pointlessly vicious. The presence of children who have suf-
fered mutations from lingering radiation also conveys Winterson’s hesi-
tancy regarding the version of change she depicts in this post-apocalyptic 
space. While Friday describes their presence in terms of new possibilities, 
and as evidence that conditions are “changing” in unexpected ways, the 
mutants themselves are presented as gruesome and pathetic. Meanwhile, 
Friday himself is also a complex figure. His argument that despite MORE’s 
progressive image it will continue to exploit the developing world for its 
resources ostensibly positions him as a revolutionary figure (166). Yet 
Friday ultimately reveals himself to be a former World Bank employee, 
who wants “the market to do what it does best, and . . . government to do 
all the rest” (194). In fact, Spike continues to function as the more radical 
figure, defecting from MORE to join a lesbian collective.
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Near the conclusion of the novel, we learn that Billie herself wrote The 
Stone Gods, which she hoped someone would pick up like a message in a 
bottle (203). This imagery suggests her hope that the book itself might 
have an effect on readers and, implicitly, a political impact. Yet, ulti-
mately, Winterson’s novel again resorts to a deeply personal resolution. 
The Billie of the final sections, haunted by the loss of her mother, explains 
to Spike that “The opposite of loneliness isn’t company, it’s return. A 
place to return” (145). Given the book’s premise of a universe that “is a 
memory of our mistakes,” comfort and love are foregrounded as the dif-
ferent, “pristine place” of original peace and unity (87).23

As in McCarthy’s novel, at the conclusion of The Stone Gods, the con-
servative force of sameness within the modern Western family structure 
largely triumphs over possibilities of difference or change.24 Billie ulti-
mately realizes that “the landing-place I am really looking for isn’t a place 
at all: it’s a person” (169). In McCarthy’s novel, the love between father/
Crusoe and son/Friday opens the door for radical change, but that poten-
tial is complicated by the arrival of a new patriarch, ready to advance 
old-world values with a vengeance. In The Stone Gods, Winterson’s Crusoe 
ultimately leaves behind the Friday figures who have led her toward a 
radical future, in order to turn back to a deeper, original love, which is 
portrayed as colonial and hegemonic. In the quest for her “landing-place,” 
Billie allows herself to be shot by the private army MORE has sent to 
pacify Wreck City. As she dies, she imagines returning to her utopian 
farm, and there she finds the person she has yearned for: “It’s you, coming 
out of the house, coming towards me, smiling, pleased. It’s you, and it’s 
me, and I knew it would end like this, and that you would be there, had 
always been there; it was just a matter of time” (206–207). In the context 
of the themes of this section, it is evident that the “you” being addressed 
is Billie’s biological mother. In framing her biological mother as the 
“landing-place” that she most desperately searches for, the narrative 
retreats from both its critique of repetition and its embrace of the possi-
bilities of change that new worlds bring.

* * *

In his discussion of the relationship between the development of the 
novel and the advent of colonialism, Brett McInelly states, “The entire 
process of isolating the personal, religious, political, and even economic 
facets of a fictional subject’s life within an imagined colonial setting con-
tributed directly to the features we now associate with the early novel: 
attention to individual character and the particulars of day-to-day 
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 experience, and an intense exploration of the dynamics of selfhood” (19).  
In their recent post-apocalyptic novels, McCarthy and Winterson suggest 
the ways radical changes in the future—albeit ontological changes 
induced by radical breaks of temporality rather than geography—may 
create anew conditions for the self-conscious construction of selfhood 
beyond the boundaries of modernity.25

Yet, McCarthy and Winterson’s treatments of the problem of post-
apocalyptic change are ultimately ambivalent, and perhaps we should 
not be surprised. In reaching back to what many view as the first novel 
in English, a novel which heralds and facilitates the emergence of 
modern subjectivity, these writers register their debt to this tradition, 
and in a number of ways pay it homage. The competence and acuity 
of The Road’s hero as he confronts one seemingly insurmountable cri-
sis after another reflects McCarthy’s investment in Defoe’s narrative. 
Winterson’s evident identification with her narrators in The Stone 
Gods and those narrators’ identification in turn with the shipwrecked 
Crusoe, suggest the role Defoe’s novel plays for Winterson in her own 
intellectual life and self-conception. To import Crusoe into their texts 
is to acknowledge the enduring power of a tradition that they also wish 
to question.

Yet even more than the literary tradition of which both are a part, it is 
the unity and stability of family, with its apparatus of continuity and tra-
dition, that is privileged at the conclusion of each narrative, countering 
the more radical energies in each text. McCarthy’s avowed creation of his 
narrative in terms of his own son’s future suggests a very personal affective 
dimension to his nostalgia for the lost world. Winterson’s career-long 
exploration of love and loss, keyed to her experience as an adopted sub-
ject, also suggests the psychological stakes of profound change. Billie’s 
desire for wholeness and completion, which are explicitly linked to 
Winterson’s own adoption narrative, suggest that yearning to subvert the 
conventions of modernity can exist simultaneously with powerful nostal-
gia for security and sameness.

The autobiographical component of each of the narratives also under-
scores the crucial way in which the contemporary post-apocalyptic nar-
rative departs from its colonial and postcolonial counterparts. The 
colonial narrative entertained the possibility of preserving Western val-
ues, while the postcolonial narrative suggested the ways the Empire 
would speak back in irreversible and irrefutable ways. These recent post-
apocalyptic texts deepen this sense of inevitable change, imagining a 
move not to new lands, but to new times, with no return passage possi-
ble. More than ever, it is the self, then, that must change or chart its own, 
internal, return.



C h a p t e r  4

“Stop! Can You Hear 
the Eagle Roar?”: 
Zombie Kitsch and the 
Apocalyptic Sublime 
in Colson Whitehead’s 
Zone One

Art teaches us to see into things . . . Kitsch allow[s] us to see outward 
from within things.

—Walter Benjamin, “Some Remarks on Folk Art”

This chapter takes as its starting point three provocative quotations. 
Colson Whitehead begins the three sections of his 2009 novel Zone One 
with epigraphs derived from Walter Benjamin’s essay “Dream Kitsch,” 
Ezra Pound’s poem “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,” and Public Enemy’s song 
“Welcome to the Terrordome,” respectively. This constellation of inter-
texts foregrounds a set of concerns about capitalism, modern aesthetics, 
and freedom that I read as central to Whitehead’s novel. Whitehead 
begins the first section with Benjamin’s atmospheric line, “the gray layer 
of dust covering things has become their best part” (1).1 His invocation of 
“Dream Kitsch,” an immediate precursor to Benjamin’s much longer 
engagement with kitsch and consumer culture, the Arcades Project, 
invites us to recognize that Zone One can be read productively as a twenty-
first-century coda to that momentous study of modernity. If, as Esther 
Leslie suggests, Benjamin’s project in his fragmented observations about 



T h e  P o s t - A p o c a l y p t i c  N o v e l106

the arcades was to “portray . . . Second Empire Paris as a prototype, the 
‘Ursprung’ of capitalist bourgeois civilization,” Whitehead produces a 
similarly rich and ambitious meditation on twenty-first-century postin-
dustrial Manhattan, bringing a distinctive allegorical approach to bear on 
a broad cross-section of New York’s population of worker-consumers 
(Walter Benjamin 119).

Beyond these broad affinities between Benjamin’s work and Zone One, 
I take Whitehead’s choice to foreground a particular passage about 
kitsch—for it is kitsch that Benjamin symbolizes through dust—to be 
vital in understanding his novel. Indeed, as I explore below, kitsch plays a 
significant role in Zone One at the levels of narrative and metanarrative. It 
is tempting to say that as a quintessential form of modernity, kitsch is 
alive and well in Whitehead’s twenty-first-century New York, but the 
opposite would be more accurate—kitsch is simultaneously dead and 
sick, but also more animated and infectious than Benjamin could have 
imagined. What Whitehead’s contemporary kitsch shares with Benjamin’s 
vision is that, in all its dusty, ashen pervasiveness, it threatens the death of 
the soul while also offering the possibility of a new, unprecedented form 
of life.

The lines from Pound that introduce the second section of the novel, 
“The age demanded an image / of its accelerated grimace,” amplify the sense 
that the novel is seeking “an image” of the conditions of early twenty-first-
century modernity, just as Pound confronted early twentieth-century 
modernity in his 1920 autobiographical poem (105). Whitehead’s reference 
to “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley” lays bare a second crucial aspect of his 
approach. Pound’s Mauberley is in despair because in the “half-savage coun-
try” of America in the modern age, kitsch is privileged over elite art (127). 
The image that the age demands is “a mould in plaster / Made with no 
loss of time, / A prose kinema, not, not assuredly, alabaster / Or the 
‘sculpture’ of rhyme” (128). What Pound’s metapoet grieves at the outset 
of the poem is the way this kitsch has forced him to give up an alternative 
modern aesthetic category. For three years, Mauberley, “out of key with 
his time,” has strived to “maintain ‘the sublime’” (127). It is the sublime 
that exists in tension with kitsch for Pound in the poem, and a dynamic 
interaction between the sublime and kitsch is also crucial to the narrative 
structure of Whitehead’s Zone One.

In his own gray ash—the “dust of the dead” as he calls it—Whitehead 
inflects Benjamin’s “gray layer of dust” with the sublime (75). As Teresa 
Stoppani suggests, for Benjamin, “dust is charged with meanings of obso-
lescence. Dust . . . covers the redundant, that which is old or no longer 
viable or useful but remains purposelessly available” (545–546). Yet, in 
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terms that capture Benjamin’s dialectical understanding of kitsch, she 
writes, “In Benjamin, dust is the grey coat of sleep that both hides and 
reveals in its folds the multiple colours of dreams and imagination” (547). 
Whitehead further complicates Benjamin’s dust by mixing it throughout 
the narrative with images of ash, overlaying the malaise of kitsch with the 
residue of sublime terror that, since 9/11, is New York’s distinctive apoca-
lyptic signature. This intermingling of dust and ash symbolizes the fusion 
of these two distinct expressions of modernity—the banality of kitsch and 
the awe of the sublime—that are central to the novel’s vision.

The third epigraph is adapted from the final lines of Public Enemy’s 
single from their landmark 1990 album Fear of a Black Planet, “Move as 
a team, never move alone: Welcome to the Terrordome” (219). The refer-
ence to Public Enemy’s work highlights additional layers of Whitehead’s 
project—its broad and self-conscious sampling of the post-apocalyptic 
genre, its complex treatment of race and gender, and, as I suggest at the 
conclusion of this chapter, its investment in the enduring potential of art 
to bring about revolutionary change.

In his reading of Zone One, Leif Sorensen argues that Mark Spitz, the 
novel’s protagonist, “gains access to the hidden truth about modernity 
and urban space in the monstrous revelation that the death-world of the 
zompocalypse is indistinguishable from pre-apocalyptic modernity” 
(586). Yet far from simply illustrating the “monstrous nature of late- 
capitalist modernity” as Sorensen suggests, Zone One’s engagement with 
modernity constitutes a complex dialectic (571). Framing his narrative 
with epigraphs from works that famously interrogate modernity, 
Whitehead constructs his distinctive zombie apocalypse in terms that reg-
ister the ongoing influence of modern socioeconomic practices, aesthetic 
modes, and subject positions in the new millennium. From the ash of the 
apocalypse, a reconstituted modernity has arisen in Zone One, which 
Whitehead indeed associates with a feminized tradition of kitsch that 
threatens to leave the survivors more dead than the zombies. However, he 
continues to acknowledge the revolutionary potential of both kitsch and 
the sublime, ultimately contriving a synthesis between these modern aes-
thetic forms that shatters this pared-down and amped-up version of capi-
talist modernity, inviting readers to dream of what might come next.

“Behold the Ruins”

To begin to think about the interplay of the modern categories of kitsch 
and the sublime in Whitehead’s post-apocalyptic novel, it is useful to 
trace the traditions of the modern and the sublime to what may have been 
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their first point of contact with the apocalyptic.2 I have argued in the 
introduction of this book that in the wake of the emergence of modernity 
in the late seventeenth century, the cultural meaning of apocalypse shifted 
from divine retribution and rebirth to the destruction of modernity itself. 
In this context, modern apocalyptic literature becomes an especially pow-
erful vehicle for scrutinizing modernity, specifically by depicting the 
effects produced by its absence. This argument finds surprising support in 
the claim of philosopher Susan Neiman that a “birthplace of modernity” 
was the Lisbon Earthquake of 1755 (267). While Neiman’s audacious 
claim is based primarily on her sense that this event undermined religious 
faith and thus propagated a secular worldview, it is also intriguing to con-
sider modernity as being born at the very moment of its destruction—or, 
better for my purposes, to see modernity as being recognized and investi-
gated at the moment of its apocalyptic terminus. Though Lisbon was 
certainly a deeply Catholic city, steeped in religious tradition, it was also 
an enormous metropolis for its time, situated at the very center of Europe’s 
colonial enterprise. Not only the destruction of churches was mourned in 
the wake of the disaster, but also the annihilation of tens of thousands of 
modern city-dwellers and the physical and sociocultural structures of 
their civilization.

The destruction of Lisbon was a simultaneous graveyard and birth-
place of modernity; it was also the birthplace of the modern conception 
of the sublime, serving as an inspiration for both Edmund Burke and 
Immanuel Kant in their influential treatises on that epiphenomenon.3 
Two years after the earthquake, Burke published the most lasting modern 
definition of the sublime: “Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the 
ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or 
is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to 
terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest 
emotion which the mind is capable of feeling” (emphasis in original, 39). 
According to art historian Morton Paley, after Burke’s formulation was 
popularized, “[t]he sublime was . . . considered to lie in the perception of 
subjects that the mind could not entirely comprehend or contain; its chief 
source was power, its chief subject matter, terror, its identifying response, 
astonishment” (2).4 Andrew Wilton reminds us that Kant’s contribution, 
in response to Burke, was to further emphasize the contrast between the 
beautiful and the sublime, in which the beautiful is “dependent on form” 
and hence on boundaries, while “[t]he boundlessness of the sublime . . . 
entails its practical inconceivability” (29). Wilton continues, “Something 
that is inconceivable cannot be conceived as sublime or as anything else—
but the act of imagining it, even though it is beyond the power of imagi-
nation to envisage it, is itself a strenuous exalted mental or emotional 
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state which we may describe as ‘sublime’” (29). For Kant, even more than 
for Burke, the sublime is a subjective experience produced by and produc-
tive of ideas and cognition.

Certainly, the terror and astonishment experienced by the actual vic-
tims of the Lisbon earthquake would have been due to the intensity of the  
natural forces at work—an earthquake now believed to have been more 
than a magnitude 8.0 on the Richter scale, followed by a massive tsunami. 
Yet, neither Burke nor Kant was present at the scene of the earthquake, 
and what inspired them to seek a new category of understanding for such 
an event was both the physical force of nature and the recorded scale of 
the destruction of human life and property. As Alexander Regier demon-
strates, the sublime event is, in essence, one that cannot be understood  
in relation to “traditional historical rubrics” (361). The sublime event 
“exceeds classification,” confronting those who experience or contemplate 
it with something ineffable, unutterable, or, from a slightly different per-
spective, new (359). In the case of Lisbon, what made the event so histori-
cally unprecedented was that no such modern urban center had previously 
been so suddenly and completely devastated.5

In triggering the birth pangs of modernity and largely inspiring the 
modern conception of the sublime, the Lisbon Earthquake also set in 
motion another significant development. In his work on eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century painting, Paley argues, “Burke’s notion of the sublime 
passed into the general intellectual currency of the age,” precipitating a 
new visual conception of the sublime that began with landscapes but soon 
spread to the arena of the apocalyptic (2). We might assume, given the 
flamboyant language of a text like Revelation, that sublime imagery was 
already securely attached to the apocalyptic tradition. Yet, as Paley shows, 
it was only with the advent of modernity and its fascination with this 
“new, psychologically self-aware aesthetic” that apocalyptic imagery was 
colonized by the sublime (1). As what Paley calls “the apocalyptic sub-
lime” emerged, “the terror of divine revelation became . . . the object of a 
nouveau frisson” (emphasis in original, 1).6

The destruction of Lisbon, then, produces a complex trifecta of 
modernity, the sublime, and a new, modern conception of the apocalyptic 
as sublime. It should not be surprising, then, that since the Lisbon 
Earthquake, authors and filmmakers attempting to conjure the unimagi-
nable scale of destruction associated with a modern apocalyptic event 
have frequently staged their disasters in urban centers, recapitulating this 
original drama.7 Yet, at another level, such a gesture might seem contra-
dictory: if a writer wishes to portray the ineffable, why resort to a preexist-
ing frame of reference? It is here that we shift further from the 
phenomenological to the aesthetic register of the sublime. Regier reminds 
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us that the sublime as an aesthetic category requires distance from the 
unspeakable events. “Only distance,” he remarks, “permits the develop-
ment of a vocabulary that can adequately describe the dimensions of the 
catastrophe” (364). The distance may be geographic, temporal, or aes-
thetic, but it provides a prospect by which to “behold” the ineffable, to 
take in what seems at more immediate range paralyzing and beyond com-
prehension. As Regier notes, the phrase “behold the ruins” became com-
monplace after the Lisbon Earthquake (364–365). From this distance, 
the sublime as an aesthetic “placeholder” performs the function of provid-
ing terminology for the unspeakable. He explains that the sublime aes-
thetic “conceptualizes an unrepresentable instance into a category that we 
can intelligibly manipulate” (371).

Both contemporary apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic narratives often 
rely on the aesthetic device of the sublime. In fact, post-apocalypse as a 
subgenre is in some sense the epitome of the aesthetic mechanism of the 
sublime insofar as it permits the viewing of an unimaginably horrific 
event through an act of temporal distancing. We necessarily “behold the 
ruins” of the world in the post-apocalyptic narrative. This sensibility is 
conspicuous, for instance, in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006), 
which might have been titled “Behold the Ruins,” so fixated is it on the 
devastated environment left in the wake of an unspecified global disaster.8 
We should not be surprised, then, that there are moments when 
Whitehead’s narrator frames the events of the zombie apocalypse that has 
taken place in classically sublime terms. At various points, Mark Spitz 
refers to the outbreak of the zombie plague and the subsequent collapse of 
global civilization as “the ruin,” “the great calamity,” “the flood,” and “the 
miseries,” all terms that set the events at a distance and gesture toward 
their colossal scale and sublime status (7, 54, 65, 86). Nor are these the 
only sublime brushstrokes: as I discuss below, the text opens with self-
consciously sublime imagery of the majesty of Manhattan through the 
temporal distance of childhood memories, and it makes reference to a 
sublime battle of the marines against the zombies that is presented in 
flashback. Yet, midway through the text, in a fascinating cue that he 
intends to trouble the long-held bonds between the modern, the sublime, 
and the apocalyptic, Whitehead actively distinguishes his text from The 
Road. In a fleeting passage, Mark Spitz recalls how he “shrank from” the 
sight of “a parent–child combo . . . up at the crest of the old country 
road”—an unmistakable nod to the father and son who are the protago-
nists of McCarthy’s novel (114). He also recalls that such parents “were 
paranoid he wanted to rape or eat their offspring,” and that they privi-
leged their children as “valuables” over any “precious supplies” Mark Spitz 
might have (114). This language summarizes the mindset of the father in 
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The Road, and by portraying Mark Spitz avoiding this pair, who have 
seemingly dropped into Whitehead’s novel for a brief visit from 
McCarthy’s dark vision, Whitehead signals that the somber stakes of that 
sublime text are not precisely his own. Indeed, rather than expressing 
astonishment at the seemingly staggering horror of the conditions he con-
fronts, for much of the narrative Mark Spitz exhibits a bored sense of stale 
repetition regarding the events that are befalling him.

Such boredom is all the more striking when we consider the influential 
contemporary articulation of the sublime by Jean-François Lyotard. In his 
famous essay “Answering the Question: What Is Postmodernism?,” 
Lyotard associates postmodernism with a form of the sublime that is 
transgressive and liberating. In his account of the sublime, “the emphasis 
can . . . be placed on the increase of being and the jubilation which result 
from the invention of new rules of the game, be it pictorial, artistic, or 
any other” (80). Lyotard is concerned with defying totality and celebrat-
ing new possibilities of difference, admonishing that “it is our business 
not to supply reality but to invent allusions to the conceivable which can-
not be presented” (81). Such jouissance is in short supply for much of 
Whitehead’s novel. However, while Whitehead’s affiliation with genre fic-
tion marks a departure from a strictly postmodern aesthetic, this notion 
of the sublime as profoundly freeing ultimately surfaces and intermingles 
with the other histories of that term that he summons in his novel.

Before turning to a more detailed exploration of the tensions and 
bonds between the sublime and the mundane in the novel, it is useful to 
consider the relation of zombies to the sublime, since Zone One does not 
simply depict an apocalypse and its aftermath, but rather a zombie apoca-
lypse. Zombies, with their shuffling and lurching, do not automatically 
conjure ideas of the sublime. As Mark McGurl has observed, “zombies are 
dull, dim-witted, déclassé” (“Zombie Renaissance”). Yet beyond contem-
porary popular depictions of zombies, or even the roots of the zombie 
tradition in Haiti, an older mythos of the undead exists with strong links 
to the sublime. In fact, Paley has shown that the image most responsible 
for popularizing the idea of the apocalyptic sublime in Europe was John 
Hamilton Mortimer’s 1775 sketch Death on a Pale Horse (1–2, 18), a 
drawing that clearly anticipates the presentation of zombies in the twenty-
first century (Figure 4.1). Mortimer’s image resonates with Whitehead’s 
characterization of his own zombies, their “skull faces . . . staring without 
mercy,” with “a thin membrane of meat stretched over bone” (127, 14).9 
We have then, a major urban center (on the order of Lisbon in 1755, and 
itself the site of inexpressible horrors on 9/11) overtaken by the sort of 
revenants that shaped the very conception of the apocalyptic sublime. 
Why then is Mark Spitz so bored?
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“This Magnificent Contraption”

In many respects, the alternative to the sublime in Zone One, and the 
source of Mark Spitz’s boredom, appears to be the “gray . . . dust” of 
kitsch, which, along with the undead, has survived the zombie 

Figure 4.1 John Hamilton Mortimer’s Death on a Pale Horse
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apocalypse. As Michael Calderbank explains, for Benjamin, kitsch was, in 
broad terms, “banal and outmoded forms of capitalist consumption” (9). 
Leslie offers a more precise characterization, describing it as the “mass-
consumable, industrialized detritus born of and condemned to short life 
by capitalism and its technological resources” (Walter Benjamin 13). Like 
the sublime, for Benjamin, kitsch was a “structure of beholding” (Doherty 
209). Yet while the sublime depends on distance, kitsch is characterized 
by its immediacy. According to Winifred Menninghaus, it “offers instan-
taneous emotional gratification without intellectual effort, without the 
requirement of distance, without sublimation” (41). Benjamin states in 
“Some Remarks on Folk Art” that kitsch tempts audiences “to throw the 
situation that is brought to mind . . . around one’s shoulders, like a favor-
ite old coat” (254).10 While, as Paley states, the apocalyptic sublime is 
associated with “mystery and intensity” (7), kitsch is associated with 
mundanity and a sort of familiar lassitude. Or, as we might recall from the 
poem that inspires Whitehead’s second epigraph, in contrast to a grand 
sublime rendered in “alabaster,” kitsch offers only a cheap (if comforting) 
“mould in plaster.”

Despite its penumbra of banality and vulgarity, however, and contra 
the views of another famous commentator on kitsch, Clement Greenberg, 
kitsch for Benjamin possessed utopian potential. Certainly, Benjamin 
perceived the dimming effect kitsch could have on the human imagina-
tion. The sentence that Whitehead draws from “Dream Kitsch” for his 
first epigraph comes from a longer passage that reads, “No longer does the 
dream reveal a blue horizon. The dream has grown gray. The gray coating 
of dust on things is its best part. Dreams are now a shortcut to banality” 
(236). Yet the opening paragraph ends with a sense of the proximity of 
dreaming and kitsch, as Benjamin writes, “And which side does a thing 
turn toward dreams? What point is its most decrepit? It is the side worn 
through by habit and garnished with cheap maxims. The side which 
things turn toward the dream is kitsch” (236). While Benjamin’s invest-
ment in dreaming is extremely complex and beyond the scope of this 
chapter, it is important that, as Calderbank argues, dreams were originally 
connected for Benjamin with a romantic idealism that he associated with 
youth and possibility. And rather than simply seeing potentially revolu-
tionary dreams overtaken by the dulling dust of kitsch, Benjamin perceived 
“revolutionary energies” in kitsch itself (as quoted in Calderbank 7).  
He sees kitsch as a possible threshold to dreams, the potent wishes routed 
into the activity of capitalist consumption. According to Calderbank, the 
essential question for Benjamin in “Dream Kitsch” is “[W]hy can our 
desires for a fulfilled life be affirmed in the form of the dream images of 
mass culture? And how can we harness this utopian energy to transform 
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our present existence and fulfill our innermost potential?” (emphasis in 
original, 12). Kitsch both stimulates and absorbs this vitality, and to 
access it, one must discern the dreams that kitsch concentrates within its 
unassuming forms.

Indeed, Zone One opens with a youthful dream. Starting with the novel’s  
first line, “He always wanted to live in New York,” it presents a flashback 
by the now zombie-embattled protagonist to his childhood visits to 
Manhattan (3). In this mise-en-abîme, Mark Spitz—a nickname which 
itself is redolent of kitsch in its invocation of an outmoded swimmer-
celebrity from the 1970s—recalls that his childhood dream of living in 
the city was inspired by his family visits to his uncle Lloyd, whose apart-
ment became the locus of his identification.11

To be sure, the young Mark Spitz is far from bored by the city of 
New York, and in these few pages we see a fascinating interplay between 
the sublime and kitsch as aesthetic frameworks through which to under-
stand contemporary Manhattan. A marked tension runs through these 
memories between the banality of his family’s repetitive, tourist-oriented 
visits to Manhattan and the soaring prospects of his playboy uncle’s 
cleanly modern apartment. Our first sign of the figure of the zombie 
comes in Mark Spitz’s memory of the photo that his parents insisted on 
taking each year, posed with their “hands dead on his shoulders” while a 
“lurching specimen his father enlisted from the passersby” deploys their 
outmoded camera (4, 3). Benjamin was particularly interested in the 
kitsch function of staged family photos. Leslie writes, “Photography is, 
for Benjamin, an ‘optical unconscious’ providing access to the truth of a 
material world in which private clutter signifies unfreedom and dishon-
esty, as well as fantasy” (“Walter Benjamin” n.p.). The rote and inert 
nature of the ritual seems to capture a lifeless dimension to his childhood 
from which his uncle’s situation in New York promises escape.

Against this image of tedium and banality, Mark Spitz recalls his rogu-
ish, cosmopolitan uncle’s futuristic space, which had “the latest permuta-
tions in home entertainment . . . The televisions were the newest, the 
biggest, levitating in space and pulsing with a host of extravagant func-
tions” (4). In their scale and power, his uncle’s consumer goods seem to 
reflect the purity and vitality of the capitalist dream before obsolescence 
creeps into it. While these visits are “rote,” we get a glimpse of sublime 
modernity, not only from the uncle’s futuristic interiors, but also from the 
city itself, as Mark Spitz looks out from 19 stories up: “He was a mote 
cycling in the wheels of a giant clock. Millions of people tended to this 
magnificent contraption, they lived and sweated and toiled in it, serving 
the mechanism of metropolis and making it bigger, better, story by 
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glorious story and idea by unlikely idea. How small he was, tumbling 
between the teeth” (4). The perceived scale of the city in this passage 
reminds us that the sublime has a long-standing association with notions 
of elevation, and in the wake of the dissemination of Burke’s writings, 
landscape artists deepened and popularized this connection. Paley writes, 
“What may be called the natural sublime represented scenes of great 
heights and depths which in nature produced the effect Burke termed 
‘astonishment’” (3). Referring to these scenes of towering waterfalls, gla-
ciers, and mountains, Paley explains, “What these landscapes have in 
common is the frightening imminence of the object viewed from a per-
spective that virtually compels us to imagine ourselves as powerless” (3). 
Rather than a natural sublime, Whitehead captures the urban sublime—
the counterpart of images of urban annihilation, since the very awe 
inspired by the destruction of the city is also an effect of its scale and 
ostensible inviolability.

The majestic power of New York is achieved throughout the opening 
by the aesthetic distancing effected by Mark Spitz’s temporal remove from 
the scene, and underscored by his own powerless status as a child in these 
recollections. In his memories of the city, he continuously employs a sub-
lime idiom, presenting the buildings with their “ancient water towers” 
and “massive central-air units” in terms that highlight how much older 
and bigger the city is than he (Whitehead 5). In his characterization of the 
buildings we see the emphasis on a scale that renders the observer power-
less in terms reminiscent of Paley’s:

Up and down the island the buildings collided, they humiliated runts 
through verticality and ambition, sulked in one another’s shadows. 
Inevitability was mayor, term after term. Yesterday’s old masters, stately 
named and midwifed by once-famous architects, were insulted by the 
soot of combustion engines and by technological advances in construc-
tion. Time chiseled at elegant stonework, which swirled or plummeted 
to the sidewalk in dust and chips and chunks . . . In every neighborhood 
the imperfect in their fashion awaited the wrecking ball and their bones 
were melted down to help their replacements surpass them, steel into 
steel. The new buildings in wave upon wave drew themselves out of 
rubble, shaking off the past like immigrants. The addresses remained the 
same and so did the flawed philosophies. It wasn’t anyplace else. It was 
New York City. (5–6)

Whitehead fuses here the mythology of New York as an exceptional 
metropolis with monster-movie style literary special effects to create a 
cowing scene of modernity’s awesome power and inevitability.
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This imagery culminates with a vision that might have come straight 
out of a nineteenth-century sublime painting:

With the sidewalks hidden from view, the boy conjured an uninhabited 
city, where no one lived behind all those miles and miles of glass, no one 
caught up with loved ones in living rooms filled with tasteful and affirming 
catalog furniture, and all the elevators hung like broken puppets at the end 
of long cables. The city as ghost ship on the last ocean at the rim of the 
world. (6)

The “miles and miles of glass” become refigured as a “ghost ship” that 
Mark Spitz pilots into the future. The inert elevators, a sly allusion to 
Whitehead’s first novel, The Intuitionist, which explored the theme of 
racial uplift through the allegory of working and broken elevators, suggest 
some of the potential boundlessness produced by a city entirely overtaken 
by transcendent mechanisms of modernity that have made humans irrel-
evant, even obsolete. Ships, especially those on stormy seas, have become 
visual shorthand for the sublime, capturing as they do the vast power of 
the ocean—a motif to which Whitehead will return at the end of the 
novel.12 This fantasy of an empty New York, which young Mark Spitz 
yearned to preside over, places in stark relief the actual tedium the subse-
quent narrative communicates: After the zombie plague takes hold, New 
York is virtually empty, but where is the drama of the sublime captured in 
this youthful dream?

Tellingly, the only threat to the sublime grandeur of New York in this 
passage is modern New Yorkers with their tendency to spoil the romantic 
dream by congregating among what they perceive to be their “tasteful and 
affirming catalog furniture,” the very epitome of Benjamin’s definition of 
kitsch (Whitehead 6). This reference to banal mass-produced commodi-
ties, however, is not the first in the opening pages. Mark Spitz divides his 
time while at his uncle’s apartment between taking in the sublime spec-
tacle of New York City and watching monster movies on TV. This alter-
nation between the exterior sweep of the city and the small-screen thrills 
of monster movies begins to capture the particular aesthetic fusion that 
Whitehead brings to his text.

Benjamin associated kitsch with a range of mass cultural forms, includ-
ing cinema, and cinema’s capacity to generate kitsch appears particularly 
vital in Whitehead’s novel. In fact, Whitehead—more than any other 
major contemporary writer who has taken the “genre turn” to post- 
apocalyptic fiction—seems aware that, as a consequence of film and tele-
vision, the post-apocalypse itself has become more associated with kitsch 
than the sublime—or, more precisely, has become associated with a form of 
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the sublime that is itself kitsch. Throughout the novel, Mark Spitz under-
stands his experiences through the lens of post-apocalyptic television and 
film. We see Whitehead’s skepticism about the function of television as 
kitsch when Mark Spitz later reflects on its repetitive structure and glib 
emotional manipulation, in which each week viewers “endure a minor 
epiphany by show’s end and forget it by next week” (59). And Mark Spitz’s 
reflections once the narration turns to the conditions following the zombie 
apocalypse draw particular attention to the sentimental, kitschy quality 
of post- apocalyptic films:

When Mark Spitz was a child, his father had shared his favorite nuclear-
war movies with him. Father–son bonding on overcast afternoons. Fresh-
faced rising stars who never made it big and crag-faced character actors 
marched through the acid-rain narratives and ash-smeared landscapes, sol-
diering on, slapping hysterical comrades across the face—get a grip on 
yourself, we’re going to make it—dropping one by one as they chased the 
rumors of sanctuary. (120)

In every respect, this passage suggests the status of post-apocalyptic film 
as kitsch—from the rote nature of the dialogue to the career-diminishing 
effects on the actors. The impoverished and clichéd dialogue he recalls 
especially conveys the cheap emotional effects that have become a trade-
mark of the genre.

At its most banal, Zone One itself narrates events in terms that 
almost mechanically index the slew of post-apocalyptic films that have 
prefigured it:

The new micro-societies inevitably imploded, on the island getaways, in 
reclaimed prisons, at the mountaintop ski lodge accessible only by sabotaged 
funicular, in the underground survivalist hideouts finally summoned to util-
ity. The rules broke down. The leaders exposed mental deficits through a 
series of misguided edicts and whims. “To be totally fair to both parties, we 
should cut this baby in half,” the chief declared, clad in insipid handmade 
regalia, and then it actually happened, the henchman cut the baby in half. 
Sex, the new codes of fucking left them confused. Miscreants pilfered a bean 
or two above their allotted five beans when no one was looking and the 
sentence at the trial left everyone more than a tad disillusioned. Bad luck 
came to call in the guise of a river of the dead or human raiders rumbling up 
the lone access road despite the strategically arranged camouflage brush. 
He’d seen this firsthand during the long months. People are people. (88)

The rather exhaustive inventory of mayhem this passage presents suggests 
that no post-apocalyptic scenario is conceivable beyond the crowded field 
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of images already produced by the genre. Of course, if post-apocalyptic 
storylines betoken kitsch, a potentially deeper well-spring of kitsch is the 
zombie apocalypse. While deep roots of the zombie tradition lie in sub-
lime apocalyptic imagery, its cinematic renderings have as often presented 
the zombie as the stuff of trite B-movie horror.13 Moreover, in writing this 
novel in the early years of the new millennium, Whitehead, a celebrated 
literary figure, is stepping into the deep end of an ever-growing pool of 
popular, mass-produced material about zombies. As Mark Spitz attempts 
to penetrate the gray ash that has afflicted his consciousness and shake off 
the sense of boredom he experiences while battling zombies, Whitehead 
is similarly awash in cultural detritus that may reduce his own literary 
efforts to dusty kitsch. In these terms, Whitehead’s narrative can be read 
not only as a critique of twenty-first-century Americans’ immersion in 
potentially deadening kitsch, but also as a metadiscourse about the 
 hazards—and possibilities—of the genre turn among contemporary liter-
ary figures.

The New York City of this opening, characterized as a “gorgeous and 
intricate delusion,” calls to mind the dreams that Benjamin invokes (6). 
Yet, like the dreams of Benjamin’s essay, it grows dim as it fades into the 
post-apocalyptic present: “All he wanted was a shred of uptown . . . The 
ash smeared the city’s palette into a gray hush on the best of days, but 
introduce clouds and a little bit of precip and the city became an altar to 
obscurity” (7–8). Similarly, the sublime scale of his dream has been radi-
cally undercut. In the wake of the collapse of modern human civilization 
under the onslaught of the zombies, he muses, “He was an insect explor-
ing a gravestone: the words and names were crevasses to get lost in, loom-
ing and meaningless” (8).

Turning away from his childhood revery, Mark Spitz confronts a pres-
ent he finds deeply tedious:

This was the fourth day of rain, Friday afternoon, and a conditioned part 
of him submitted to end-of-the-week lassitude, even if Fridays had lost 
their meaning. Hard to believe that reconstruction had progressed so far 
that clock-watching had returned, the slacker’s code, the concept of week-
end. It had been a humdrum couple of days, reaffirming his belief in rein-
carnation: everything was so boring that this could not be the first time 
he’d experienced it. (8)

While in Mark Spitz’s childhood vision, Manhattan is a sublime capital of 
full-throttle modernity, the postplague city is an empty shell, with a 
“roller rink’s gigantic disco ball”—a classic emblem of kitsch—rolling 
through its streets, “shedding squares like mirrored tears” (28). Near the 
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conclusion of his reminiscence, Mark Spitz muses that “his uncle’s apart-
ment resembled the future, a brand of manhood waiting on the other side 
of the river” (7). The association evident here between the sublime and 
masculinity is a critical commonplace and will recur throughout Zone  
One.14 The future of sublime, masculine modernity that Mark Spitz imag-
ines, however, is derailed by its opposite number, a kitschy, feminized 
post-apocalypse bound up in the past. Yet, ultimately, as with Benjamin, 
the interplay of the dream and kitsch, the sublime and the mundane, is 
not a zero-sum game.

“The World of Things”

In invoking the powerful presence of mainstream cinema as an anteced-
ent of his narrative, Whitehead’s text calls to mind Don DeLillo’s well-
known postmodern novel White Noise. Throughout DeLillo’s novel, he 
famously suggests the alienating effects of simulacra, which make it 
impossible to arrive at any real or original experience that has not already 
been represented. Indeed, in some sense, Whitehead’s novel reads like 
White Noise on steroids. DeLillo’s theoretical concerns are shaped by the 
postmodernism in which the 1980s were steeped, however, while 
Whitehead reengages with larger questions of modernity. And whereas 
DeLillo satirizes the ways that mass culture imperils individuality by por-
traying his media- and commodity-inundated characters as paralyzed by 
a fear of death, Whitehead takes this commentary one step further, depict-
ing contemporary Americans as literally the walking dead.15

It is in this respect that one can again see interesting resonances with 
Benjamin’s thinking in Whitehead’s novel. Ample scholarship has been 
produced in the past decade suggesting that the primary allegorical func-
tion of the zombie is to signify the depredations of capitalism. As Tina 
Pippin has documented, numerous critics and theorists have recently pro-
duced analyses of how the zombie figures in Western culture as a worker, 
consumer, or both. Yet, by invoking Benjamin in his epigraph, Whitehead 
invites a new perspective on this symbolic relationship. As Leslie explains, 
“Benjamin reveals a world in which things rapidly petrify, turn alien and 
obsolete. In this fetishized thing-world, phantasmagoric and frozen com-
modity-forms belligerently beset people, only to be tossed, through tech-
nical change and economic stimulus, onto the rubbish heap of the 
outmoded” (Walter Benjamin 9). Whitehead allegorizes the imposition of 
the “thing-world” on its human producer–consumers through the phan-
tasmagoria of the zombie horde.

As my own epigraph reflects, Benjamin compares art, which “teaches 
us to see into things,” with kitsch, which “allows us to see outward from 
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within things.” This dynamic is particularly evident at the end of 
Benjamin’s “Dream Kitsch,” where he writes:

What we used to call art begins at a distance of two meters from the body. 
But now, in kitsch, the world of things advances on the human being; it 
yields to his uncertain grasp and ultimately fashions its figures in his inte-
rior. The new man bears within himself the very quintessence of the old 
forms, and what evolves in the confrontation with a particular milieu from 
the second half of the nineteenth century—in the dreams, as well as the 
words and images, of certain artists—is a creature who deserves the name 
of “furnished man.” (238)

Brigid Doherty claims that “For Benjamin, it is by means of this internal-
ization or introjection of ‘the quintessence of old forms’ that the novelty 
of the ‘new man’ or ‘new human being’ (neuer Mensch) of the 1920s 
makes itself known” (200). She continues, “In his writings of the late 
1920s and in the Arcades Project, Benjamin would continue to explore 
actual as well as potential correspondences among furnished dwellings, 
‘furnished’ minds, and ‘furnished’ bodies in the cultural history of nine-
teenth-century Paris and the modernity of his own era” (201). For 
Benjamin, the penetration of kitsch into human subjects is integral to 
early twentieth-century modernity.

What of early twenty-first-century modernity? The first “furnished man” 
that we see in Zone One is Uncle Lloyd, whose identity is attractively pack-
aged via his sexy consumer electronics. Yet this depiction of an apparently 
functional and desirable model of living with kitsch is quickly overtaken by 
representations of a more insidious form of this dynamic. Throughout the 
text, Mark Spitz flashes back to a preplague life in Manhattan characterized 
by the infiltration of mass-produced goods into the subjectivity of its deni-
zens. When he finds a victim’s purse, he is unsettled by the “detritus that 
passed for identity, the particulate remains of twenty-first century 
 existence . . . the flavored gums and lip balms . . . , the despised driver’s 
license photos . . . , the snaps of the kids and collies and boyfriends, the 
just-in-case tampons” (50–51). As his team enters block after block of 
Manhattan residential buildings, he again perceives the consumer patterns 
that defined the lives of New Yorkers and constituted their identities:

He recognized the area rugs and sconces and accent tables, for the residents 
had all shopped at the same popular furniture emporiums the rest of the 
country shopped at. They had shambled through the identical outlet 
showrooms and tested the same sofas with their asses, clicked through  
the dropdown menus of the same online purveyors, broadband willing,  
zooming in on See in a Room and mentally arranging the merchandise 
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according to the same floor plans. In the D-line apartment on the sixth 
floor he discovered the plaid ottoman he came across in the A-line apart-
ment on the fourteenth floor, an identical distance from the flat-screen 
television. They had been a community. (58)

In contrast to Uncle Lloyd’s furnishings, the redundant furniture Mark 
Spitz encounters in apartment after apartment creates in him a sense of 
ennui and cynicism.

Perhaps most tellingly, Mark Spitz recalls his own work for a Starbucks-
like coffee chain. The franchise, he remembers, “hawk[ed] paraphernalia 
that articulated in physical form the lifestyle philosophy the customer had 
unknowingly subscribed to years before, through a hundred submissions 
and tacit oaths, and was now fully ripened” (149). Mark Spitz’s own work 
at the company suggests the increasing capacity for consumer objects to 
become an animated and invasive presence. His task is to message anyone 
who mentions coffee and cultivate in them a desire to consume more 
through language that resonates with their sense of their own identities: 
“Why don’t you try our seasonal Jamaican blend next time you’re in the 
’hood?” (150). In his mandate “to sow product mindshare and nurture 
feelings of brand intimacy,” Mark Spitz’s role is to infect the subjectivity 
of the consumer with the product (149). In this, he himself becomes 
zombie-like, reflecting, “When he saw meat, he pounced” (150).

Whitehead self-consciously allegorizes this consumer habitus in his 
portrait of his zombies. Late in the text, Mark Spitz sits in a restaurant, 
considering the caricatures of its regulars hanging on the wall, with their 
“distended chins and knob noses protuberant and gross,” and he con-
cludes that “the intent of the caricature . . . is to capture the monstrous we 
overlook every day” (238, 239). The zombies themselves become such 
caricatures, reflecting the degree to which individuals come to be inhab-
ited by their kitsch, to see “outward from within [their] things.”

This tendency is particularly evident in Whitehead’s most creative 
addition to the morphology of zombies. The survivors have nicknamed 
zombies “skels,” but among the skels there is an anomalous one percent, 
which they refer to as “stragglers.” It is in the tableaux created by the 
stragglers, which stay in one place and perform “an interminable loop of 
repeated gestures” (50), that Whitehead seems closest to reproducing the 
scenes of Benjamin’s arcades. Whitehead’s first description of stragglers 
captures that same desire to lovingly taxonomize the social formation of 
the contemporary metropolis that we see in Benjamin’s study:

They were a succession of imponderable tableaux, the malfunctioning 
stragglers and the places they chose to haunt throughout the Zone and 
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beyond. An army of mannequins, limbs adjusted by an inscrutable hand. 
The former shrink, plague-blind, sat in her requisite lounge chair, feet up 
on the ottoman, blank attentive face waiting for the patient who was late, 
ever late, and unpacking the reasons for this would consume a large portion 
of the session that would never occur . . . . The pock-faced assistant manager  
of the shoe store crouched before the foot-measuring instrument, frozen, 
sans customers, the left shoes of his bountiful stock on display along the 
walls of the shop on miniature plastic ledges. The vitamin-store clerk stalled 
out among the aisles, depleted among the plenty, the tiny bottles contain-
ing gel-capped ancient remedies and placebos . . . . A man lifted the hood  
of a copy machine. They did not move when you happened on them. They 
didn’t know you were there. They kept watching their movies. (48–49)

Like Benjamin’s “furnished man,” the straggler “bears within himself the 
very quintessence of the old forms.” This passage draws special attention 
to the service work performed by most contemporary New Yorkers, with 
its references to psychologists, salespeople, and office workers, and there is 
no doubt that zombies in the novel do figure for late capitalist workers. Yet 
it is also significant how enmeshed in their things these workers are. The 
“shrink” is enshrined on her lounge chair and ottoman, the shoe salesman 
is surrounded by “his bountiful stock,” and the vitamin-store clerk is 
dwarfed by the “plenty” of bottles that cover his shelves. In every instance 
these stragglers are doing an intimate dance with the commodities that 
surround them and define them. Later in the text, Mark Spitz and his 
team come across a straggler at a costume shop, wearing a gorilla suit and 
surrounded by “dusty costumes” and piñatas, as well as “plastic Easter eggs 
and jack-o-lantern streamers” (53). Another he discovers in a repair shop 
amid “obsolete technology, the ungainly array of devices that had been a 
previous generation’s top of the line for listening to music or crisping 
toast” (117). In this respect, Whitehead offers a novel perspective on ser-
vice work. While most critics tend to emphasize the dematerialized nature 
of the service economy, Whitehead draws attention to its material condi-
tions—its dependence on the kitsch of contemporary consumer culture.

The “sweeper team” of which Mark Spitz is a part is tasked specifically 
with eliminating stragglers from Zone One, an area of lower Manhattan 
targeted for resettlement. The sweepers are civilians, and the relative 
mundanity of their task is underscored by Mark Spitz’s occasional remi-
niscences about the Manhattan campaign of the marines against the skels. 
It is in these brief allusions that we again catch glimpses of sublime spec-
tacle, with the marines performing as “camoed fairies of destruction”:

Exquisite glass panes crashed down in their music, manufacturing geo-
metric shapes that had never before existed in the history of the world, 
which in turn sharded into newer shapes and brilliant white dust. Shell 
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casings danced and skipped on the asphalt like tossed cigarette butts. The 
gun smoke was sucked up into braids and curtains by the atmospheric 
patterns created by skyscrapers and avenue crevices, those mountain faces 
and valleys, and when it cleared the creatures gushed in renewed fortified 
lines. (75–76)

Such stunning, masculine action might have been the focus of Whitehead’s 
narrative, yet instead his novel resolutely turns to the banal aspects of the 
“clean up” of New York. The mannequin-like stragglers pose existential 
questions rather than physical threats to sweeper team Omega through-
out most of the novel. Meanwhile, in the absence of sublime struggle, the 
sweepers themselves remain conspicuously focused on the consumer 
goods that once defined them. Mark Spitz reflects, “All survivors had 
them, the pet names and metonyms they used to refer to their pasts. 
Bagel, java, baseball cap, the object that was all objects, the furnishings of 
the good old days” (32).

With the teeming hordes of skels removed, it is not only the “strag-
glers” but even the few remaining skels, often barricaded behind a “passel 
of splendid contemporary furniture,” that become associated with kitsch 
in Zone One (33). The first zombie Mark Spitz encounters is wearing “its 
hair in a style popularized by a sitcom” meant to call to mind the “Rachel” 
hairstyle made popular by the now-defunct NBC sitcom Friends: “The 
hair was called a Marge, after Margaret Hallstead, the charmingly klutzy 
actress who’d trademarked it in the old days of red carpets and flirty tête-
à-têtes on late-night chat shows” (14). As Mark Spitz reflects, “legions of 
young ladies who fled their stunted towns and municipalities to reinvent 
themselves in the Big City recognized something in her flailing and 
fetishized this piece of her” (14). Electing to make the very first zombie 
we see a “Marge,” a figure who has modeled herself after a sitcom charac-
ter who is as much Lucille Ball as Jennifer Aniston, positions the zombie 
immediately in the domain of retro entertainment and kitsch. This char-
acterization underscores that the few remaining skels offer little chance of 
sublime drama, hailing instead from the frivolous domain of the sitcom 
genre. Indeed, conspicuous in these scenes is a well-worn modern associa-
tion between kitsch and a vapid conception of femininity famously diag-
nosed by Andreas Huyssen in After the Great Divide, an association to 
which I return in the next section.

In terms of the allegory that Whitehead is pursuing, it is particularly 
interesting that even as “the Marge” knocks Mark Spitz off balance, a 
second “lad[y] of HR” tackles him. This figure further enriches the sym-
bolism with which Whitehead imbues his skels. As she continues to bear 
down on him, Mark Spitz reflects, “surely this one possessed the determi-
nation befitting a true denizen of Human Resources” (17). He flashes 
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back to his “first office job” which had been spoiled by the “ogre head of 
Human Resources” who “served the places where human beings were 
paraphrased into numbers, components of bundled data to be shot out 
through fiber-optic cable toward meaning” (17). He recalls her berating 
him because of his lost Social Security card with the invective, “You’re not 
in the system. You might as well not exist” (17). In the midst of his strug-
gle with this new figure of HR, Mark Spitz thinks, “Where was The 
System now, after the calamity? It had been an invisible fist floating above 
them for so long and now the fingers were open, disjoined, and every-
thing slipped through, everything escaped” (17). This embodiment of HR  
sets up a strong link between femininity and the insidious machinations 
of modernity—especially in the form of the feminization of work or what 
I have called “soft work” elsewhere. The sort of bureaucracy that she 
embodies also calls to mind the version of modernity scorned by Max 
Weber as an “iron cage” and condemned by Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer in The Dialectic of Enlightenment for its tendency to strip the 
enchantment and fantasy from the world.16 Mark Spitz’s confident 
thought that the system has now been eradicated seems immediately 
undercut by his ongoing struggle in the present to “heave Human 
Resources off him” as “it went in for a bite” (17). Indeed, this episode 
foreshadows the methods and actions of the new system, the reconstruc-
tion effort known as “the American Phoenix,” that becomes central to the 
novel’s plot.

“An Exquisite New Age of Bourgeois Utopia”

Andrew Hoberek has pointed out the importance of the “trauma narra-
tive” in Zone One, and it could be argued that the overwhelming sense of 
ennui that is conveyed through Mark Spitz’s third person limited point of 
view and symbolized by his imagined gray ash is created by trauma stem-
ming from encounters with the skels (411). While trauma is an important 
consideration in the novel, however, it is not the zombie horde itself that 
has triggered this condition of boredom, this sense that “the story never 
changed” (34). Instead, it is the undead form of “The System,” under 
which Mark Spitz continues to find himself pinned. Specifically, it is a 
reconstruction effort based in Buffalo, where a neoliberal, privatized qua-
sigovernment has staked its success on renaming its beleaguered subject-
citizens “the American Phoenix” and rallying them behind the slogan 
“We Make Tomorrow.”17 In terms that chime with the language of kitsch 
as Benjamin describes it, the American Phoenix is attempting to “trans-
port . . . the old ways across the violent passage of the calamity to the 
safety of the other side” (48).
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As Mark Spitz notes, human survival itself has been “rebranded” by 
Buffalo, which is heavily reliant on contemporary marketing techniques 
borrowed from the corporate culture model of management—gimmicks 
ranging from logo-laden merchandise, including “hoodies and sun visors 
and such,” to the new names for the resettlement camps, which include 
“New Vista,” “Bubbling Brooks,” and “Happy Acres” (79)—meant to 
inspire in the survivors loyalty and hope. “Pheenie,” is the telling nick-
name that the survivors working on the reconstruction effort adopt, a 
term that captures the dimunition of the sublime narrative of the Phoenix 
rising from the ashes into something puerile and debased—smacking 
more of “weenie” than the mythological bird. It also resonates with the 
urban slang “pheen” or “feen,” a usage meaning to crave, which appar-
ently derives from the term “fiend”—a fusion of desire and monstrosity 
that brings us full circle to zombies themselves. Early on, Mark Spitz 
registers the dangers of “Pheenie optimism” in terms that echo Benjamin’s 
vision of the penetration of kitsch into modern subjectivity, reflecting, 
“he had to get all of that crap out of his head” (24).

Nor is corporate swag and name engineering the limit of Buffalo’s dalli-
ance with kitsch. The de facto celebrities of the American Phoenix are a set 
of newborn triplets, featured in reporting that is reminiscent of contempo-
rary network television’s sentimental and exploitive coverage of multiple 
births. A second prominent figure is “Gina,” a former porn star whose 
exploits are announced at official reconstruction briefings. One especially 
absurd instance in which this effort has laid a gray ash of redundancy and 
banality over the potentially sublime drama of a life and death struggle is a 
Buffalo policy that prohibits “foraging goods and materials belonging to 
anyone other than an official sponsor” of the reconstruction (38).  
The potentially sublime drama of looting has been reduced to a sort of 
tedious, label-conscious browsing dictated by Buffalo, and, implicitly by 
the remaining corporations themselves. This stultifying imposition is 
made worse by the fact that the official sponsors make only cheap items 
available to the survivors from their “product family”—for instance, 
adhesive bandages featuring “the adventures of a clever, effeminate arma-
dillo and his cohort of resourceful desert critters” (31).

Yet it is Buffalo’s newly minted and nonsensical anthem, “Stop! Can 
You Hear the Eagle Roar? (Theme from Reconstruction)” that perhaps best 
epitomizes the interpenetration between kitsch and the post-apocalyptic 
experience that the novel depicts. The title lyric combines the sublime 
image of the American Eagle and the ultimate sublime sound effect, the 
roar, into a biologically improbable hybrid. And while “Stop!” suggests 
the arresting power of a sublime scene, the subtitle instantly reframes the 
high-blown language into a flagrant attempt to marshal the survivors’ 



T h e  P o s t - A p o c a l y p t i c  N o v e l126

unthinking loyalty—to wear it like a “favorite old coat” as Benjamin 
would say. Still more jolting are the italics, suggesting that the reconstruc-
tion itself is a movie—not merely dependent on the kitsch of its products, 
or even indebted to the kitsch of Hollywood, but itself pure kitsch, hav-
ing passed through the looking glass from simulation to simulacrum. Just 
as “the Marge” and “HR” combine to nearly infect or kill Mark Spitz in 
the early pages of Zone One, in the American Phoenix we see a virulent 
and distinctly contemporary variation on modernity—one in which the 
very possibility of enchantment and freedom that Benjamin believed 
might reside in kitsch, and which Adorno felt Enlightenment rationality 
threatened to crush, is reanimated in order to create flimsy decoys of hope 
and freedom.

Whitehead tops off this association between the reconstruction effort 
and the gray dust of kitsch with the introduction of Ms. Macy midway 
through the text. With a name derived from one of America’s most well-
known retailers, and a self-presentation that is an apparently unaltered 
continuation of her corporate attire before the disaster (“a black pencil 
skirt and white blouse”), Ms. Macy is herself a sort of straggler, reenacting 
the precise identity of the hard-charging female corporate executive that 
she performed before the plague: “She was a meteor crashed from another 
part of the solar system, or a place even more remote, life before the 
agony, strutting from a magazine catering to the contemporary profes-
sional woman” (143). In her window-shopping through Zone One and 
her focus on decorating the interior of a possible summit hotel with pho-
tos of surviving children, she is also an avatar of kitsch. Her revelation 
that the taking back and settlement of Zone One is itself a “public 
 relations stunt”—that Buffalo does not, in fact, “even have food for the 
winter”—rounds out the sense that the efforts depicted in the narrative 
have been founded on a flimsy construct from the past (249–250).

Ms. Macy’s manifestation as a representative of the American Phoenix  
campaign brings into sharper focus the association between women and 
kitsch that threads its way throughout the text. Sarah Webster Goodwin 
observes that while it “has traditionally been viewed in the context of social 
class . . . kitsch is also related to gender differences,” and “certain kinds  
of kitsch are marginalized because of their links with feminine domestic-
ity” (94). This association is evident from the first pages of the text. The 
monster movies Mark Spitz watches in his uncle’s apartment are con-
spicuously associated with women in general and the uncle’s girlfriends in 
particular. It is the girlfriends who introduce Mark Spitz to the movies, 
which they watch rather than sharing his interest in the external views of 
New York. Within the films, meanwhile, women are “bolting through the  
woods or shriveling in the closet trying not to make a sound,” seemingly  
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dramatizing the dangers that may befall even contemporary women if 
they pass beyond the domestic realm into the public sphere. The girl-
friends themselves, meanwhile, are noticeably part of the furnishings—
they are interchangeable objects unaware that they have “expiration dates” 
stamped on them (5). Marked by their planned obsolescence, the women 
in both the films and the apartment become more eerie personifications 
of kitsch.

Indeed, women occupy extreme positions of complicity or defiance in 
the narrative, and in this way Whitehead captures the way contemporary 
women continue to embody both radical sameness and profound differ-
ence. Most of the female characters are, perhaps predictably, implicated in 
the zombie plague. In addition to the scene in which the female HR skels 
attack Mark Spitz, his memories of his adversarial relationships with his 
girlfriends, whom he regarded as “dead,” as well as the moment he discov-
ers the plague by finding his mother eating his father continue to make 
this association. Mark Spitz’s apocalypse-era girlfriend Mim, meanwhile, 
whose name perhaps betokens her noticeably mimetic relationship to 
Mark Spitz himself, expresses faith in Buffalo well before Mark Spitz 
enlists in the effort.

The main female character, Kaitlyn, is also complicit in the more 
deadening aspects of life in Zone One. A former “grade-grubber” and 
sorority sister, she is now the punctilious leader of their unit (23). 
Constantly citing reconstruction regulations, she is emblematic of the 
very system of neoliberal economic and social regulation from which the 
apocalypse might have freed them. More strikingly still, Kaitlyn as 
 ur-consumer is presented as the potential source of the outbreak itself. In 
a remarkable moment early in the text, Mark Spitz, noting that Kaitlyn’s 
birthday coincided with the outbreak of the zombie plague, contemplates 
the possibility that the consumerist lifestyle she and her family enjoyed 
was what brought about the disaster. Whitehead repeatedly thematizes 
kitsch in the novel through the motif of the birthday party, a fascinating 
instantiation of the interpenetration of disposable consumer goods and 
the construction of contemporary subjectivity. Early on, as Mark Spitz 
searches the offices where he has been attacked, he discovers, instead of 
more zombies, “Paper plates and Styro cups cached for the miserable 
office birthday parties and farewell get-togethers” (24). Later he will recall 
the ways franchises used birthdays to lure in customers. Of the attempts 
by Kaitlyn’s parents to create a “bourgeois utopia” for her birthday party, 
Whitehead writes:

Mark Spitz saw it clearly: Kaitlyn’s implacable march through a series of 
imaginative and considered birthday parties—her parents were so 
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thoughtful, here was a blessing bestowed from one generation to the 
next—each birthday party transcending the last and approaching a kind of 
birthday-party perfection that once accomplished would usher in an 
exquisite new age of bourgeois utopia. They strove, they plotted, they got 
the e-mail of that new magician in town, with his nouveau prestidigita-
tions. Maybe, he thought . . . , it wasn’t utopia that they had worked 
toward after all, and it was Kaitlyn herself who had summoned the plague: 
as she cut into the first slice of cake at her final, perfect birthday party, his-
tory had come to an end. She had blown out the candles on the old era, 
blotted out the dinosaurs’ heavens, sent the great ice sheet scraping forth, 
the blood counts zooming up into madness. (46–47)

In terms that resonate with moments in all of the other texts I discuss in 
this book, and to which I return the conclusion, Kaitlyn, with her deca-
dent consumerism and lavish parties, is figured here as the Whore of 
Babylon, who precipitates the end of history in a flurry of feminine 
frivolity. Of course, unlike the original Whore, who triggers the Second 
Coming and a radical transformation, Kaitlyn simply ushers in an era of 
the hyper-same. In one of the most surreal images in the text, the “per-
fect birthday party” becomes the occasion for the final overdose of 
kitsch by an already addicted humanity, an overdose that results in the 
zombie turn.

The novel is bookended with another reference to Kaitlyn’s birthday 
parties as the collapse of Zone One occurs at its conclusion. This recollec-
tion occurs as Mark Spitz struggles to remember the last time the team 
“had enjoyed a proper dinner as a family”:

It came to him as he skidded onto Broadway: Kaitlyn’s birthday. They 
were yo-yoing up and down the stairwells of a corporate megalith and 
she’d dropped no less than three anecdotes detailing some of the key 
birthday parties of her youth: the educational visit to the eco-friendly 
ranch where alpacas nibbled gray pellets from her tiny palm, their rough 
tongues tickling; the excursion to the mad scientist’s laboratory where her 
third-grade friends had spun filaments of cotton candy; the surprise party 
it seemed the whole town was in on, so elaborately did the charade about 
the “visit to the dentist” unfold. Eventually Gary had no choice but to ask 
when her big day was. “Today,” she said, as the body bag in her hands 
spontaneously unzipped, losing chunky gallons of fluids and innards. 
(234–235)

In Whitehead’s association of Kaitlyn with these birthday events, we see 
again the commodification of the self, the degree to which bourgeois con-
ventions actually constitute the subjectivity they ostensibly celebrate or 
bear witness to. The flimsiness of this kitschy construction is grotesquely 
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parodied in this scene by the disintegration of the skel she is holding into 
“chunky gallons of fluids.”

“They Were in the New Place”

The climax of the novel brings a feminized form of kitsch into heightened 
focus, while also intensifying the dialectical tension between the capacity 
of kitsch to deaden or bring about sublime new life. It concludes with the 
conquest of Zone One by an onslaught of zombies, and the narrative 
event that immediately precedes this moment of insurgency is the unprec-
edented attack on one of Mark Spitz’s team members by a female strag-
gler. This straggler lingers in an enclave of Manhattan that might have 
been transported through time and space from Benjamin’s Paris arcades. 
Whitehead writes:

Mark Spitz could not fathom how this deathless codger of a storefront had 
endured the relentless metropolitan renovations. The only answer was that 
the city itself was as bewitched by the past as the little creatures who skit-
tered on its back. The city refused to let them go: How else to explain the 
holdout establishments on block after block, in sentimental pockets across 
the grid? These stores had opened every morning to serve a clientele extinct 
even before the plague’s rampage, displaying objects of zero utility on felt 
behind smudged glass, dangling them on steel hooks where dust clung and 
colonized. Discontinued products, exterminated desires. The city pro-
tected them, Mark Spitz thought. (223)

Overlaid with dust and pervaded by obsolescence, this urban space is 
strikingly reminiscent of the sociocultural domain of Paris that most fas-
cinated Benjamin, which, as Leslie writes, was “stocked high with the 
cultural by-products, specious clusters of projected fantasies and con-
gealed monuments to the days of their production and all that has recently 
been ‘forgotten’ called the Moderne, modernity” (“Walter Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project” n.p.). Amid these ruins of modernity, Whitehead situates 
the dangerous straggler, writing, “The fortune-teller’s was precisely such 
an atavistic enterprise, a straggler in the current argot, with disintegrating 
tinsel sparkling dully beyond the tacky exhortations stenciled on the win-
dow. Garlands of Christmas lights and black necklaces of dead insects 
beaded at the bottom of the window display” (223–224). As with the 
earlier stragglers, the fortune-teller appears to be embedded within, and 
also a vessel of, what Leslie calls “the revealing psychic reverberations and 
historically resonant energies of the passé, the broken, the inefficient” 
(emphasis in original, Walter Benjamin 13).
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Before her transformation, this straggler, like the Marge with which 
the narrative began, had adopted a self-conscious relationship to this 
material, arranging her interior space to resemble “a medium’s sanctum as 
portrayed in popular culture,” her “small jars and bowls of herbs, rainbow 
powders, and bone-white charms perched on tiny metal shelves, [all] 
props acquired from an internet retail site” (225). Mirroring Whitehead’s 
narrative itself, the fortune-teller is awash in layers of both physical and 
cinematic kitsch. The only break within this Möbius strip of kitsch are 
touches of a punk aesthetic in her piercings and dyed hair that signal 
some possible resistance to the ubiquitous uniformity of consumer cul-
ture. Yet resistance is futile: while Benjamin’s famous “angel of history” is 
looking backward at the “wreckage upon wreckage of human history” 
while being driven forward by a “storm . . . blowing from Paradise” known 
as “progress,” the figure of the fortune-teller is looking backward via 
kitsch, while being driven toward the future symbolically by her visions 
and literally by the zombie infection—the version of progress that has 
superseded modernity (“Theses” 259–260).

The complexities of this figure likely explain why it is her role in the 
narrative to “br[eak] the rules” and bite Mark Spitz’s comrade Gary, an 
incident that marks the beginning of a new era at the novel’s end. This 
watershed is fully realized when Mark Spitz, seeking aid for Gary, discovers 
that the walls of Zone One have been overrun. As these events unfold, 
Mark Spitz begins to feel awake, reflecting that, “he hadn’t felt this alive in 
months” (250). Seemingly, he is awakening from the stupor of “dream 
kitsch” that has  subdued him throughout the text, and at this point it is 
again useful to consider the affinities between Whitehead’s early twenty-
first-century vision and Benjamin’s work of almost a century earlier. As 
Leslie explains, waking was as crucial as dreaming in Benjamin’s consider-
ation of kitsch:

Benjamin’s first conception was the telling of a politicized version of the 
Sleeping Beauty Story as a fairy-tale of awakening (from this myth of perma-
nent progress and human submission to destiny). In Pariser Passagen, an early 
collection of notes for the Arcades Project, he refers to youth as fulfilling that 
role of the sleeping princess, possessing an experience akin to the experience 
of dreaming. The twentieth century would need to awaken from the objects 
of the nineteenth, from the promises of abundance, from the seductive 
objects in the park of attractions. (“Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project” n.p.)

As “all of the feverish subroutines of his survival programs boot . . . up, for 
the first time in so long” (Whitehead 221), Mark Spitz indeed experiences 
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the state Benjamin yearned for, awakening from “the nightmare sleep of 
capitalism’s commodity phantasmagoria” (Leslie, Walter Benjamin 120).

This awakening coincides with a resurgence of the sublime imagery 
that opened the narrative, at first in the form of his uncle’s apartment:

He ran. Uncle Lloyd’s building reared up as he turned the corner, one of 
the garrison’s spotlights fixed on the sheer blue metal of its midsection. He 
flagged: What was it trying to tell him? He’d pressed his nose to the thick 
glass of airliner portholes for a glimpse of the building when he returned 
from a trip, sought its profile in the rows of  skyscrapers when he was 
caught on one of the expressways that fed the metropolis, and when he 
finally rescued it from the crowd, its blue skin soaring over the bores never 
failed to cheer him. Each time he thought: One day I will live in a place 
like that, be a man of the city. Now the  shimmering blue moon the spot-
light punched out of the night sky was alien and unnerving. It was not the 
same building. It had been replaced. (235)

Once again, the sublimity of his uncle’s apartment is bound up with mas-
culinity, promising him the opportunity to be an iconic “man of the city.” 
While bringing the narrative full circle, however, this passage also conveys 
that Mark Spitz can no longer seek the liberating possibilities of the sub-
lime in his uncle’s building. That structure, which had constituted the 
sublime space of Mark Spitz’s dream, “soaring over the bores,” is “not the 
same building.”

Instead, at last, it is the zombies themselves that provide the sublime, 
apocalyptic imagery. The motif Whitehead selects for the new zombie 
onslaught is a deluge, an image that, as Paley has shown, has a powerful 
history in relation to the apocalyptic sublime.18 Here again the sublime 
and kitsch fuse, as Mark Spitz attempts to make sense of the ineffable 
flood of zombies before him:

The ocean had overtaken the streets, as if the news programs’ global warm-
ing simulations had finally come to pass and the computer-generated 
swells mounted to drown the great metropolis. Except it was not water that 
flooded the grid but the dead. It was the most mammoth convocation of 
their kind Mark Spitz had ever had the misfortune to see. The things were 
shoulder to shoulder across the entire width of the avenue, squeezed up 
against the buildings, an abhorrent parade that writhed and palsied up 
Broadway until the light failed. The damned bubbled and frothed on the 
most famous street in the world, the dead things still proudly indicating 
despite their grime and wounds and panoply of leaking orifices, the tribes 
to which they had belonged, in gray pinstriped suites, classic rock T-shirts, 
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cowboy boots, dashikis, striped cashmere cardigans, fringed suede vests, 
plush jogging suits. (243)

Even in this dramatic moment, in which the unimaginable is at last 
unleashed in the novel, the penetration of kitsch into the identity of this 
zombie rabble remains evident. They are still marked by the clichéd con-
sumer identities that codify them.

In such images, we see the full fusion of kitsch and the sublime at the 
conclusion of the novel, a development that lends new significance to 
Whitehead’s choice to name his protagonist Mark Spitz. The kitschy per-
sona of the 1970s swimmer—a stellar athlete who also became a pin-up 
boy and minor television actor—is suddenly given new life as Mark Spitz 
is confronted with “swells” and the “tide” of the dead as they “splash” 
down the streets of Manhattan. In response to it all, Mark Spitz reflects, 
“They had lost contact because the black tide had rolled in everywhere, 
no place was spared this deluge, everyone was drowning. Of course he was 
smiling. This was where he belonged” (250). Mark Spitz is in his element, 
poised to swim in this torrent of kitsch.

Yet kitsch itself is being transformed in these final sublime images. In 
the face of the breakdown of the reconstruction effort, Mark Spitz avidly 
embraces the new, thinking, “He’d always wanted to live in New York but 
that city didn’t exist anymore. He didn’t know if the world was doomed 
or saved, but whatever the next thing was, it would not look like what 
came before” (257). In a much remarked-on passage, Mark Spitz’s rumi-
nation continues, “Let the cracks between things widen until they are no 
longer cracks but the new places for things. That was where they were 
now. The world wasn’t ending: it had ended and now they were in the 
new place. They could not recognize it because they had never seen it 
before” (257–258). This sense of the unknown, what Fredric Jameson has 
called the “ontological” element essential to utopian narrative, gestures 
toward the possibility of a world beyond the dream-portal of kitsch (“If  
I Can Find”).

“The Quiet Storm”

Calderbank has argued that Benjamin hoped “the arcades as a dream-
world of banal and outmoded forms of capitalist consumption could yield 
up fresh insight into the workings of the nineteenth century from which 
his own age was trying to awaken” (9). The aggressive boredom expressed 
in much of Zone One underscores a similar yearning to wake up and break 
away, encouraging readers to interrogate the banality of consumer culture 
to find “fresh insight.” Benjamin hoped for “radically new forms of 
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perception and cognition” (emphasis in original, Calderbank 6). At the 
conclusion of Zone One, the awakening that takes place happens at the 
expense of Buffalo and its efforts to continue the “old ways.” While 
throughout most of the novel Mark Spitz is committed to rebuilding 
Manhattan, seeing it as “something worth bringing back,” he ultimately 
wonders “[w]hy they’d tried to fix this island in the first place” (217, 257).

In the final pages of the novel, Mark Spitz commits himself to moving 
“on to the next human settlement, and the one after that, where the bar-
rier holds until you don’t need it anymore” (258). He decides to swim the 
river, a choice that requires him to first “open . . . the door and walk . . . 
into the sea of the dead” (259). This sentence can be understood in rela-
tion to his earlier thinking about swimming and the previous victory over 
a large number of skels that won him his nickname. Mark Spitz first finds 
his “perfect” identity as a swimmer in that earlier scene, at the moment 
when he realizes how optimally he is adjusted to his life as a survivor 
(147). Later, when he is forced back to civilization vis-à-vis the recon-
struction effort, he begins to feel that he is “drowning” (36). It is only 
when the zombies take over that he again swims in his element.

Throughout the narrative, Mark Spitz maintains that he is perfectly 
average, a consistent B-student who has grown into “a mediocre man,” 
and that it is this mediocrity that leaves him ideally suited for the new 
conditions brought about by the zombie apocalypse (148). This sense of 
adaptation depends on Mark Spitz’s conviction that survival itself is about 
mediocrity, about sameness. He reflects, “They’d all done the same things 
during the miseries. Manhattan was a template for other feral cities and 
Mark Spitz was a sort of template, too, he’d figured out. The stories were 
the same, whether Last Night enveloped them on Long Island or in 
Lancaster or Louisville. The close calls, the blind foraging, the accretion 
of loss” (86). Survival is simply living on, existing. It is a condition with-
out hierarchies; one cannot survive better or worse than another; it is an 
absolute category. Mark Spitz’s life before had been about “avoiding all 
consequences,” which he views as an apt analogy for his current role as a 
survivor (143). While he avoided work and love in the past, he now 
avoids death.

Unsurprisingly, Burke presents mediocrity as the antithesis of the sub-
lime, remarking that the sublime “in all things abhors mediocrity” (81). 
Mediocrity is, on the other hand, a hallmark of kitsch, given kitsch’s posi-
tion as the mass-produced and middle-brow. Mark Spitz’s role as critical 
observer in the novel provides him with an interiority that distinguishes 
him from those more fully interpellated by kitsch, but his mediocrity and 
the gray ash that besieges his consciousness also bespeak a certain proxim-
ity to it. However, in the concluding passages of the novel, Mark Spitz’s 
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boredom and mediocrity is overlaid by the excitement of the sublime. 
This complex conclusion calls to mind earlier references to an avant-garde 
artist in the narrative. While clearing I-95, Mark Spitz meets “one of the 
new skinheads,” named the Quiet Storm (141). The skinheads have 
“shaved their scalps to commemorate their deprivations,” which have 
been especially severe (141). This figure brings together a strange pastiche 
of ideas: although no racial markers are attached to her in her brief appear-
ance, the very designation of “skinhead” inevitably calls to mind white 
racist neo-Nazis. Her baldness and reticence, meanwhile, complicate her 
relationship to the stereotypes of masculinity and femininity that periodi-
cally surface in the novel.

Yet the Quiet Storm is also the name of a radio format that emerged in 
the 1970s featuring smooth R&B and ballads performed by black artists 
like Anita Baker and Toni Braxton and directed mainly at a female 
African-American audience. This music was considered somewhat more 
commercial than traditional R&B and that, perhaps alongside its femi-
nine associations, led Chuck D of Public Enemy to declare his hatred for 
it. Indeed in the track “How to Kill a Radio Consultant” on the Public 
Enemy album Apocalypse 91 . . . The Enemy Strikes Back, Chuck D raps 
“When the Quiet Storm come on I fall asleep”—a lyric that neatly aligns 
the Quiet Storm with Benjamin’s characterizations of kitsch.19

The name “the Quiet Storm” also suggests an enjambment of the 
mundane and the sublime, however, and the commercial sensibility and 
soporific effect of the radio format could not be further from the radical 
qualities with which Whitehead imbues his Quiet Storm, who arranges 
the cars they remove from the highway into complex patterns. When 
Mark Spitz sees her work from above he realizes she has been developing 
an enormous artistic project:

While the other wreckers, indeed all the other survivors, could only per-
ceive the wasteland on its edge, the Quiet Storm was in the sky, inventing 
her alphabet and making declarations in a row of five green hatchbacks 
parked perpendicular to the median, in a sequence of black-and-white 
luxury sedans arranged nose to nose two miles down the road, in a burst of 
ten minivans in glinting enamel tilted at an acute angle half a mile farther 
north. (232)

At last in the text, “in the sky” with the Quiet Storm, we have the restora-
tion of the “blue horizon” that Benjamin perceived as grayed by kitsch. 
Calderbank observes, “Benjamin suggests that the ‘dream’ does not open 
up a vista on the archaic as a promised horizon of lyrical escape, but is 
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already saturated with the mundane objects of modern everyday life” (6). 
Glinting and suffused with the colors of the vehicles she has comman-
deered, the dream that the Quiet Storm expresses through her art is simi-
larly saturated with the mundane.

Indeed, the Quiet Storm’s work seems a perfect instance of surreal art, 
which, as Leslie states, “ransack[s] . . . the dreamworld phantasmagoria of 
street trash and kitsch” (“Walter Benjamin” n.p.) and “allow[s] its gaze to 
wander uninhibitedly across the field of rubble that the capitalist develop-
ment of the productive forces had left in its wake” (“Walter Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project” n.p.). In describing the Quiet Storm’s art, Mark Spitz 
explains that “we don’t know how to read it yet. All we can do right now 
is pay witness” (233). As Calderbank observes, “Benjamin’s critical nego-
tiation with Surrealism represents a re-configuring of the old in order to 
make apparent new possibilities. Yet there is always the danger that such 
a utopian potentiality will turn out to be only the compulsive repetition 
of past traumas” (3). He continues that in Benjamin’s dialectical under-
standing of surreal art, “elements of past experience flash tantalisingly 
into the ‘now-time,’ retroactively disclosing unknown layers of signifi-
cance which have been secreted in the object; a moment capable of unit-
ing with concerns in ‘our time’ to be apprehended as revelations of 
futurity” (6). Decoding the detritus of the pre-apocalyptic past by arrang-
ing it into an “alphabet” that can only be read in the future, the 
Quiet Storm achieves a similarly complex dialectic. Whitehead poses 
the Quiet Storm’s work as an alternative “strategic reconstruction,” to the 
work done by Buffalo, writing, “Mark Spitz saw her mosaic, in its 
immense tonnage, outlasting all of Buffalo’s schemes, the operations 
underway and the ones yet to be articulated” (233). From the dialectic of 
kitsch and the sublime, something new emerges.

It is this dreaming, this merging of kitsch with the sublime, that also 
characterizes Mark Spitz’s final self-conception, as well as the vision of 
the novel as a whole. The sea of zombies he swims into refuses any turn-
ing back. Certainly, questions remain at the conclusion of the novel; if 
the reconstruction of modernity is no longer possible, what sort of exis-
tence will Mark Spitz experience should he survive his swim? Mark 
Spitz’s relish for “the wasteland,” with its foraging and sleeping in trees, 
suggests the possibility of a reversion to a premodern existence or a 
permanent reprise of Crusoe’s early years (231). Unlike the Quiet 
Storm, Mark Spitz has articulated no alternative grammar for the 
future, yet her presence suggests some more revolutionary or utopian 
vision might be possible, propelled forward by the kitsch of the sublime 
and angry dead.



C h a p t e r  5

“The Raw Materials”: 
Petromodernity, 
Retromodernity, and 
the Bildungsroman in 
Paolo Bacigalupi’s 
Ship Breaker

At first blush, the traditional bildungsroman’s developmental telos is 
frankly at odds with the panorama of ruin that is the hallmark of the post-
apocalyptic novel. As a number of critics stretching back to Mikhail 
Bakhtin have argued, the story of a youth coming of age in the classical 
bildungsroman typically corresponds to the progressive movement of his-
tory within a particular national context.1 In these terms, the ragged sur-
vival amid national collapse evoked in most post-apocalyptic scenarios 
seems less than fertile ground for what Marianne Hirsch calls the “novel 
of formation” (295). Yet, many of the texts I have examined in this study 
include such a developmental narrative—Zachry in Cloud Atlas, Billy in 
The Stone Gods, and the boy in The Road are all coming-of-age.2 Deepening 
this seeming literary paradox, post-apocalyptic storylines have become a 
mainstay of young adult fiction, the contemporary home base of the com-
ing-of-age tradition. Why are these two sets of generic conventions so 
frequently commingled? Here I want to consider the effects an author 
achieves by narrating the “individual process of becoming” amid the 
generic destruction of post-apocalypse by looking at a text that fully inte-
grates the two genres—Paolo Bacigalupi’s award-winning young adult 
novel Ship Breaker (2010) (Hirsch 305).
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The proliferation of post-apocalyptic plots in the young adult genre is 
hard to miss—novels like Lois Lowry’s The Giver and M. T. Anderson’s 
Feed, and series including Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games, Ally 
Condie’s Matched, Scott Westerfeld’s Uglies, Susan Pfeffer’s The Last 
Survivor, James Dashner’s Maze Runner, Patrick Ness’s Chaos Walking, 
and Veronica Roth’s Divergent are conspicuous instances of this tendency. 
Critics have suggested that the most prominent of these series, The 
Hunger Games trilogy, allegorizes the vicious market forces adolescents 
will face when they come of age—neoliberal contretemps figured as grisly 
battles to the death.3 Such economic readings inform my own, but I also 
want to think more deeply about the ways broader questions about 
modernity—and its absence—are amplified by the convergence of the 
young adult and post-apocalyptic genres. To approach this topic, I call on 
four major critics of the bildungsroman—Gregory Castle, Jed Esty, 
Hirsch, and Franco Moretti—and bring their thinking into dialogue with 
the work of French economist Thomas Piketty, who makes classic bil-
dungsromans by Jane Austen and Honoré de Balzac central to his analysis 
of the dire concentrations of wealth occurring across the globe today.

In Moretti’s landmark study, he argues that the European bildungsro-
man is “the ‘symbolic form’ of modernity,” and that the fundamental 
condition of modernity itself is allegorized through images of youth in 
this genre (5). According to Moretti, “youth is ‘chosen’ as the new epoch’s 
‘specific material sign,’ and it is chosen over the multitude of other pos-
sible signs, because of its ability to accentuate modernity’s dynamism and 
instability. Youth is, so to speak, modernity’s ‘essence,’ the sign of a world 
that seeks its meaning in the future rather than in the past” (emphasis in 
original, 5). Moretti asserts that an essential element of the bildungsro-
man is its narration not only of youth but also of its terminus in adult 
maturity, an end point that marks the boundary of modernity that keeps 
it legibly “human” (6). Elaborating on this claim, Esty, in his examination 
of the modernist bildungsroman, argues that there is an implicit correla-
tion between maturity and nationhood in the texts that Moretti exam-
ines, while youth is keyed to the dynamism not simply of modernity, but 
of “the unbounded time of capitalist modernity” (5). Esty shows in his 
own readings the ways that colonial expansion, with its untrammeled 
capitalist energies, warps the bildungsroman, leading to texts that present 
protagonists caught in states of “unseasonable” or interminable youth.

The fact that youth—at least in its purely chronological form—figures 
prominently in twenty-first-century post-apocalyptic narratives raises a 
number of intriguing questions. Given the powerful allegorical connec-
tion between youth and modernity/capitalism that Moretti and Esty have 
charted, it seems worth asking, for instance, what conceptions of youth 
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are presented in texts that envision the undoing of both modernity and 
nation. If youth is the chief metaphor for capitalist modernity, what sort 
of visions of youth do post-apocalyptic texts provide in the presumed 
vacuum created by apocalyptic conditions—whether slow or fast? What 
can this model of youth tell us about social and economic conditions our 
culture is already anticipating in the face of growing global environmen-
tal, political, and economic fears?

The answers I offer below take a perhaps surprising direction, inspired 
by Bacigalupi’s distinctive vision of a shift from what Stephanie LeMenager 
has termed “petromodernity”—“a modern life based in the cheap energy 
systems long made possible by petroleum”—to what I call “retromoder-
nity,” a set of material, social, and economic conditions associated with 
the modernity of the nineteenth century (60). While Moretti’s and Esty’s 
claims help us make sense of a potentially new and distinctive variation of 
the bildungsroman that can serve as a barometer of contemporary thought 
about the future of modernity and capitalism, the scholarship of Hirsch 
and Piketty illuminates how Ship Breaker encodes the profound affinities 
between that future and the past. Whereas Moretti stresses the positive 
developmental telos of many classic bildungsromans, the portrait of sav-
age twenty-first-century capitalism that Bacigalupi conjures is also famil-
iar ground in the bildungsroman. In her analysis of French and English 
novels of formation of the nineteenth century, Hirsch observes, “the 
human is reduced and shattered by the dominant capitalist and material 
forces” (309). She finds these novels characterized by the “use of people” and 
a sensibility in which “the self is but an object to be bought and sold” (309). 
Hirsch’s claims resonate powerfully with Piketty’s recent readings of the 
works of Austen and Balzac. For Piketty, these narratives of “concen-
trated wealth” help to support one of his central claims, which is that 
“the differences between the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries are 
less apparent than they might seem at first glance” (114). Ship Breaker 
similarly links the future of modernity with its past, recalling the abject 
conditions depicted in the novels Hirsch describes by amplifying the 
trends that Piketty identifies. The future portrayed in the novel is one 
of profound class disparities and exploitation, conditions that are 
imbricated with society’s return to a modernity akin to that of the nineteenth 
century.

In this context, Ship Breaker is a story of maturation that implies nei-
ther an equivalent shoring up of national identity nor the youthful wheel-
spinning of imperial capitalism. The protagonist, Nailer, must move from 
the raw state of petromodernity’s residue into a global retromodernity 
that includes both the hopeful futurity of solar and wind power and a 
bleak regression to slavery and lawlessness. In this respect, Bacigalupi may 
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have conjured a new allegory for a new era. This novelty is especially evi-
dent in the complex and ambivalent portrait of one of retromodernity’s 
key avatars in the novel, the genetically designed “half-man” known as 
“Tool.” With a name that signifies the resurrection of modernity’s instru-
mental rationality, this character transgresses economic polarization by 
refusing his own status as a manufactured slave. As I discuss in a brief 
coda, in Bacigalupi’s companion text to Ship Breaker, The Drowned Cities 
(2012), Tool continues to serve as an icon of technological modernity and 
retrograde modern oppression and brutality, forging a path into the 
familiar-but-unknown territory of the retromodern.

* * *

I would like to begin my reading of Ship Breaker by suggesting that a first 
clue about the convergence of the “young adult” and post-apocalyptic 
genres can be found outside the contents of any particular novel and 
within the publishing category of “young adult” itself. According to the 
American Library Association, young adulthood comprises ages 12 to 18 
(Young Adult Library Services Association). This life stage has tradition-
ally been associated with the term adolescence, which the Oxford English 
Dictionary defines as “the period following the onset of puberty during 
which a young person develops from a child into an adult.” While refer-
ences to a category of young adult fiction appear as early as the 1940s, 
when, as Michael Cart observes, “America began recognizing the teenage 
years as a separate part of the life cycle,” the category took on real momen-
tum after the publication of S. E. Hinton’s The Outsiders in 1967 (96). If, 
as Cart claims, the new millennium marks a “new golden age of young 
adult literature,” one might ask what this flourishing of the category and 
its terminology does to the former notions of youth and adolescence (96). 
Such language implies that children move straight into the category of the 
adult, skipping “youth” altogether. Interestingly, the emergence of this 
category was accompanied by a shift in genres for young readers from 
“romance, adventure, sports, science fiction, cars, and careers,” to “hard-
edged realism” (Cart 96). It is as though the authors and publishers began 
to accelerate the coming-of-age both of protagonists and, implicitly, their 
readers. Rather than beginning with a period of “youthful ideals” fol-
lowed by “disillusionment” which, according to Hirsch, is the trajectory 
of many European bildungsromans, these novels increasingly drop the 
reader into a world of immediate and frightening challenges in which the 
characters have already long been immersed (300–301). The protago-
nists, then, are well initiated into adult complexities, and readers are 
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expected to instantly find their footing on this ground. Consistent with 
this trend, nothing could be more “hard-edged” than the post-apocalyptic 
conditions in many recent texts, which, in fact, are often more brutally 
violent than their counterparts in the adult literary market.4 If we follow 
the arguments of Moretti and Esty, such narratives would seem to put 
modernity if not under erasure, then under assault. Rather than a vital 
source of possibility, capitalism is presented as a deadly gauntlet, leaving 
youth no place or allegorical function. The prevalence of “young adults” 
themselves in these texts also captures the high stakes of the worlds 
depicted—actual mature adulthood is rarely achieved because of the 
deadly conditions that prevail.

Bacigalupi’s own turn from uncompromising dystopian and post-
apocalyptic fictions written for adult readers to his more recent forays into 
young adult fiction with Ship Breaker and The Drowned Cities itself 
reflects this pervasive challenge to the historical category of the youthful 
reader. Bacigalupi won the Locus Award for his first publication Pump Six 
and Other Stories (2008), and garnered widespread critical acclaim for his 
first novel The Windup Girl (2009), which won the Hugo, Campbell, and 
Nebula awards, among others. This body of work established Bacigalupi’s 
reputation as a sophisticated writer of near-future science fiction with a 
particular gift for world-building. The Windup Girl takes up an intricately 
imagined vision of a near-future that he first developed in “The Calorie 
Man,” in which the global fossil fuel supply has been severely depleted, 
sea levels have risen dramatically, and corporations have used genetically 
modified crops to secure a monopoly on food and energy markets. The 
future in these narratives is full of corruption, poverty, and internecine 
warfare, and to a large degree Bacigalupi carries this same dire sensibility 
into his young adult novels.5 Yet rather than narrating the ruthless activi-
ties of The Windup Girl’s jaded antihero Anderson Lake, the most recent 
texts depict the coming-of-age of young people amid the global chaos.

While many critics, including Hirsch, Esty, and Castle, have referred 
to the difficulty of finding an essential definition of the bildungsroman, 
Castle ventures a useful inventory of the form’s crucial elements in the 
early twentieth century:

[A] rebellion against the father and the social values he represents, the 
desire for self-mastery and the journey away from father and home, 
apprenticeship and vocation, the instrumental function of women along 
the way, crises in the process of self-development, and the reconciliation 
with the father and social values, often represented as a symbolic return. 
These elements represent the stages of development—stylized and to some 
degree idealized—within bourgeois culture. (670)
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Based on this list of properties, Ship Breaker is in many respects a classic 
bildungsroman. In the course of the narrative, Nailer rebels against his 
father, sets out to make a fortune while rescuing a beautiful young woman, 
apprentices on a clipper ship where he is taught to read, and then has a 
poignant and fateful return home and a reunion with his father. Yet, as in 
the postcolonial narratives Castle examines, the novel does not ultimately 
follow the classic pattern of reconciliation with the larger social order, 
instead presenting that return as an opportunity for Nailer to break free 
from the world he has always known.

Contrary to the focus of many contemporary texts, which, according 
to Piketty, downplay wealth accumulation while foregrounding educa-
tion and work, Ship Breaker resembles the novels of the nineteenth cen-
tury, which offer a “very concrete and intimate account of how people 
lived and what different levels of income meant in terms of the realities of 
everyday life” (415). In the opening pages of the novel, Bacigalupi dwells 
at length on the extreme poverty of the ship breaking community. Nailer 
lives on the ironically named “Bright Sands Beach” on the Gulf Coast 
north of what was once New Orleans. He, along with most residents of all 
ages, is a ship breaker, scavenging metal from old oil tankers. The rem-
nant of America he inhabits is postpetroleum, and he and his impover-
ished peers live in shacks “made of palm sheathing and bamboo struts and 
scavenged sheet tin” without power or running water (53). Illiterate and 
the victim of chronic physical abuse by his father since his mother’s death, 
Nailer must rely on his small size to preserve his place on a “light crew.” 
These work crews move through the small spaces within the hulls of tank-
ers to scavenge “the raw materials” the obsolete craft contain (73). 
“[T]he copper wiring, the aluminum, the nickel, the steel clips” and 
other “small fittings” they rip and wrestle from the interiors are brought 
“to the scrap weighing scales and the recycling smelters that burned 24-7 
for the profit of Lawson & Carlson, the company that made all the cash 
from the blood and sweat of the ship breakers” (2, 5, 7). In both its details 
and its broader vision, the novel presents a stark portrait of destitution 
and its consequences.

Certainly, the future that Bacigalupi portrays corresponds to Piketty’s 
fears of “greater and more violent inequality,” in which “[t]he world to 
come may well combine the worst of two past worlds: both very large 
inequality of inherited wealth and very high wage inequalities” (417). Yet 
what makes the comparison even more intriguing is the degree to which 
Piketty connects the tendency to concentrate wealth with the absence of 
modern technology, circumstances in which, “extreme inequality is 
almost a condition of civilization” (415). In particular, Piketty observes 
that in the nineteenth century “a truly comfortable life required the 
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possession of a large fortune” because “in the absence of modern technol-
ogy, everything is very costly and takes time and above all staff ” (411, 
415). Ultimately, Piketty finds in the portrait of the nineteenth century a 
perspective that, “if there had not been a sufficiently wealthy minority, no 
one would have been able to worry about anything other than survival” 
(416). In Ship Breaker, the obsolescence of modern technologies that had 
been powered directly or indirectly by oil has created anew precisely this 
contrast between scraping subsistence and extraordinary wealth.

Bacigalupi’s novel not only reproduces the material conditions that 
Piketty associates with an earlier era of modernity, but also captures the 
social complexities that attend these economic divisions. In his analysis of 
nineteenth-century novels, Piketty writes:

In a sense, a minority was chosen to live on behalf of everyone else, but no 
one tried to pretend that this minority was more meritorious or virtuous 
than the rest. In this world, it was perfectly obvious, moreover, that with-
out a fortune it was impossible to live a dignified life. Having a diploma or 
skill might allow a person to produce, and therefore to earn, 5 or 10 times 
more than the average, but not much more than that. Modern merito-
cratic society, especially in the United States, is much harder on the losers, 
because it seeks to justify domination on the grounds of justice, virtue, 
and merit, to say nothing of the insufficient productivity of those at the 
bottom. (416)

According to Piketty, the stark differentials in wealth that distinguished 
life throughout Europe in the nineteenth century were not keyed to 
assessments of character, while contemporary Western societies insist that 
everyone gets what they deserve. The language of Bacigalupi’s text fore-
grounds the tension between these views of justice. Early on, one of 
Nailer’s light crew members reflects, “Deserving doesn’t have anything to 
do with it. . . . If people got what they deserved, Nailer’s mom would be 
alive, Pima’s mom would own Lawson & Carlson, and I’d be eating six 
times a day” (52). This issue is pursued further through the discourse of 
“worth.” In an early scene, Nailer contemplates his vulnerability to others 
who want his job on the light crew, realizing, “No one was worth keeping 
if they didn’t make a profit” (18). In this purely instrumental worldview, 
hard work—what Piketty might call “sufficient productivity”—is the 
means to survival. Yet at many other moments throughout the text, char-
acters assess one another’s worth outside the strict domain of productivity. 
In these passages, we see a return to an older worldview that, at least in 
some instances, does not connect “justice, virtue, and merit” to wealth or 
power. For instance, Nailer observes that his friend Pima is “worth ten” of 
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Bapi, their crew boss (51). Later, Nailer will reflect that Pima’s mother, 
the gentle Sadna, “was worth a hundred of his dad” (67). And once Nailer 
has met the “swank” daughter of a multinational CEO, he at first contem-
plates her “worth” strictly in terms of a reward for her safety, but later 
decides that because she is a “good” person “[s]he’s worth a hundred of 
some of my old crew. A thousand of my dad” (252). These constructions 
are evocative of the nineteenth-century sensibility that Piketty describes.

These economic and social formulations take on an additional dimen-
sion in the specific context of the activity of ship breaking. In his fascinat-
ing study of global scavenging, Martin Medina establishes the vital role 
that scavenging played in the economy of nineteenth-century America. 
Yet, Bacigalupi’s choice to envision ship breakers on the Gulf Coast of the 
United States does more than suggest a conduit between the modernity 
of the past and future. While there are currently several ship breaking 
yards in the United States, the sort of site that Bacigalupi describes, in 
which giant ships are simply beached to be taken apart by low-paid 
 workers—including children—without any safety measures, is reminis-
cent of the infamous ship breaking yards on the beaches of Bangladesh 
and India. For many, these locations represent the ultimate expression of 
neoliberal twenty-first-century capitalism—what Roland Buerk, an 
authority on ship breaking, has described as “capitalism in tooth and 
claw” (“The Ship Breakers”). Recent media coverage of ship breaking has 
emphasized that locations like Chittagong in Bangladesh are “Hell on 
Earth”—work places characterized by stifling heat, toxic smoke and 
fumes, and barefoot men and boys toiling amid razor sharp scraps in the 
shadows of towering ships built in the West (“The Ship Breakers”). The 
lack of regulation that is associated with the global ship breaking industry 
foregrounds the specific historical narrative that unspools in the novel. It 
is not only the move from a less violent and unjust epoch to a more dan-
gerous one. Rather, Ship Breaker narrates the collapse of a liberal nation 
into a state of postnational deregulation that extrapolates from current 
trends of neoliberalism charted by Piketty and others. It is the Western 
liberal nation-state that regulates industry, permitting children to enjoy a 
period of physical and mental development into adulthood free from at 
least the most brutal and direct exigencies of the marketplace. In the 
future/former United States, that safety net has been removed, leaving 
members of its population of every age to struggle for survival in terms 
reminiscent of naturalist novels such as Émile Zola’s Germinal (1885) and 
Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1906).

By portraying these conditions in what was formerly the most power-
ful nation in the world, Bacigalupi effectively conveys his vision of a 
future in which the collapse of oil supplies has left what was once the 
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United States on the periphery of the world system. It is only in The 
Drowned Cities that Bacigalupi makes specific reference to America as a 
“dead nation,” but even in Ship Breaker, the absence of any national iden-
tity is palpable. The conception of the former United States as a global 
outpost is deepened by the racialized identities of Bacigalupi’s characters. 
Nailer has “brown skin and black hair like his dead mother, but with 
weird pale blue eyes like his father” (10). The rest of his crew includes 
young people characterized as “black as oil,” and “the shade of brown 
rice,” while a single pale, blond girl claims an Irish heritage (9). The “dark 
tropic skin” of most of the ship breakers is accentuated by the spiral facial 
tattoos the members of the crews wear, tattoos very reminiscent of the ta 
moko facial markings of the Maori, a people who, you will recall, also 
appear in Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (9). Such racial coding emphasizes the 
global realignment that has removed the former hegemon of the world 
system to the periphery.

In addition to reorienting the former United States’s global status, the 
activity of ship breaking allows Bacigalupi to foreground scavenging itself, 
an activity that plays a part in every post-apocalyptic novel discussed in 
these pages. Unlike in the other texts, in which the scavenging has been 
for personal use, Bacigalupi depicts industrial scavenging in some detail. 
While, today, scavenging plays a significant role across the globe as a 
source of raw materials for manufacturing, in the future Bacigalupi imag-
ines, the energy necessary for the extraction of virgin materials is no lon-
ger available. In the absence of petroleum, the recycling of extant steel and 
other metals becomes essential.6

If, as Moretti claims, the bildungsroman captures the essence of 
modernity by “seeking its meaning in the future rather than in the past,” 
scavenging becomes a crucial motif in this narrative because of its con-
struction of the future from the past. Recycling the old or even dead is, in 
some sense, what is happening at every level of the novel, including the 
narrative of Nailer’s development. He is, at the outset, not merely prema-
turely aged as all “young adults” seem to be, but in his own view, dead. 
This is true not only because the desperate conditions in which he works 
make a mortal injury likely at any moment, but because he has no pros-
pects socially or economically. The only change that is likely for him is 
that his physical body will catch up to his existential condition. In my 
reading of Ship Breaker, both Nailer and modernity itself are salvaged and 
recycled in the course of the narrative, even as Bacigalupi recycles the 
bildungsroman as a post-apocalyptic genre. In the beginning of the novel, 
Nailer is as dead as the petromodernity that once defined America—in 
the course of the text he experiences a rebirth, as does modernity in a 
provocatively retro form.
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Nailer’s virtual paralysis within the tankers, as well as his fatalistic view 
of life, serve as emblems of modernity’s collapse in the world he inhabits. 
In contrast to the mobility associated with youth and modernity, the tight 
confines of the ducts he navigates figure for the limits of his possibilities. 
In the opening scene of the text, Nailer looks into the “rusty pipes [that] 
ran ahead of him, disappearing into darkness” (2). Hardly the “bright” 
environment suggested by the name of the beach where he toils, such 
darkness defines Nailer’s work experience and life. His immediate fear 
that he will become stuck in a duct, “[p]inned in the darkness, never able 
to get free,” symbolizes his larger dilemma of extreme economic vulnera-
bility (19). As he crawls through the ducts, he encounters the bones of 
small animals, and reflects that “the access ducts were a graveyard for all 
sorts of lost creatures,” phrasing which brings home the degree to which 
Nailer himself is already buried in that graveyard (4). As he exits the ducts 
during this first passage, he contemplates the notion of reincarnation 
embraced by some in his community: “Ahead, sunlight showed, a glaring 
brightness. Nailer squinted as he clawed toward the light, thinking that 
this was what rebirth must be like for the Life Cult, this climbing toward 
blazing clean sunshine” (4). In fact, this language anticipates the rebirth-
after-death that the next scene stages, and also sets the terms of “claw[ing] 
toward the light” which will characterize the remainder of the text.

This opening image of death followed by rebirth establishes the dis-
tinctive post-apocalyptic narrative of development that the novel explores. 
After Nailer’s successful scavenging of copper wire in the first scene, he is 
immediately sent back into the hull of a tanker to fill an extra quota of 
salvage.7 As he crawls even deeper into the ship, he contemplates the 
dilemma that all light crew members face: although he and most of his 
peers are stunted “because of the calories they didn’t eat,” “eventually 
everyone got too big for light crew” (12, 19). Such imagery suggests the 
strange limbo of those left in the wreckage of American modernity. Dead 
and awaiting rebirth, they in some respects live in a state of chronic infan-
tilization, utterly controlled by the crews that mark their skin with work 
tattoos and force them to labor endlessly to pay back the “work debts” of 
their indenturement (88). Their only means of escape is to move directly 
from this infancy to a physical adulthood that permits them to work on 
“heavy crew,” yet few of them are large enough to achieve this new role, 
and the movement from light to heavy crew also connotes no advance-
ment in economic power or social status. Rather than being reborn, they 
simply become larger without any socioeconomic maturity or develop-
ment. Whether they achieve the physical size to do the demanding work 
of heavy crew or not, he and his peers are “about to hit a dead end” with 
no rebirth at all (50).
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Bacigalupi explores this strange condition of being dead and yet to be 
reborn throughout this second scene of ship breaking. As the ducts 
become narrower, Nailer must attempt to become smaller, until he is in 
a fetal position, “knees against chin, elbows and spine scraping the duct 
walls as he turned himself around” (19). In this vision of reverse develop-
ment, Nailer is regressing into a still earlier infancy, and this allegory is 
intensified when “his world [gives] way” as the duct tears from its sup-
ports and he plunges into a reservoir of oil within the hull (20). If, as Esty 
has suggested, narratives of individual development become keyed to the 
tension between capitalism and nation, Nailer’s plunge into oil seems the 
ultimate regression into a doomed version of American modernity in 
which its national status is engulfed by its consumer drives. Nailer’s fall 
into the oil becomes a complete descent into darkness, and as he attempts 
to swim he realizes that unlike water, oil “didn’t support a body, no mat-
ter how much you wished. It just swallowed you up” (24). At this 
moment, the destructiveness of America’s oil dependency is perfectly 
aligned with a condition of infantile helplessness. It also represents total 
oblivion, as Nailer finds himself in “[p]itch blackness” (23). The severity 
of his crisis is intensified as Nailer realizes that he appears to be in a space 
with “[n]o ladders. No doors” (27). Such architectural details only 
amplify the vision of the inescapable terminus petromodernity and its 
subjects face.

Bacigalupi deepens the allegory by tying these images of oil to the 
model of capitalism that the oil economy has left in its wake. Nailer and 
his peers are purely instrumentalized, and their only model of develop-
ment involves finding a “lucky strike”—language borrowed from the era 
of the oil boom when prospectors hoped to find an oil deposit. Rather 
than striving for maturity or wisdom, the immediate obsession of Nailer 
and all of his friends is finding some bit of salvage that will permit them 
to pay off their debts. Their role model in this is a powerful local boss who 
has gone by the name “Lucky Strike” since finding a reservoir of oil in a 
ship and successfully hiding it from his bosses long enough to capitalize 
on it. The conventional passage from youth to maturity is preempted by 
the yearned-for shift from impoverishment to wealth. Such wealth is not 
achieved by learning but by luck—a phenomenon that is not predicated 
on a developmental narrative. The desperation and futility of such a 
mindset is captured as Nailer drops into the oil. He has hit a lucky strike 
quite literally as he sinks beneath the oil, and he realizes, “Just a little oil 
had done so much for Lucky Strike, and [he] was up to his neck in the 
damn stuff ” (26). Yet this immersion is not the good luck he might hope 
for. Instead, he realizes, “I’m going to drown in goddamn money” (emphasis 
in original, 26).
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The plunge into the oil becomes the occasion for Bacigalupi to begin 
to reverse the trajectory of his developmental narrative. Nailer realizes 
that he cannot “bawl like a baby” and instead he must think and strive to 
escape from his predicament (25). He identifies a door at the bottom of 
the hold, and dives through the oil to fight his way out of the trap he is 
in. When he is at the point of exhaustion and believes he may fail, he real-
izes that he is “dead already,” and has nothing to lose in one final attempt 
(emphasis in original, 31). He at last wrenches the door open, and in the 
foreshadowed scene of rebirth, shoots with the oil through a channel in 
the ship and is projected “into the sunlight and waves, gasping” (35). 
Surrounded by oil as his embryonic fluid, Nailer represents something 
potentially new born from the collapse of petromodernity. He repeatedly 
cries out “I’m alive!” and the book now turns to what youth and develop-
ment might look like after the end of a modernity built on unsustainable 
resources (36).

In formal terms, Nailer’s escape from the tanker also signals a shift 
away from a naturalist plot of social determinism, in which the crushing 
social conditions on Bright Sands Beach threaten to lead to what Esty has 
characterized as “a short-circuit from frozen youth to sudden death” (73). 
Both Moretti and Esty have discussed the degree to which naturalism is at 
odds with the conventions of the bildungsroman. Moretti writes, “Just 
think of how social mobility, which is such an essential trait of the 
Bildungsroman, literally vanishes in the presence of manual labourers: it 
worked within the bourgeois sphere, or between the new and the old rul-
ing class, but below the middle class . . . it seems to defy narrative imagi-
nation” (emphasis in original, x). For Moretti, “the triumph of capitalism” 
and its literary expression in naturalism marked the terminus of the 
European bildungsroman at the end of the nineteenth century (ix). Yet, as 
with so much else in this novel, Bacigalupi has thrown the form of Ship 
Breaker into reverse, moving backward from the naturalism of the open-
ing into the structures of the classic bildungsroman at the moment of 
Nailer’s rebirth.

This image of rebirth is immediately complicated by the question of 
what sort of being Nailer can become. Bacigalupi surrounds his protago-
nist with a number of problematic role models, the most obvious of 
whom is his father, Richard Lopez. Esty has argued that a state of “unsea-
sonable” or protracted youth is associated with untrammeled capitalism, 
a capitalism that, during the modernist period, overrode national “matu-
rity” as the telos of the bildungsroman. Repeatedly described as small, 
Lopez could be understood to represent the post-apocalyptic model of the 
sort of unnaturally youthful and feral colonial capitalism Esty describes, a 
reading supported by the fact that ship breaking itself is an industry 
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currently centered in former colonial sites characterized by desperate pov-
erty and little regulation. As in the classical bildungsroman, the father 
represents the dominant social order, yet while in the tradition that social 
order is defined by bourgeois stability, Lopez is a physical embodiment of 
the violent and mercurial social conditions of a postnational slum.

From another point of view, Lopez embodies the most savage outcome 
of “maturity” in the landscape of the novel. Lopez’s existence, in which he 
kills for money, first as a ring fighter and then as an enforcer-for-hire, 
embodies the fundamental principles of their local environment. It is a 
reigning question of Nailer’s life whether “he was ever going to be as 
tough as his old man” (54)—indeed, his name was inspired by his father’s 
wish that he become “tougher than nails” (153). Nailer ruminates, “The 
man had become more unpredictable as he worked less on the crews and 
worked more in the shadow world of the beaches, as his drugs whittled 
him down to a burning core of violence and hungers” (58). In a constant 
state of agitation from his use of amphetamines, Lopez could be read as a 
personification of the era of petromodernity known in the world of the 
novel as “the Accelerated Age,” a modernity that avariciously consumes, 
pollutes, and destroys. Yet, in his restless violence, he also represents the 
potential of the new world in which petromodernity is shattered to 
become a domain of predatory capitalism without the compensations of 
modernity itself.8

At best, Lopez is a partial man, and this sense of the incomplete nature 
of development among Nailer’s ostensibly adult role models is further 
accentuated by the introduction of Tool, a being known as a “half-man” 
who is a genetically engineered combination of “dogs and tigers and men 
and hyenas” (248). Half-men are owned and used by the global corpora-
tions and extant nations for security, military operations, and heavy labor. 
On one level, the aptly named Tool represents the retro nature of moder-
nity in Bacigalupi’s future—along with clipper ships come slaves, bred for 
hard labor.9 While the technology is cutting edge, the principles of breed-
ing beings as slaves are part of the past. Tool, with his mixture of human 
and animal DNA, becomes an enigmatic mentor for Nailer. He repeatedly 
offers to share his “wisdom” with Nailer, but whether that wisdom is a 
product of pure capitalism, as he himself is, or something more conven-
tionally modern is unclear (142, 182). On the one hand, Tool is a highly 
efficient killer, and he encourages Nailer to embrace his own homicidal 
aptitude, which he understands to be Nailer’s legacy from Lopez. From 
this point of view he could be read as the very embodiment of the “capital-
ism in tooth and claw” that is flourishing in Nailer’s world. On the other 
hand, Tool refuses to be owned or claim a patron, denying the conventions 
of his existence, and reminding Nailer that “Blood is not destiny” (248). 
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In his resistance to both social and genetic determinism, Tool appears to 
be another element of the antinaturalism of the novel. By consciously free-
ing himself from the authorities that attempt to control him, Tool demon-
strates a maturity—and modern sensibility—that Lopez lacks.

Yet another symbolic “half-man” in the narrative is not a man at all, 
but the large and powerful Sadna, who is Pima’s mother and Nailer’s de 
facto guardian. Sadna has taught Nailer “powerful” lessons, explaining 
“how they were to survive into adulthood” (92). In general, she represents 
compassion and love, and she is vital to Nailer’s survival in several scenes. 
However, within the logical structure of Bacigalupi’s bildungsroman, her 
gender precludes her from serving as the foundation on which Nailer’s 
maturity is built.

Instead, Bacigalupi turns to the very origins of modernity as the 
source of development for Nailer—the craft of seafaring becomes the 
means for Nailer’s growth. The alternative to ship breaking that becomes 
available to Nailer, which signifies mobility and hope, is a world of 
global commerce signified by a new type of clipper. While the “black 
hulks of the broken ships” that Nailer spends his days dismantling serve 
as “looming monuments to a world that had fallen apart,” the clippers 
are depicted as “gull white” and futuristic (74, 7). Nailer has “spent eve-
nings staring at images of clippers under sail, pictures that he had stolen 
from magazines,” but he has assumed that the world they represent is 
inaccessible to him (46). “The ships whispered promises of speed and 
salt air and open horizons,” which are entirely alien to his life of ship 
breaking (46).

A clipper is introduced into the narrative via a mammoth hurricane 
known in the parlance of the locals as a “city killer.” Like Nailer’s near 
death-by-oil, the storm can be read allegorically. Its name calls to mind 
the centrality of metropolitan culture to modernity, and it also evokes 
Walter Benjamin’s characterization of “the storm . . . [that] we call prog-
ress” that drives history forward (“Theses” 260). Certainly, the storm is a 
reflection of the realism of the narrative, epitomizing the severe weather 
created by the past burning of fossil fuels. Yet, just as Nailer’s plunge sym-
bolizes the catastrophic nadir of petromodernity, the city killer symbolizes 
the vast changes the collapse of the global oil supply has ushered in and 
will continue to bring about. Nailer and the other survivors are “dumb-
struck” by the transformation it brings:

The beach was empty. Not a sign of human habitation. Out in the blue 
water, the shadows of the tankers still loomed, randomly scattered like 
toys, but nothing else remained. The soot was gone, the oil in the waters, 
everything shone brightly under the blaze of morning tropic sun. (68–69)
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This newly cleansed environment recalls the beauty of New Jerusalem in 
the aftermath of the Christian apocalypse and gestures to the utopian pos-
sibilities that might accompany oil depletion.

It is in this context that we can read the arrival of the beached clipper 
ship brought in by the storm. Clippers in Ship Breaker represent both an 
old form, born of the modernity of the mid-nineteenth century, and a 
new one associated with postnational global wealth. This contrast is put 
into high relief when Nailer and Pima first explore the foundered clipper. 
Pima immediately sees it as scavenge, a “lucky strike” that will permit 
them to gain new power in the immediate context of Bright Sands Beach, 
but for Nailer it embodies the only dream he has ever had of escape to a 
new life: “Nailer’s eyes swept over the broken clipper’s upper decks, the 
pontoons and stabilizers and the cracked remains of the fixed-wing sails, 
all of it white, almost blazingly white in the sun. Not a bit of soot or rust 
anywhere. There wasn’t a drop of oil leaking, despite the shattered hull” 
(80). The absence of oil is what most powerfully signifies the potential of 
the clipper to usher in a new realm of possibilities for Nailer. While the 
“old tankers and freighters” are “just rusting dinosaurs . . . great wallowing 
brutes leaking their grime and toxins into the water . . .[,] [t]he clipper 
was something else entirely, a machine angels had built” (80). This lan-
guage again foregrounds a religious narrative embedded within the eco-
nomic one. Bright Sands Beach is “a Hell” Nailer realizes after his rebirth, 
and his own father is “a demon” who presides over it (114, 10). The 
whiteness and capacity for flight of the clippers associate them with a 
Christian rebirth and, as has been the case with many of the novels dis-
cussed in this project, continue to weave the secular narrative of moder-
nity with the Christian one of New Jerusalem.

Despite his sense of wonder, Nailer is initially swayed to see the clipper 
as Pima does—as a means to escape their work debts. Yet once they dis-
cover that a young woman, Nita, remains alive in the wreckage, tension 
erupts between them regarding how to treat her. Setting in motion the 
conflict that defines the remainder of the text, Nailer cannot kill her in 
part because to do so would confirm his similarity to his father. The 
young man cannot regard her as collateral damage of their need to profit 
from the ship. In her vulnerability as she lies amid the wreckage of the 
clipper, he again sees his own experience in the oil-filled hull: “The dark 
reek of the oil room filled his mind—the memory of being up to his neck 
in warm death” (99). Indeed, like Nailer, she appears to be dead, her eyes 
“staring” (90), her body apparently “broken” (91), her flesh “cool” and 
“stiff ” in the moments before she regains consciousness (92). Such imag-
ery associates stealing from this victim of the wreck with the mercenary 
nature of petromodernity that his father embodies.
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This analogy between Nailer’s near-drowning and Nita’s also invites us 
to consider not only how Nita’s immediate plight compares with Nailer’s, 
but also how their two worlds compare. Nita later claims her company is 
“clean” because they honor the international carbon limits that have been 
established to attempt to slow global warming. Yet, Nita’s ship has foun-
dered because she was attempting to escape her Uncle Pyce, who is deter-
mined to abduct her in order to force her father to cede control of his 
company, Patel Global Transit. The uncle represents another sinister 
aspect of retromodernity. He is intent on “tar sands development and 
refining. A way to make burnable fuel, a crude oil replacement” (193). 
Nailer immediately equates this enterprise with “a Lucky Strike . . . like 
falling into a pool of oil and already having a buyer set up” (193). Yet Nita 
explains that it is “black market fuel,” which will intensify environmental 
degradation (193). Nailer’s recognition of such illicit activity, and the 
equation he draws with finding an oil reservoir, underscores the imperfect 
break between the “Accelerated Age” of petromodernity and the current 
era. The residue of petromodernity still stains social relations, or, from 
another point of view, retromodernity may simply reinitiate the cycle of 
destruction that culminated in the collapse of the global economy.

The narrative draws attention to the profound differences between 
their economic and social conditions, as well. Nita’s clipper powerfully 
conveys the effects of the sort of wealth concentration that Piketty locates 
in the nineteenth-century bildungsroman. The extraordinary affluence of 
the Patel family is reflected in the exquisite furnishings of the clipper:

The captain’s cabin was rich, and even though the ship was as large as a 
cargo ship, it didn’t look like a working vessel. Everything seemed too 
nice, all silk and carpeted corridors and brass and copper and little glass 
lanterns. He and Pima kept going through cabins. They found carved 
furniture, sitting rooms, lounges, a bar with shattered liquor bottles, state-
rooms, art on the walls mangled and torn, oil paintings tossed about and 
punctured. (87)

Indeed, the Patels epitomize the model of patrimonial capitalism that 
characterizes the nineteenth-century wealthy in the works of Austen and 
Balzac. Their company is run within their extended family or clan, and 
Nita is their privileged heiress. She boasts to Nailer, “I have houses where 
fifty servants wait for me to ring a bell and bring me whatever I want.  
I have two clippers and a dirigible. My servants wear uniforms of silver 
and jade and I gift them with gold and diamonds” (112). Their ventures 
also possess the global scope that began to characterize the estates of the 
very wealthy during the nineteenth century.
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Of course, the preponderance of rich, colonial dynasties of the nine-
teenth century did not have Nita’s brown skin and black eyes or go by the 
name Patel. The economic power enjoyed by the Patels could be under-
stood as another progressive aspect of the retromodernity Bacigalupi por-
trays.10 Yet, to a disturbing degree, we have come full circle from the first 
chapter of this study, for Nita, with “her neck and fingers and wrists 
draped in gold and jewels,” is a young female postcolonial subject who, 
like Atwood’s Oryx, plays the Whore of Babylon in this narrative (105).11 
She incarnates the sort of excesses of consumption that have meant the 
collapse of the world economy, and it becomes clear that her father’s com-
pany is one of the “blood buyers” that purchases scrap from Bright Sands 
Beach. Her luxuries are bought at the price of the suffering and death of 
ship breakers, and Nailer’s preoccupation with her exotic beauty leaves 
readers uncertain whether he is being seduced into actions that will prove 
destructive to him and his community. In this regard, Nita serves the sort 
of “instrumental function” that, according to Castle, women generally 
play in the conventional bildungsroman (670). The forms of possibility 
and temptation that she represents leave Nailer at a developmental cross-
road: “Dozens of futures extended ahead of him, depending on his luck 
and the will of the Fates . . . and the variable that this girl presented. 
He could see those roads spinning away from him in different directions. 
He was standing at their hub, looking down each of them in turn, but he 
could see only so far, one or two steps ahead at best” (111).

Despite the largely gendered role Nita plays, the parallel that the novel 
establishes between Nailer’s rebirth and her own after her near-drowning 
also sets the stage for Nita to undergo a set of developmental stages of her 
own. While Nailer’s efforts to return the young woman to her family lead 
him through a phase of growth within the domain of retromodernity that 
she inhabits, Nita is initiated into Nailer’s habitus of extreme poverty and 
violence. This intertwined development becomes crucial in the novel’s 
allegorical narrative, as it suggests that the economic extremities of the 
future must be mediated and abetted. Rather than Nailer simply ascend-
ing into her milieu, they symbolically meet in a middle ground that is the 
utopian space of the novel.

To get to this point, Bacigalupi employs several more elements of the 
classic bildungsroman. Nailer’s encounter with Nita sets in motion a 
movement from the country to the city that, according to Hirsch, is an 
essential ingredient of the French and English bildungsroman (305). In 
an attempt to reunite Nita with members of her clan that can convey her 
safely to her father, Nailer, Nita, and Tool decide to travel to “the 
Orleans”—what is left of New Orleans and its successor, Orleans II, both 
now flooded by global warming. In stripping the “New” from the cities’ 
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names, Bacigalupi captures the reversal it has suffered with respect to 
modernity. While, according to Hirsch, the city typically becomes the 
space for disillusionment and hard-won maturity in the bildungsroman 
(305), in Ship Breaker it is essentially depicted as more of the same:

They trudged down the thoroughfare. The smell of sea and rot and 
crushed humanity was strong, much stronger than in the ship-breaking 
yards. And the city was huge. They walked and walked, and still the 
streets and shacks and scrap bunkers went on. Men and women rode  
by on rickshaws and bicycles. Even an oil-burning car slipped through  
the broken streets, its engine whining and grinding. Eventually, the hot 
open slum gave way to cooler tree-covered lanes and large houses, with 
shacks around their edges and people going in and out. On them were 
signs that Nita read out to Nailer as they went by: MEYER TRADING. 
ORLEANS RIVER SUPPLY. YEE AND TAYLOR, SPICES. DEEP 
BLUE SHIPPING CORPORATION, LTD. (206)

It is in this environment that Nita undergoes her own rites of passage, 
performing arduous manual labor, walking and swimming through the 
polluted waters that surround the city, eating rats, and squatting in aban-
doned buildings. This portion of the text culminates in a kiss between 
Nailer and Nita, symbolizing their movement toward a middle ground.

This kiss draws Nailer closer to the life at sea that becomes the telos of 
the novel. Almost immediately after this moment of intimacy, Nailer’s 
father resurfaces, seeking out Nita on behalf of her mutinous uncle, with 
whom he has formed an alliance. Lopez’s association with Pyce confirms 
the degree to which the most sinister aspects of petromodernity and the 
Accelerated Age have been carried over by some factions within the retro-
modern economy. Nailer, on the other hand, finds a new mentor in 
Captain Candless, whose name betokens the enlightenment he affords 
Nailer. Joining Candless on his clipper, the Dauntless, he receives an 
apprenticeship.

His time on the ship confirms the advances the technoculture of clip-
pers represent over petromodernity:

The work on the decks continued. An astonishing amount of the ship ran 
on automation. They could raise and lower the sails on winches electroni-
cally with power from solar batteries. The sails themselves were not canvas 
at all, but solar sheets, designed to feed electricity into the system and add 
to the power available already from roof skin solar cells. (258)

Bacigalupi’s emphasis on the solar energy that, joined with wind, powers 
the clipper conveys the nature of the new-old modernity the text is 
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exploring. It is hard to miss the utopian qualities Bacigalupi attaches to 
the clipper. Nailer reflects, “The ship was divine. Everything was clean 
and ordered. . . . Nothing was out of place” (250).

The modernity betokened by the clipper extends well beyond its phys-
ical structures and organization. The shift from ship breaking to seaman-
ship reflects the maturation of Nailer from death to a new life of possibility. 
Margaret Cohen has argued that by the seventeenth century, the craft of 
seafaring constituted a crucial expression of modernity:

In celebrating the practical skills of oceangoing adventurers, sea fiction 
explores an aspect of modern consciousness as constitutive as transcenden-
tal homelessness and abstraction. This aspect is a capacity: a distinctively 
modern form of practical reason, which is the philosophical term for the 
intelligence distinguishing people who excel in the arts of action. (2)

The skill of sailing is indeed foregrounded in this section of the novel:

[E]ven with the electronics and automation, still Captain Candless drilled 
everyone on how to reef a sail if everything was dead and how to work the 
hand pumps if the ship was sinking and the power failed. He swore that all 
the technology in the world wouldn’t save a sailor if he didn’t use his head 
and know his ship. (258)

In this passage, with its emphasis on the need of the sailor to think and to 
understand his vessel, the craft of sailing is presented as bound up with 
knowledge and the sort of “practical reason” Cohen associates with 
“ modern consciousness.”

In general, Nailer’s time on the Dauntless reproduces the apprentice-
ship period that is part of the classic bildungsroman. At first glance, the 
crew of the ship is a “clustered tribe of weaponry and purpose” defined by 
their “[t]otal loyalty” to Nita (241). Despite a few tattoos and rough 
edges, however, the crew of the clipper is ultimately depicted as the sort 
of “elite society of sensitive and enlightened men and women” that Castle 
identifies in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s seminal bildungsroman 
Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (667). Indeed, Captain Candless explains 
that “A lot of people want to work on the clippers. There are whole clans 
dedicated to it. Families who buy the right to get on as deckhands and 
hope to move up” (261). Convincing the captain of his avid desire to 
work on the ship and cultivate the skills of a sailor, Nailer is placed under 
the guidance of Knot, a half-man who works in the mechanical room. 
The young man’s illiteracy immediately becomes apparent, and Knot 
explains the necessity of overcoming this limitation: “How will you know 
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which of these disengages the gears from the foil and which will allow you 
to test the lubricants? How will you know which fires the drive system 
and which reengages the foils?” (267). Knot methodically sets about 
teaching Nailer to read, enabling him to become more fully integrated 
into the new world the clippers serve.

According to Castle, “the hero’s symbolic acceptance of the social order” 
as embodied in the sort of elite society we see in the Dauntless’s crew, 
“ corresponds with an emergent bourgeois society’s need for a form of 
 indi vidualism predicated ultimately on conformity with the state” (667).  
Such a reading brings us back to the question of how or if the maturity 
Nailer is experiencing in the narrative figures in what Esty calls the “soul-
nation allegory” (4, 13). To some degree the Dauntless can be read as the 
proverbial “ship of state,” with Nailer’s assimilation into its crew consti-
tuting his socialization within the new world order that the novel imag-
ines. Yet that order is predicated neither on nation-states nor empires. As 
Cohen points out, by the nineteenth century, “Hegel treated cross-ocean 
travel as the theater of global capitalism,” and the sea signifies this phe-
nomenon in Bacigalupi’s work, as well (14). In fact, the actual entity that 
has replaced the nation-state is the shipping or trading “clan.” It is to this 
organization that the crew members of the Dauntless are pledged, and it 
is this entity that absorbs Nailer, Pima, and Sadna at the conclusion of 
the text. This vision seems consistent with Piketty’s observations with 
regard to globalization: “Nation-states built over centuries find that they 
are too small to impose and enforce rules on today’s globalized patrimo-
nial capitalism” (522–523). The world of the near-future that Bacigalupi 
imagines has seen an expansion of these multinational firms, which, with 
their insular structure, stockpile vast amounts of capital within single 
families. Indeed, through the clan structure, Bacigalupi depicts what 
Piketty describes in his study as “a society in which income from inher-
ited capital predominates over income from labor at the summit of the 
social hierarchy,” a situation that mirrors the nineteenth- century eco-
nomic landscape and elaborates on the trends of the present (410).  
Yet the economic globalization that determines the course of the ship, 
and which the ship symbolizes in the novel, is accompanied by elements 
of modernity, including literacy and green technologies, that create 
something that has the utopian potential to transcend both the nation-
state and capitalism.

At the conclusion of the novel, Bacigalupi continues to follow the bil-
dungsroman script by staging a return for Nailer. When the crew of the 
Dauntless find themselves pursued by an armored clipper, the Pole Star, 
controlled by Pyce’s allies, they head north up the Gulf Coast, returning 
to the area of Bright Sands Beach. As Captain Candless struggles to 
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develop a plan for outrunning the stronger, faster ship, Nailer uses his 
new literacy to read the map of the area and discovers that it contains 
errors that may mislead their assailants. He combines this literacy with his 
original knowledge of the treacherous terrain around the beach and mas-
terminds a plan in which they pass safely while the larger ship runs 
aground.

Importantly, it is also the young man’s new education that leads to his 
conquest of his father. When at last Nailer boards the Pole Star to free 
Nita, he must engage in physical combat with Lopez. His literacy, in com-
bination with the technology of the clipper itself, enables him to kill his 
savage combatant though the man is wielding a machete. As he struggles 
away from the swinging knife, Nailer feels “a surge of hope. He was right 
beside a control deck, with its familiar label: FOIL OVERRIDE. KEEP 
HANDS AND LOOSE CLOTHING CLEAR” (308). Nailer’s appren-
ticeship in the machine room, along with his literacy, make it clear to him 
that he can use the gears controlled by the lever to drag Lopez into the 
machinery of the ship, and after one final attempt to calm his murderous 
father, this is what he does. As with the opening scenes, here the fate of 
Nailer’s father takes on allegorical resonance. Sucked into the advanced 
gears of a system he does not understand, the machete-wielding man, and 
implicitly the world he represents, is crushed by the system of global ret-
romodernity betokened by the clipper.

The climax of Bacigalupi’s novel continues to play with the allegorical 
potential of the clipper, as it capsizes and Nailer and Nita must find a way 
to escape. Here, the orderly vision of the clippers is undercut by an image 
of a world turned upside down. They must climb up toward the bottom 
of the Pole Star together—and then climb out of a hole in the hull to 
arrive at safety. The capsized ship seems to suggest a much less stable 
vision of the world they inhabit, a gesture consistent with the novel’s 
return to Bright Sands Beach. The capsized clipper, itself now wreckage, 
brings the narrative full circle to the post-apocalyptic landscape where it 
began. While Nailer and Nita have each had to endure an earlier trial 
within a ship by themselves, in this scene, they must work together as 
equals to find their way out. Nailer continues to synthesize his knowledge 
of ship breaking and his knowledge of seafaring to help navigate through 
the upturned vessel. Nita then pulls Nailer to freedom, a moment that 
anticipates her willingness for him to join her life aboard the clipper 
Dauntless.

The collaboration that Bacigalupi depicts between Nailer and Nita is 
central to his vision of a more hopeful future at the conclusion of the text. 
Nita has become aware of the destitution that exists in the ship breaking 
yards, and she plans to “do something” through the power of her family to 
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improve conditions on the beach. Nailer himself also displays a new sense 
of the “social responsibility” that Hirsch associates with the classic German 
bildungsroman, when he chooses to take Pima and Sadna with him aboard 
the Dauntless (302). Certainly, such gestures are rather modest, as the text 
itself seems to hint. In the final scene, Nailer observes that “Nita gleamed 
with gold and silver,” an image that is underscored by Pima’s continued 
refrain about Nita being “swank” and “rich” (322). Indeed, a particularly 
cynical reading of the novel would see Nailer as simply aspiring anew for 
a “lucky strike.” When Pima asks, “What makes you think some lower-
deck grease monkey has a chance with a girl like that?” Nailer responds, 
“Maybe I think I’ll just get lucky” (323). Here the language of lucky 
strikes merges with imagery of sexual conquest, and, indeed, if a romance 
grows between Nailer and Nita, he will profit economically from their 
union. On a more symbolic level, he will have fully tapped the vein of 
wealth that her position within the global economy provides. From this 
perspective, Nailer’s primary development has simply taken him from one 
economic sphere to another, rather than to the new levels of enlighten-
ment and personal growth narrated in the classic bildungsroman.

Such an assessment seems a bit too severe, however, as Nailer moves in 
the course of the narrative from socially and economically “dead” to alive, 
and from mercenary to merciful and caring—transformations which, 
Nailer’s remarks about “getting lucky” aside, also take him from counting 
on luck to counting on both compassion and intellect. And while the novel 
may not fully realize a narrative of maturity, Nailer experiences impor-
tant steps toward what Esty calls “vocational and sexual closure” (11).  
So what, if anything, is the parallel narrative at the level of historical prog-
ress? The answer appears to be a small hope that Nita will help improve 
the conditions on Bright Sands Beach. We could ask, as Esty has done of 
modernist texts, if the novel is “describing a breakdown in the allegorical 
function of the coming-of-age plot itself,” or “extending its allegorical 
function into an era of globally uneven development, wherein the prog-
ress is no longer symbolically safeguarded by the promises of organic 
nationalism?” (15). Is the soul-nation allegory broken, or merely trans-
formed? In my view, it has changed in this novel by breaking from an 
investment in national historical time, for what we have in Ship Breaker is 
uneven development contained by neither a nation-state nor an empire. 
Rather, Bacigalupi may have located a new allegorical avenue branching 
beyond maturity and nation or deferred maturity and colonial capitalism. 
Certainly, Nailer’s maturity does not signify a new stage of development 
in American history, as America no longer exists. Yet Nailer does not 
remain caught in the endless loop of rabid, neocolonial capitalism consti-
tuted by ship breaking.
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We must still ask, of course, whether the retromodernity depicted in 
the novel—not only the clans, but the clippers and trains, the avid scav-
enging, the slavery, and extreme wealth disparities—represents something 
qualitatively different than the twenty-first-century capitalism associated 
with petromodernity. Cohen observes:

While the ethos of craft continues to appeal into the twenty-first century, 
its significance is now nostalgic. Rather than modeling the capacity needed 
to practice modernity’s emerging frontiers, sea fiction yearns for embodied, 
multidimensional human agency in an increasingly abstract and special-
ized world, dominated by vast forces of society and technology beyond the 
individual’s comprehension and control, which are the man-made equiva-
lents to the world’s oceans. (10)

In some sense, the post-apocalyptic conditions in the novel reflect a simi-
lar nostalgia for physical and mental expressions of human agency. From 
this perspective, the text could be seen to resemble the “cosy catastrophes” 
of the Cold War period, which celebrated if not precisely a frontier life-
style at least a premodern pastoral existence of self-sufficiency. Nailer’s 
apprenticeship on the clipper allows him to develop the sort of agency 
that Cohen associates with this earlier period of modernity. Yet retromo-
dernity here is more than nostalgic; it reflects a forward-looking perspec-
tive that understands a life without oil as an inevitable future that will call 
on technological innovation and new social formations.

Interestingly, the most novel subject in Ship Breaker, the half-man, 
Tool, departs the scene at the moment when Nailer joins the crew of the 
Dauntless, as though his own version of modernity is at odds with that 
embodied by the clipper. Such defiance of both social and literary expec-
tations suggests that Tool may reflect what is truly new within retromo-
dernity. To be sure, part of Tool’s modernity is very old: his literary lineage 
can be traced back to Shakespeare’s Caliban, another complex half-man 
who is enslaved and abused. Given that Caliban’s name is drawn from the 
word “cannibal,” and that Tool himself eats his enemies’ hearts, both 
characters also share a connection with Crusoe’s Friday—an identity that 
positions both Nailer and Mahlia, the protagonist of The Drowned Cities, 
as Crusoe figures.12 Tool is capable of brutal violence, and often manifests 
the chilling self-interest of a mercenary. He is, after all, the most efficient 
killing machine that can be devised in the absence of the machines of war 
long-fueled by fossil fuels. Yet, Tool also bravely protects Nailer, Pima, 
and Nita out of loyalty to Sadna. More importantly, his refusal to remain 
committed to his patron and his violation of the codes of behavior with 
which he has been programmed indicate that this “strange creature” 
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signifies the uncharted frontiers of modernity that will emerge in the 
absence of petroleum.

Coda: The Drowned Cities

In 2012, Bacigalupi published The Drowned Cities, a bleak “companion” 
novel to Ship Breaker, which elaborates on Ship Breaker’s vision of an 
America destroyed by the collapse of the global oil supply. The novel 
reintroduces the character of Tool, who now struggles for survival in the 
mid-Atlantic region rather than the Gulf Coast. Tool befriends Mahlia, 
who is a “war maggot,” an orphan whose mother was murdered after 
Mahlia’s father, a Chinese soldier, withdrew from the region. Here, 
Bacigalupi dwells more emphatically on America’s status as a “long-dead 
nation,” ripped apart by an “endless civil war” (377, 379). He conveys the 
devastation of the former United States in part by imagining China send-
ing peacekeepers to attempt to resolve the war, an ironic reversal of 
America’s early twenty-first- century role in geopolitics throughout the 
world. Yet the Chinese ultimately concede that their mission has failed 
and withdraw, leaving the conflict to carry on in the ruins of East Coast 
cities inundated by the rising oceans. Bacigalupi further underscores 
America’s fall from power and order by focusing on the use of child sol-
diers in the civil war. Mahlia’s only friend Mouse is brutally conscripted 
into a local army, and the plot of the novel concerns Mahlia and Tool’s 
efforts to rescue him.

While the soul-nation allegory is changed in Ship Breaker, in The 
Drowned Cities it comes perilously close to being broken. The novel traces 
Mahlia’s development from a girl willing to commit violence reflexively 
out of self-interest to a young woman who refuses to continue the cycle of 
violence. Yet, while Nailer’s development is keyed to the international 
emergence of retromodernity, Mahlia’s maturity seems detached from a 
larger progressive narrative. Indeed, Nita’s company, Patel Global Transit, 
is revealed as complicit in the civil war, supplying arms in exchange for 
salvage. And in a plot twist that seems to directly contradict the soul-
nation affinity that is central to the traditional bildungsroman, the climax 
of the novel plays out in the mostly destroyed Capitol building in 
Washington, DC. In a still more potent irony, Mahlia manages to buy her 
freedom by selling national treasures that Mahlia’s mother had scavenged 
and hidden before her death. In the final image of the novel, Mahlia is 
climbing a ladder onto a clipper ship, recalling Nailer’s ascendancy to 
manhood on the deck of a clipper. Yet while that novel associates Nailer’s 
maturity with education and skill, and hints at the development of a more 
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humane global economy in his union with Nita, Mahlia’s freedom evinces 
no clear relationship to positive change in the broader domains of eco-
nomics or politics. Indeed, the bleakness of Bacigalupi’s vision here might 
be construed as an at least partial refutation of the gestures he makes 
toward a resurgent modernity in the prior text. In place of literacy and 
alternative energy, we see only the pure commerce of scavenged treasures. 
Modernity may after all be beyond salvage in Bacigalupi’s vision.

Ultimately, the only hint of sociopolitical change or development 
again comes in the story of Tool. Tool elects to stay in the Drowned Cities, 
where he plans to take over one of the local armies and win the war at last. 
Declaring, “I am no victim of war. I am its master,” Tool could be under-
stood as poised only to heighten the brutality of the conditions in the 
former United States (428). However, his plan to train the soldiers and 
create discipline suggests an outcome in which he may at last bring the 
war to an end and rule the region. Whether a being “built entirely for 
war” might bring about some new condition of peace in the former 
America is a question left unresolved at the conclusion of this haunting 
novel (429).

Indeed, the sociopolitical conditions that Bacigalupi elaborates in The 
Drowned Cities can be addressed in part by returning to the claim that 
Moretti makes that adult maturity in the bildungsroman signifies a con-
straint on modernity that keeps it legibly “human” (6). Tool, of course, is 
not human, nor is his existence precisely one of adult maturity. While  
Dr. Mafouz insists that Tool is “not immortal,” his longevity is dramati-
cally enhanced by “super-clotting agents” and “cells . . . designed to repli-
cate as quickly as a kudzu grows” (166). In his interrogation of the status 
of the “soul-nation allegory,” Esty concludes with the question, “What . . . 
does it look like to allegorize uneven development in a world-system 
rather than in a national container?” (15). I have suggested in my reading 
of Ship Breaker that Nailer’s death and rebirth becomes an allegorical fig-
ure for the emergence of retromodernity. Tool’s inhuman invincibility in 
The Drowned Cities becomes a chilling alternative allegory for the twenty-
first-century world system. In the absence of human maturity, Tool’s 
dominion over the former US capital, paired with the novel’s preoccupa-
tion with China as the new hegemon, figures a future in which the 
unimaginable progeny of retromodernity transcends nationalism, capital-
ism, and modernity itself.



Conclusion

As I have discussed in the preceding pages, the books that I have taken up 
in this study join the long line of post-apocalyptic novels that imagine a 
mostly sobering—but occasionally tongue-in-cheek—range of global 
disasters: an engineered plague, global warming, a climate engineering 
catastrophe, nuclear war, an asteroid strike, a zombie apocalypse, and the 
collapse of the global oil supply. In every case, these post-postmodern nar-
ratives depict a wrenching breakdown of modern life and wrestle with 
whether modernity should be reconstituted, and if so how.

When literary historians look back at these texts they will also notice 
that other more inchoate anxieties mark them as a product of their his-
torical moment. The effects of the War on Terror lace these narratives. In 
Atwood, the fear of biowarfare drives the population of the Compounds 
toward a police state, in which paranoia reigns and surveillance, kidnap-
ping, torture, and summary executions are routine. In Winterson, the 
Eastern Caliphate is at odds with the Central Power, in part because of 
Western racism and in part because of the Caliphate’s resistance to demo-
cratic government (6). McCarthy’s treatment of cannibalism can be read 
as an allegory for the trademark violence of Al-Qaeda, while Whitehead’s 
ash-filled lower Manhattan with its traumatized sweepers searching out 
cells of stragglers bears the traces of the 9/11 attacks. Broadly speaking, 
the conflict between Western nations and Islamic fundamentalists that 
has defined the political climate of the new millennium foregrounds the 
status of modernity via questions about human rights, forms of gover-
nance, biopower, and colonialism.

Economic globalization is likewise thematized as a destructive force in 
many of the novels of the new post-apocalyptic canon. In Oryx and Crake, 
globalization is epitomized by human trafficking and its remorseless 
monetization of women and children. Similarly, in Cloud Atlas, Nea So 
Copros, an Asian Tiger of unprecedented power, is propped up by viru-
lent capitalism that penetrates the eyes, the “souls,” and even the DNA of 
its population. In The Stone Gods, Winterson also imagines a world in 
which nations have been replaced by larger economic entities, and in this 
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deregulated arena male consumers’ demand for youthful sexual partners 
precipitates a genetically “fixed” generation of child brides. In Bacigalupi’s 
novels, stateless clans amass fortunes on the backs of impoverished and 
indentured workers, while China has emerged as the new hegemon in the 
wake of a global oil crisis. In every case, it is the advanced technology of 
modernization that facilitates the exploitation that is depicted. Yet, the 
texts also self-consciously deploy modern tools of human rights discourse, 
political critique, feminist discourse, and class analysis in response to glo-
balization’s havoc.

Despite imagining more abrupt catastrophes, most of the authors in 
this study also portray the future as adversely affected by climate change. 
Snowman swelters while living on a coastline that has been conspicu-
ously modified by rising sea levels. Billie lives in a world in which “red 
duststorm[s]” assault Tech City, the capital of the Central Power, and in 
the atmosphere “[c]arbon dioxide is five hundred and fifty parts per mil-
lion” (25, 31). In Zone One we learn, almost in passing, “[t]hat other, less 
flamboyant, more deliberate ruination altering the planet’s climate had 
been under way for more than a hundred years” when the zombie apoca-
lypse took place (193). Nailer and his fellow ship breakers are subject to 
scorching heat and massive hurricanes that further destabilize their already 
tenuous existence.

As with the War on Terror and the insidious expansion of globaliza-
tion, climate change forces questions of modernity to the fore. In his 
influential 2009 essay “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Dipesh 
Chakrabarty analyzes the notion that we may have entered a new era, the 
Anthropocene, in which humans have become a “geologic force” (214). 
This perspective is resonant with Beck’s observation from the 1980s that 
“under the roof of modernization risks, perpetrator and victim sooner or 
later become identical” (emphasis in original, 38). Indeed, in its under-
standing of modern humans as the likely source of global catastrophe, the 
notion of the Anthropocene has antecedents stretching back to the early 
twentieth century. However, while the early twentieth-century fears of 
self-annihilation increasingly produced a rejection of modernity, 
Chakrabarty takes a more measured approach. Granted, he responds 
doubtfully to scientists who optimistically “see knowledge and reason 
providing humans not only a way out of this present crisis but a way of 
keeping us out of harm’s way in the future” (219). Yet he also maintains 
that it is “impossible to understand global warming as a crisis without 
engaging the propositions put forth by these scientists” (219). He out-
lines the push among climate scientists to reconceive humans as a species, 
and while acknowledging the degree to which this approach risks essen-
tializing human experience in terms that threaten the political gains 
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effected by postmodern politics of difference, he ends his essay by claim-
ing the necessity of a new version of universal thought: “Climate change 
poses for us a question of a human collectivity, an us, pointing to a figure 
of the universal that escapes our capacity to experience the world. It is 
more like a universal that arises from a shared sense of catastrophe. It calls 
for a global approach to politics without the myth of a global identity, for, 
unlike a Hegelian universal, it cannot subsume particularities” (222). The 
elusiveness of this universal is produced by the hypothetical catastrophe 
itself, which, in Chakrabarty’s view, leaves the future “beyond the grasp 
of historical sensibility” since it may be a world “without us” (197). In 
this formulation, we are the ancestors to nil, peering forward to the edge 
of a cliff.

Such a sense of disconnection is precisely what post-apocalyptic fiction 
works to combat, determinedly projecting its vision past the eschatos, the 
cliff ’s edge. Indeed, this study reflects the ways this “universal that arises 
from a shared sense of catastrophe” has been articulated by contemporary 
authors through the post-apocalyptic form. The “universal” experience of 
being under threat of extinction—not only from climate change, but 
from the other hazards imagined in these pages—motivates engagement 
with modern metanarratives: science, history, civilization, progress, and 
reason, among others. A dialectic of modern destruction and salvation is 
recurrent throughout the texts: Atwood explores the racial and sexual vio-
lence of colonialism, as well as the possibility of learning to transcend 
them through history and art; Mitchell considers the seductions of tradi-
tional, cyclical models of time while crediting the political power of linear 
historicism; McCarthy condemns the hubris of Western civilization while 
privileging it over lawlessness; Winterson critiques the West’s imperial 
history but also essentializes the modern self via the human drive for love; 
Whitehead satirizes modern capitalism, while also recognizing the aes-
thetic modes of kitsch and the sublime as a platform for something new 
and hopeful; and Bacigalupi condemns raw modernization’s association 
with slavery but also sees modernity’s potential to salvage humanity 
through technology and literacy.

As I have suggested throughout this book, these novels share many 
themes beyond the three historical signposts I have just discussed. Indeed, 
the remarkable number and range of these themes is a testament to the 
richness and capaciousness of the post-apocalyptic genre. They include 
the dangers and hope produced by contemporary science and technology; 
colonialism and its legacies; the decline of the nation-state; the different 
ways we can understand time; the many potential faces of human and 
posthuman slavery; the evolving aesthetic effects of the sublime; the mud-
dled balance sheet of postmodernism; the power of language to define 
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reality; the immanent value of literature and art; sexual exploitation and 
sexual assault; the threat of human ignorance; the history and future of 
dehumanizing labor; the proliferation of simulacra; the beauty of the 
natural world; the utopian allure and dystopian anomie of life as a Western 
consumer; the historical continuities and changes catastrophe might 
bring to the constructions of gender, race, and class; the apocalyptic threat 
posed by extreme divisions between the wealthy and the poor; the seem-
ing omnipresence of war in human experience through time; and the 
relationship between domestic family relations and global, apocalyptic 
events. The forms these novels take are also chameleon-like. In addition 
to the panoply of literary genres that Mitchell deploys, they call on formal 
elements of Menippean satire, the bildungsroman, the quest narrative, 
dystopian fiction, the experimental novel, zombie narrative, and, of 
course, post-apocalyptic science fiction.

Beyond sharing particular themes and forms, the novels I have dis-
cussed here reveal that certain archetypes appear with remarkable fre-
quency in the contemporary mythology of post-apocalypse. Below is a 
taxonomy of the post-apocalyptic subjects that recur in the recent fiction 
of this genre.

Robinson Crusoe

Following footsteps across the beach toward the unknown, scavenging 
desperately, attempting to preserve crucial aspects of the modern world, 
figures of Robinson Crusoe populate all of these novels. Snowman, Adam 
Ewing, the man, Billie/y Crusoe, Mark Spitz (who sleeps in trees and lives 
on an island), and Nailer (who scavenges from ships and befriends the 
cannibal, Tool), all contain the literary genetics of Defoe’s icon of moder-
nity. He is the survivor (a figure to whom I will return below) in these 
narratives, the one who has to negotiate the endless demands of the pas-
sage from one world to another. He may be the clearest symbol of the 
retromodernity that haunts Bacigalupi’s vision—he must use all of his 
reason and skill to develop the means to adapt and perhaps “return” to a 
new modernity.

Friday

Figures for Friday in these narratives include the Crakers, Autua, the boy, 
Spike, Friday (of course), and Tool. In keeping with the contemporary 
sensibility that has reframed readings of Robinson Crusoe, Friday functions 
as a sympathetic character in these narratives—a figure who embodies 
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possibility, the roads not taken by Western colonial history as much as 
those that were. In some cases these new Fridays are “ anticannibals”—the 
Crakers, for instance, eat only grass, and McCarthy’s boy will starve before 
eating another human being. Tool, on the other hand, partakes of his 
enemies’ hearts. If the revenant of Crusoe often betokens the promise of 
modernity’s rational problem solving, Friday makes the insistent presence 
of the more specific history of colonialism felt in these novels. Hegemonic 
world-making of the ruthless, imperial variety leads us over a precipice in 
these narratives. In the next phase, Friday gets to lead.

The Cannibal

Beyond the specificity of Friday, there is the larger threat of cannibalism, 
a deeply personal form of annihilation, in McCarthy’s novel most con-
spicuously, but also more subtly in Oryx and Crake (in the form of the 
pigoons), Cloud Atlas, The Stone Gods, and Ship Breaker. Cannibalism is 
a powerful metaphor for the self-consuming dynamics of the contempo-
rary socioeconomic order. It also distills the most intense energy of the 
twenty-first-century discourse of terror.

The Genetically Modified Human 

Many of the novels include genetically modified humans, including the 
Crakers, Sonmi-451, Meronym, those who “fix” in The Stone Gods, and 
Tool. These figures capture various dialectic tensions within modernity. 
Postrace and postrational, the Crakers, though the ultimate achievement 
of contemporary science, can be read as parodic incarnations of postmod-
ern epistemology. Sonmi-451 breaks free of the cyclical paradigm that 
created her in order to marshal the discourse of (post)human rights on 
behalf of her kind. Meronym is critical of the devastating power of tech-
nology, but the medical advances of her people sustain her and save 
Zachry’s sister. Those who genetically fix their age are succumbing to 
highly restrictive and commercialized understandings of an ideal body, 
yet they also represent the realization of a sort of immortality, the ultimate 
telos of medical science. Tool is also a victim of severe exploitation and yet 
may, at the conclusion of The Drowned Cities, be poised to reinstate post-
national order in the former capital of the United States. In every instance, 
these characters bear traces of Defoe’s Friday, from the enslaved status of 
Sonmi-451 and Tool, to Meronym’s dark skin, to the infantalization of 
women in The Stone Gods. They are the “people” of the new world that 
lies before us, these novelists suggest, and if the apparatus of classification 
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from the Enlightenment is imposed on them, a new and brutal era of 
colonial hegemony will follow.

The Whore of Babylon

Whores of Babylon recur in all of these novels: Oryx, Sonmi-451, 
Kaitlyn, Ms. Macy, the mother in The Road, Spike, Nita, and Mahlia are 
all associated with various combinations of craven materialism, illicit 
sexuality, and global destruction. In a striking reiteration of the multi-
dimensionality of the Whore, who is both a single, debauched, and 
debauching woman and the whole of Rome, the female body and mind 
are both specific sites of modernity and a battleground where concerns 
about modernity are fought. Since her introduction in Revelation, this 
figure has brimmed with dialectical significations: female power and 
political corruption, courageous rebellion and imperial authority, het-
erogeneity and hegemony, sexuality and disease, flourishing culture and 
unbridled materialism, urbanity and its destruction, technology and 
elemental nature, productivity and decadence, freedom and violence, 
and mindlessness and agency. Like Friday, Babylon was posthuman 
avant la letter, and her counterparts in the texts I discuss here instan-
tiate both the most progressive and the most brutal dimensions of 
modernity.

To be sure, when grappling with the prevalence of the figure of the 
Whore of Babylon in twentieth- and twenty-first-century post- apocalyptic 
fiction, one is tempted to ask, “Could it be as simple as misogyny?” The 
answer is yes, in some cases even very recent narratives seem to call on 
ancient traditions of suspicion toward women. Rendering women as 
“whores” locates that anxiety in a patriarchal sexual tradition in which 
men’s social, psychological, and material worlds were dependent on the 
certainty of their bloodline. Female infidelity in such a tradition was 
understood to obliterate the past and the future of masculine subjectivity. 
From this perspective, the whore functions allegorically for apocalypse in 
terms that resonate with Karen Irr’s recent analysis of the ways domestic 
narratives have served as national allegories in the past decade. Added to 
this is the crucial fact that the Whore of Babylon is a sultry, shameless 
consumer in an era in which consumption has taken on an ever more 
sinister cast. Babylon’s wealth reflected imperial Roman power derived in 
part from the oppression and exploitation of Christians; and in its bibli-
cal context that wealth became an object lesson in the vicious effects of 
 capital accumulation on the human spirit. Without bothering to again 
rehearse the associations between women and mindless consumption in 
the twentieth century, we can fast-forward directly to the twenty-first 
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century, when consumption threatens to destroy the planet’s climate and 
women again become scapegoats.

The Reincarnated Soul

References to the transmigration of souls occur in Cloud Atlas, The Stone 
Gods, and Ship Breaker. While karma’s system of remote repercussions 
evokes the grand calling in of debts brought about by climate change, the 
possibility of living in another’s skin in another time also becomes an 
empathy engine. It would seem to belie a focus on modernity on multiple 
levels: reincarnation appears in the most formally postmodern narratives 
(The Stone Gods and Cloud Atlas) and is derived from a non-Western reli-
gious tradition. Yet, as a conceit, the movement of souls across eons high-
lights the scope of linear time and, to some degree, also abstracts and 
generalizes questions of the “human” experience in terms that meet 
Chakrabarty’s call for a “universal” while also refusing to “subsume 
particularities.”

The Zombie

Only one zombie apocalypse takes place in the fiction I have discussed 
here, but the “walking dead” are everywhere, from the de facto survivors 
in The Road to Mitchell’s clones and Atwood’s Crakers, who have a pre-
designated expiration date that looms over them. The zombie, as I seek to 
show in chapter four, is situated at the fulcrum between two modern 
forms of mediation—kitsch and the sublime. Whether through rote rep-
etition or the ostensibly unthinkable, both provide imaginative vehicles of 
escape from the threats of the twenty-first century. The “walking dead” 
more generally are, of course, all of us, a point that has come into focus 
through recent discussions of Big History that bring our inevitable extinc-
tion as a species into stark relief.1 If narratives of reincarnation in the new 
post-apocalyptic canon yearn toward some intangible portion of ourselves 
to live on, the motif of the walking dead can also produce a tonic existen-
tial deadline for every reader.

The Illiterate

Illiteracy encroaches in many of these texts—it is to these novels writ large 
what cannibalism is to their characters: a form of self-erasure. While 
Snowman and McCarthy’s man hemorrhage words, their progeny largely 
go without. In some sense the complexity of the novels, many written by 
writers at the apex of their careers as literary lions, may be the ultimate 
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testament to the lingering fascination of modernity. Both Atwood and 
Winterson imply a loss of literacy will lead to a sort of hostile takeover of 
the mind by the human body, the drives of the latter being untrustworthy 
and unjust. Tellingly, it is the young adult narrative, Ship Breaker, in 
which the life-saving aspects of literacy are communicated most baldly. 
Nailer’s escape from the unregulated chaos of the postpetroleum world 
into the rigging of retromodernity is explicitly effected through his new-
found skills as a reader. Whereas it has always been a chief irony of the 
postmodern critiques of rationality that they are communicated through 
the most elegant and complex of written documents, these authors toler-
ate no such contradiction: whatever their criticisms of modernity, they 
make allowances for the empowering rationality of the written—and 
read—word.

The Suicide

As one might expect, characters commit suicide with some regularity in 
post-apocalyptic fiction. In all but one text I have discussed, at least one 
major character kills her- or himself: Crake in Oryx and Crake, Frobisher 
in Cloud Atlas, the mother in The Road, Billie in The Stone Gods, and the 
Lieutenant in Zone One. In several of these cases, it is love that motivates 
the act of suicide—a sense of the impossibility of enduring the loss of a 
loved one. The characters are at their most human when they kill them-
selves: They act in response to shame, heartbreak, humiliation, and 
despair, resolving these emotions through a method no other species 
would adopt. Inevitably, too, the individual suicide becomes an allegory 
for the larger, human-made ruin around them. It is tempting to say that 
these characters manifest a failure of imagination, that they cannot think 
their way out of the crisis they confront. Yet, in another sense, they also 
model the surplus of imagination, which in turn creates surpluses of 
desire and fear that has gotten humans into so much difficulty politically, 
economically, socially, and ecologically.

The Survivor

Nothing is simple in these novels; in some cases the experience of the 
survivor seems less enviable than the fate of the suicide. Yet, returning 
to the notion of the “universal” with which I began, at the level of what 
Chakrabarty calls “species thinking,” being the survivor is the end 
game in all of these texts (218). The newly urgent question at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century is simply what it will take to sur-
vive. Questions about difference that flourished during the era of 
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postmodernism still flow in streamlets through these academic conver-
sations, but larger metanarratives have surfaced concerning anthropo-
genic climate change, neoliberal capitalism, affect, and various globalized 
forms of culture—all of which return to more universalized forms of 
science, economics, the human body, and aesthetics historically associ-
ated with modern thought. Rather than being framed exclusively as the 
origin of environmental destruction and rationalized terror, modernity 
also now seems a potential basis of environmental solutions and a bul-
wark against the voracious energies of neoliberal capital. The novels in 
this study use a genre centuries in the making, the post-apocalyptic 
novel, to take up questions centuries in the making: what is the relation-
ship between modernity and human survival? What forms of subjectiv-
ity might we best adopt to survive?

The answers to these questions turn on decisions of salvage. What 
matters most? What can be recovered after cataclysm? In Oryx and Crake, 
Snowman determines to save the Crakers even at risk of his own life. In 
Cloud Atlas, the first half of each story is about preserving the lives of the 
characters against the threat of violence. But the second half of each is 
about preserving rights—to survive is to protect one’s own or another’s 
basic rights and human dignity. Even the central post-apocalyptic story, 
which has no sequel, suggests the possibility that Sonmi-451’s message of 
rights might recrudesce. In The Road, McCarthy focuses on the desire to 
protect the lives of one’s children at all costs. Yet he also illustrates the 
yearning to encode certain values in one’s offspring as a personal cultural 
legacy. In Winterson’s novel, Billy ultimately allows herself to be killed, 
since survival without her mother is no longer possible. In lieu of such 
human survival, Winterson cedes the future to her posthuman character, 
who earns new freedom at the conclusion of the text. In Zone One, Mark 
Spitz realizes that his very mediocrity has been preparing him for the 
unflashy business of survival with every other hierarchy stripped away. 
Such mediocrity itself has radical implications as an alternative to the 
accelerant tendencies of modernity. Finally, in Ship Breaker, Nailer must 
kill his own father to survive, and in doing so retreat from a model of raw, 
petromodern capitalism to a retromodernity that affords him access to 
literacy and advanced technology.

Here again the formal and thematic elements of these novels also 
coalesce. The post-apocalyptic genre is entirely contingent on the conceit 
of survival; the possibility of survival—of survivors—is its bedrock. More 
broadly still, literature itself is a form predicated on the notion of survi-
vors. The reader in this way of thinking is also always the survivor of his-
tory who has come across this text. Atwood captures this when Snowman, 
in another overt evocation of Robinson Crusoe, considers becoming like 
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other “castaways on desert islands, keeping their journals day by tedious 
day” but concludes, “even a castaway assumes a future reader, someone 
who’ll come along later and find his bones and his ledger, and learn his 
fate. Snowman can make no such assumptions: he’ll have no future reader, 
because the Crakers can’t read. Any reader he can possibly imagine is in 
the past” (41). Neither Atwood nor the other authors of the new post-
apocalyptic canon share this pessimism, however. They count on future 
generations to survive, and they invite us and future readers to become 
Crusoes who are also Fridays, cautious agents of a new modernity that has 
learned from its mistakes.



Notes

Introduction : Modernity beyond Salvage

1. For more on Crusoe as a “sole survivor,” see Stafford 56–82. For a discussion 
of Defoe’s pioneering role in the development of adventure fiction, see Cohen 
59–98. 

2. For a concise discussion of the post-apocalyptic aspects of postmodern 
thought, see Germanà and Mousoutzanis, “Introduction” 3–4. 

3. For a discussion of postmodernity as “one moment within the long history of 
modernity,” see Felski 60. Beck also suggested this understanding of postmo-
dernity in the 1980s when he wrote, “[T]he counter-modernistic scenario 
 currently upsetting the world—new social movements and criticism of sci-
ence, technology and progress—does not stand in contradiction of modernity, 
but is rather and expression of reflexive modernization beyond the outlines of 
industrial society” (11).

4. For an analysis of salvage in contemporary apocalyptic culture that is focused 
more exclusively on political economy, see Evan Calder Williams’s call for the 
development of a “salvagepunk” movement in Combined and Uneven 
Apocalypse (14–71). Interestingly, Williams and his collaborator, China 
Miéville, disavowed this “attempt to think lost social relations via relations to 
discarded objects” a year later at the launch for the book, claiming that as a 
social formation salvagepunk had already been co-opted by capitalism 
(Williams 62; Williams and Miéville). 

5. Wagar defines “secular eschatology” as “a worldly study of world’s ends that 
ignores religious belief or puts the old visions to use as metaphors for modern 
anxiety” (4). Wagar’s chronology of this modern form of apocalyptic narrative 
begins somewhat later, with texts of the early nineteenth century, including 
Cousin de Grainville’s The Last Man: Or, Omegarus and Syderia, a Romance in 
Futurity (1805) and Shelley’s The Last Man (1826).

6. This claim gains support from Germanà and Mousoutzani’s recent observation 
that “one of the most distinctive aspects of contemporary understandings and 
representations of the apocalypse is their relationship with modernity” (4).

7. According to Aldiss, “The essence of cosy catastrophe is that the hero should 
have a pretty good time (a girl, free suites at the Savoy, automobiles for the tak-
ing) while everyone else is dying off” (294). Mick Broderick has identified a 
similar, if broader, trend in science fiction cinema. Broderick traces an increas-
ing movement toward “highly reactionary” plot lines in post- apocalyptic films, 
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 beginning in the 1950s and intensifying dramatically by the 1980s. According 
to Broderick, these films “articulate a desire for (if not celebrate) the fantasy 
of nuclear Armageddon as the anticipated war which will annihilate the 
oppressive burdens of post(modern) life and usher in the nostalgically 
yearned-for less complex existence of agrarian toil and social harmony 
through ascetic spiritual endeavors” (362).

8. Although all of these texts have enjoyed at least some critical attention, no 
study has yet been produced that examines this complete corpus and its 
 collective engagement with postmodern poetics and politics. 

9. A number of critics, including Leigh, Berger, and Heffernan, focus primarily 
on major writers, including Thomas Pynchon, Toni Morrison, Don DeLillo, 
and Salman Rushdie, who include apocalyptic symbolism and allusions in 
their texts. Other critics, such as Rosen and Buell, consider both major literary 
figures and pop cultural depictions of apocalyptic events. Williams and Paik 
occupy the other extreme, looking exclusively at popular narratives and films.

10. Other important writers who have contributed to this literary trend include 
Will Self (The Book of Dave, 2006), Jim Crace (The Pesthouse, 2007), Marcel 
Theroux (Far North, 2009), Douglas Coupland (Player One, 2010), China 
Miéville (Railsea, 2012), Karen Thompson Walker (The Age of Miracles, 
2012), Chang-Rae Lee (On Such a Full Sea, 2014), and Emily St. John 
Mandel (Station Eleven, 2014).

11. For an instance of Hoberek’s recent work on the influence of genre fiction on 
twenty-first-century fiction, see his review of Zone One, “Living with PASD.”

12. Post-apocalypse is the term of choice for Berger and Heffernan; “neo- 
apocalypse,” “crypto-apocalypse,” and “counter-apocalypse” are three of 
many terms Catherine Keller coins, and which I discuss in chapter one; “ana-
apocalypse” is Laurent Milesi’s term, which is inspired by Thomas Pynchon’s 
novels, in which Milesi claims, “No, Apocalypse has not (yet) taken place—
Now—it will (not) have (yet) taken place . . .; no apocalypse, but rather a 
(pre/post) ana-apocalypse, a necessarily constant rehearsal, repetition and 
working through of revelation between ‘to die’ and ‘to be reborn’” (224); Lee 
Quimby defines “ironic apocalypse” as “the dystopian view that history has 
exhausted itself,” and “[t]he irony is that we live on beyond morality or 
meaning” (xvi); Quimby explains that “one version of technological apoca-
lypse regards technology as a threat leading to an inevitable end, but this 
mode is more often accompanied by the possibility of thwarting the trajec-
tory of destruction” (xix); meanwhile, for Quimby “anti-apocalypse” is an 
“invocation to struggle against apocalypse, to know its logic, to say no to its 
insistence on an inevitable end necessary for a new order, its infatuation with 
doom, its willingness to witness cruelty in the name of righteous justice, and 
its belief in an elect with access to absolute truth” (xxii); according to Evan 
Calder Williams, “capitalist apocalypse is the possibility of grasping how the 
global economic order and its social relations depend upon the production 
and exploitation of the undifferentiated, of those things which cannot  
be included in the realm of the openly visible without rupturing the very 
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 oppositions that make the whole enterprise move forward” (8); eco-critic 
Frederick Buell explores “slow apocalypse,” which he explains “means that 
one has already entered (or perhaps is already well into) a time when [nature’s] 
limits have been breached and the risks from disequilibrium are rising” 
(105); and Richard Dellamora, after Jonathan Boyarin, characterizes “post-
modern apocalypse” as “endtime-without-judgment” (5).

13. Jack London already anticipated this potential loss of global communication 
shortly after new technologies had made it possible. In his 1912 post- 
apocalyptic novella, The Scarlet Plague, his narrator recalls the effects of the 
sweeping contagion: “It was amazing, astounding, this loss of communication 
with the world. It was exactly as if the world had ceased, been blotted out. For 
sixty years that world has no longer existed for me. I know there must be such 
places as New York, Europe, Asia, and Africa; but not one word has been 
heard of them—not in sixty years. With the coming of the Scarlet Death the 
world fell apart, absolutely, irretrievably. Ten thousand years of culture and 
civilization passed in the twinkling of an eye, ‘lapsed like foam’” (20).

14. See, for instance, Randall’s discussion of We as an “anti-utopia” that  captures 
“a sort of singular Bolshevik utopian rigor mortis” (xi–xii).

15. According to Zamora, “The resurgence of apocalyptic modes of thought and 
expression is a predictable reaction to social disruption and temporal uncer-
tainty” (11). Similarly, Rosen observes, “Apocalyptic literature has tradition-
ally been written to comfort people whose lives are, or who perceive their 
lives to be, overwhelmed by historical or social disruption” (xii).

16. For a fascinating overview of eschatological worldviews stretching from 
ancient India and China through prehistoric and classical Greece, see Wagar 
33–41. 

17. Atwood writes “I’d been clipping small items [about science] from the back 
pages of newspapers for years, and noting with alarm that trends derided ten 
years ago as paranoid fantasies had become possibilities, then actualities” 
(“Writing Oryx and Crake” 322). She continues that, after 9/11 took place 
midway through her writing process, she stopped working on the novel for a 
short period and considered writing gardening books instead, “But then  
I started writing again, because what use would gardening books be in a 
world without gardens, and without books? And that was the vision that was 
preoccupying me” (322). Mitchell, meanwhile, has observed that a major 
theme in Cloud Atlas is “predation,” stating, “Individuals preying on groups; 
groups preying on individuals; corporations preying on other branches 
within society; tribes preying on other tribes” (as quoted in Leith). He has 
also noted the novel’s interest in the fact that “[w]hat made us successful in 
Darwinian terms—our skill at manipulating our environment—now threat-
ens to wipe us out as a species” (Mitchell, “The Art of Fiction”). In very 
 different terms, McCarthy, in an interview with Oprah Winfrey, described 
imagining having a bleak vision of the future for his young son with “every-
thing being laid waste.” Whitehead cites the importance of genre fiction in 
inspiring his conception of Zone One, explaining, “Growing up devouring 
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horror comics and novels, and being inspired to become a writer because of 
horror novels, movies, and comic books, I always knew I was going to write 
a horror novel” (Whitehead, “Colson Whitehead on Zombies”). 

18. For a summary of how cyclical and linear eschatologies served as different 
vessels of social and political criticism, see Wagar 54. Rosen observes that, 
“The apocalyptic genre, at least in its religious incarnation, is usually written 
by and for the discontented, and often for a minority that is profoundly 
alienated by its powerless position” (xii).

19. For two compelling treatments of the intersections of postcolonial history 
and politics with current debates about how to avoid an environmental catas-
trophe from anthropogenic climate change, see Chakrabarty and Nixon. 

20. Benét, who first published “By the Waters of Babylon” in the Saturday 
Evening Post in 1937 under the title “The Place of the Gods,” may enjoy 
little name recognition today, but Wagar argues that his “influence on post-
war American speculative fiction was considerable” (164). Specifically, Wagar 
claims that among stories of the period that “envisaged long wars producing 
a gradual spiraling down of civilization to barbarism,” Benét’s story “had the 
greatest impact in America” (24, 25). 

21. For discussions of pleasure and repetition in genre film and fiction, see Neale 
461–462 and Holland.

1 The Mother of All Apocalypses in Margaret 
Atwood’s Oryx and Crake

1. Schüssler Fiorenza serves as a notable exception. For further discussion of 
this dialogue within biblical studies, see Vander Stichele 114–117.

2. As with every character and narrative element in Revelation, the perpetrators 
of the attack on the Whore can be read on several levels. In Revelation, it is 
“the ten horns which thou sawest upon the beast” that kill her (17:16). These 
horns are identified in Revelation 17:12 as “ten kings, which have received 
no kingdom as yet; but receive power as kings one hour with the beast.” For 
various interpretations, see Keller 76; Marshall 29; and Pippin 28, 67.

3. Although Keller is careful to specify that she is not offering “a metanarrative 
of apocalypse as the essential subtext of Western history,” the sweep of her 
claims at times suggests otherwise (9). For an equally fascinating discussion 
of an “apocalyptic pattern” that shapes Western history, but without a femi-
nist emphasis, see Kermode.

4. For discussions of Oryx and Crake as an apocalyptic novel, see Bosco, Botta, 
Garrard, Hollinger, Snyder, Watkins, and Wolter.

5. The Whore of Babylon’s resurrection in new millennial post-apocalyptic 
 literature is part of a longer literary tradition. She surfaces with remarkable 
frequency in apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic narratives stretching back at 
least to the early Romantic period. Steven Goldsmith detects relatively 
abstract versions of the Whore in Byron’s “Darkness” and The Last Man 
(272, 312–313). By the beginning of the twentieth century, however, more 
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graphic reiterations of this figure begin to proliferate. Vesta in Jack London’s 
The Scarlet Plague and Julia in W. E. B. Du Bois’s “The Comet” are both rich 
and pampered women who have implicitly fueled the class and race tensions 
that have riven society in the two texts. E. M. Forster’s Vashti in “The 
Machine Stops,” is a less than human creature who both feeds and feeds on 
the apocalyptic “machine” that has undermined the integrity of human exis-
tence. In the “A Game of Chess” section of The Waste Land, Eliot’s unnamed, 
perfumed woman emblematizes the decadent threat of the modern woman. 
In Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids, Josella, the notorious author of Sex Is 
My Adventure, again embodies the modern nature of femininity against 
which that text rebels. In Philip K. Dick’s “Second Variety,” Tasso is a robot 
prostitute who infiltrates the last human preserve in order to vanquish 
humanity at last. And T. Coraghessan Boyle’s Sarai in “After the Plague” is a 
vicious, even monstrous, figure, who embodies the most despicable aspects of 
a human race his story treats as deserving of extermination.

6. For a discussion of Atwood’s use of biblical material in The Handmaid’s Tale, 
see Filipczak.

7. For Atwood’s discussion of Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood as what 
she terms “ustopias,” see her essay “Dire Cartographies.”

8. For an alternative reading of the three as the Christian Trinity, see Dunning 95.
9. Here Levine is synthesizing scholarship by Marshall and Duff.

10. For an alternative psychoanalytic reading of the novel, see Hall. For a reading 
that explores the interpersonal dynamics within the text in terms of trauma 
theory, see Snyder.

11. Tolan has demonstrated Atwood’s recurrent interest in states of abjection in 
her novels, including Lady Oracle, Bodily Harm, and, most notably, Cat’s Eye, 
in which “[i]mages of abjection permeate the text” (194).

12. Oryx and Crake hints, and The Year of the Flood confirms, that the timing of 
Crake’s arrival and Sharon’s departure is no coincidence, as Crake facilitated 
her escape through his contacts with the insurgency movement “God’s 
Gardeners.”

13. Atwood continues to explore the relationship between contemporary pros-
titutes and the figure of the Whore of Babylon in The Year of the Flood. The 
second novel in the trilogy narrates the experiences of those outside the 
Compound walls during the same period from the point of view of two 
women, Ren and Toby, both of whom work as prostitutes for some periods 
of the narrative. As in Oryx and Crake, the women’s entries into prostitution 
are contextualized by larger familial and socioeconomic forces, which detach 
the act of prostitution from simplistic questions of morality. Both women 
suffer horrendous acts of sexual violence, and in her portrait of their victim-
ization, Atwood again resists the gender conventions of apocalypse, refuting 
the apocalyptic tradition of presenting sexual violence as an expression of 
divine justice.

14. For a concise summary of these critiques, see Hall 180.
15. For more on Atwood’s relationship with Amnesty International, see Tolan 142.
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16. Throughout her article, Hall helpfully delineates the ways Atwood’s subtle 
characterization of Oryx, who asserts herself through her laughter and her 
own ambivalent narration of her experiences within the sex trade, avoids the 
common error of presenting prostitutes as helpless victims or voiceless objects.

17. I am indebted here to Gayatri Spivak’s landmark essay “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?”

18. Deepening this irony, in The Year of the Flood we learn that Crake also bases 
his development of the Crakers on interviews he conducts with prostitutes at 
the bordello known as “Scales and Tales” (305–306).

19. For a discussion of various interpretations of Judith’s significance, see Lucas 17.

2 “This Time Round”: David Mitchell’s Cloud 
Atlas and the Apocalyptic Problem of 

Historicism

1. Even mainstream modern science allows room for a cyclical understanding of 
time. As Gould points out, “The metaphor of time’s cycle captures those 
aspects of nature that are either stable or else cycle in simple repeating (or 
oscillating) series because they are direct products of nature’s timeless laws, 
not the contingent moments of complex historical pathways” (196).

2. According to interviewer Melissa Denes, “Growing up in Worcestershire 
with his older brother and artist parents, [Mitchell] worried constantly about 
the threat of nuclear war. . . . He had read all of John Wyndham’s ‘traumatic, 
 disturbing’ books by the age of 12 and thinks that this, too, fed his apocalyp-
tic streak” (“Apocalypse, Maybe” n.p.).

3. It must be said, however, that this initial impression of a cyclical structure is 
in some sense a decoy—or at least, a literary flourish rather than an index of 
cyclical temporality. Mitchell has indicated that Cloud Atlas was inspired by 
Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. As a young reader of that text, 
he had been frustrated by that book’s failure to return to the various stories it 
inaugurates, so he produced a book that offered completion of the stories it 
started (Mitchell, “The Art of Fiction”). While I will return to matters of 
form at the conclusion of this chapter, it is worth acknowledging that in the 
broadest sense the book reinforces endings rather than defying them. 
Although the stories are interrupted both by each other and by the central 
post-apocalyptic tale, and the second halves of each are presented in reverse 
order so that the first story ends last, beneath this shuffling, the book provides 
definitive resolutions to its various stories. Moreover, the events in the second 
halves of the stories are not affected by the apocalyptic events, much less 
caused by them, a fact that undermines the sense of continuity among the 
narratives that one might expect if cyclical temporality were being modeled.

4. While Eliade is careful to specify that he is referring to cyclical worldviews 
that predated the Greek notion of eternal return that was later explored by 
Nietzsche, he also articulates a connection between the Greek view and that 
of earlier cultures whom he refers to as “pre-socratic,” “traditional,” “archaic,” 
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or “primitive,” suggesting that in both versions of eternal return, “The past is 
but a prefiguration of the future. No event is irreversible and no transforma-
tion is final. In a certain sense, it is even possible to say that nothing new 
happens in the world” (89–90).

5. Near the conclusion of The Myth of the Eternal Return, Eliade briefly dis-
tances himself from nostalgia for cyclical ontology, introducing a Christian 
view that “the horizon of archetypes and repetition cannot be transcended 
with impunity unless we accept a philosophy of freedom that does not 
exclude God” (160). He explains that in a linear world, in which events can-
not be mapped onto a creation myth, only the more abstract condition of 
ongoing belief, of religious faith, has the potential to give meaning to events. 
Yet, as Allen argues, there is considerable evidence that Eliade’s references to 
Christianity here allude to a “cosmic Christianity,” with greater affinities to 
the archaic religions he celebrates than “historical Christianity” in its more 
conventional sense (112–118).

6. For an extended discussion of the critical debates surrounding Eliade’s life 
and works, see Allen 225–231. For a thoughtful discussion of the ways 
Eliade’s critique of history could be understood as anti-semitic, see Miller 
283–284.

7. Critics complain that Eliade’s use of the term history is often vague, blurred 
as it is with other issues associated with modernity. Allen remarks, “In his 
analysis of myth, reality, and the contemporary world, Eliade often lumps 
together and uses interchangeably such terms as political, economic, histori-
cal, temporal, materialist, historicist, positivist, and other aspects of the mod-
ern mode of being” (309). For a thorough analysis of Eliade’s use of terms 
such as “history” and “historicism,” see Rennie 89–108.

8. While Tyrus Miller concedes the “common ground” between Benjamin and 
Eliade, he points out that contrary to Eliade, Benjamin “leaned emphatically 
towards a critique of myth in favor of a messianic, theo-political Marxism” 
(284). Yet the resonances between the two thinkers’ work are striking. Of the 
encounter between “historicism” and “the thought of the eternal recurrence,” 
Miller writes, “For Benjamin, these two, antipodal modes of interpreting the 
historicity of experience in this period were . . . covertly interrelated. In their 
mutually canceling implications, they point towards a new, different form of 
historical thinking, writing, and acting, a practice of history that could shat-
ter the continuity of historicist succession along with the continuum of 
mythic repetition” (294). Compare this to Allen’s characterization of Eliade’s 
thought: “Through the creative encounter with the archaic and nonWestern 
[sic] other, focusing on the terror of history and other existential concerns, 
modern  culture will be renewed by rejecting major features of historical 
 existence and by incorporating, in new creative ways, essential mythic and 
religious conceptions that disclose aspects of the universal human spirit” 
(307–308).

9. Allen locates Eliade’s affinities with postmodern thinkers in his view that we 
“must resist the tyranny and domination of the modernist idols of science, 
rationalism, and ‘objectivity’” (315).
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10. See, for instance, Simon Malpas’s characterization of the postmodern subject 
as “a historically mutable structure that remains open to redefinition and 
transformation in the future” (79). One interesting exception to this ten-
dency would be Judith Butler’s emphasis on repetition in her work on the 
performance of gender.

11. The opening image of the novel is Adam Ewing following the footprints of 
Henry Goose on Chatham Island, where his ship has been cast ashore by a 
storm. Later Autua will reveal that he lived alone on nearby Pitt Island as a 
fugitive until his “signs of habitation” gave him away (32). Robert Frobisher 
repeatedly takes refuge on a “willow-tree island” in a pond on the estate of 
Vyvyan Ayrs and must come ashore, soaking, after falling asleep and rolling 
in (63–64). Luisa Rey drags herself out of the water and onto a mainland 
beach after a hit man for the nuclear company drives her off the road as she 
attempts to flee Swannekke Island. At the conclusion of the post-Apocalyptic 
narrative, Zachry becomes the last of his tribe to survive in Hawaii, becom-
ing yet another figure for Crusoe.

While the book begins on Chatham Island and takes Adam Ewing to the 
Society Islands, as well, Hawaii is the island that recurs most often in 
Mitchell’s novel—it is the penultimate stop of Adam Ewing on his way home 
from Australia in “The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing,” the home of Megan 
Sixsmith, the niece of Rufus Sixsmith, in “Half Lives: The First Luisa Rey 
Mystery,” the promised land where clones in “An Orison of Sonmi-451” are 
said to enjoy “Xultation” after their term of service is complete, and the set-
ting of “Sloosha’s Crossin’ an’ Ev’rythin’ After.” The images of Hawaii in part 
evoke ideas of paradise—especially since Hawaii is where the significantly 
named Adam is restored to health at the conclusion of the novel. Yet islands 
also figure more ominously—there are references to Three Mile Island, and 
its doppelganger in the novel, Swannekke Island, is where the “HYDRA-
Zero reactor,” a dangerous new nuclear power plant, is about to be con-
structed. In general, Cloud Atlas also implies that islands represent isolation 
in the sense in which John Donne famously suggested.

12. The novel could be fruitfully analyzed for its representations of capitalism, 
colonialism, racism, power, religious faith, and community. Repetition 
occurs at every level of form and content in Mitchell’s work. As numerous 
critics have noted, several characters in Cloud Atlas, including Timothy 
Cavendish and Luisa Rey, appeared in Mitchell’s earlier novel Ghostwritten. 
Among the many recurrent motifs that surface in Cloud Atlas are blindness/
vision, climbing/falling, drowning, cannibalism, and poison. The novel is 
also dense with interwoven images and details that playfully connect one 
section to another. The musical compositions of Vyvyan Ayrs in “Letters 
from Zedelghem,” for example, are called “Matryosschka Doll Variations,” 
and “Society Islands,” names that self-consciously comment on the form and 
settings within the larger novel. Soap is used as a form of punishment in the 
Cavendish section and then recurs as the name of a compound of drugs and 
human flesh fed to fabricants in the Sonmi-451 narrative. Some of this 
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 repetition appears to be merely playful; so, for instance, Dr. Goose is the 
name of the conman who preys on Adam, while Dr. Egret is the name of the 
doctor who treats Ayrs. Yet much of the repetition of characters, themes, and 
imagery serves to reinforce the novel’s multidimensional celebration of 
recurrence.

13. Mitchell has credited Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and Steel for his interest 
in these tribes and their unfolding relationship on Chatham Island (Mitchell 
“Q&A”).

14. The shift toward greater barbarity is in part indexed by the fates of the 
“Adams” that play roles in each. While the naïve and good-natured American 
Adam Ewing survives his voyage across the Pacific amid a band of vicious 
seamen, exploitive colonizers, and—most menacingly—Henry Goose, the 
Adam of the “Sloosha’s Crossin’” section is captured and enslaved by the 
Kona, a barbarian tribe, within the first two pages of the post-apocalyptic 
narrative. Likewise, while Adam Ewing grieves for a young boy who commits 
suicide after being sexually brutalized by the seamen, a similar case of male 
gang rape is treated as part of a wave of unanswered atrocities in the attack by 
the Kona.

15. With typical playfulness, Mitchell reminds us of their role as doubles partly 
through naming: Adam and Autua sail on a ship called the Prophetess; the 
ship on which the black clone Meronym visits Zachry and his tribe is called 
the Prescience.

16. Though the term “Cloud Atlas” is the title of a Frobisher composition (119, 
408), and at another point refers to a tool for finding the coordinates of last-
ing happiness (373), it is twice used in relation to reincarnation (302, 308).

17. Adam Ewing is rescued by Autua, the tormented Frobisher commits suicide, 
Luisa Rey dodges a hired killer in order to expose the misdeeds of the nuclear 
power company, Cavendish collaborates with other inmates of the nursing 
home to escape, and Sonmi-451 endures a series of chases and car crashes en 
route to the construction of her historic Declarations.

18. Woods’s analysis of Benjamin emphasizes the degree to which Benjamin 
hopes that the messianic time produced by the overthrow of historicism will 
create an “unforeseeable, unprecedented transformation and an aleatorical 
departure from tradition” (117). Derrida, according to Woods, adopts 
Benjamin’s outlook, seeking “possible alternative trajectories for the present” 
(110). He explains that, in Derrida’s view, “The messianic is spectral (haunto-
logical or beyond being), because it ushers in a radical otherness which can-
not be appropriated by a conceptual violence within our existing systemic 
structures” (110). Such discussions raise questions that are beyond the scope 
of this chapter: Does “difference” imply “newness”? Must “the other” be new?

19. Of course, larger stories can also be a source of political disempowerment 
and personal harm, as Mitchell demonstrates in his first novel, Ghostwritten, 
where he explores the dangers of collective thought both in his depiction of 
a contemporary Japanese cult and in his sweeping portrait of the Chinese 
Communist Party.
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20. Interestingly, in his well-known discussion of postmodernism, “Pluralism in 
Postmodern Perspective,” Ihab Hassan concludes his analysis of critical plu-
ralism with an ambivalent meditation on belief, which he expresses in starkly 
apocalyptic terms:

It may be that some rough beast will slouch again toward Bethlehem, 
its haunches bloody, its name echoing in our ears with the din of his-
tory. It may be that some natural cataclysm, world calamity, or extra 
terrestrial intelligence will shock the earth into some sane planetary 
awareness of its destiny. It may be that we shall simply bungle through, 
muddle through, wandering in the “desert” from oasis to oasis, as we 
have done for decades, perhaps centuries. I have no prophecy in me, 
only some slight foreboding, which I express now to remind myself 
that all the evasions of our knowledge and actions thrive on the 
absence of consensual beliefs, an absence that also energises our tem-
pers, our wills. This is our postmodern condition. (204)

3 Friday at the End of the World: Apocalyptic 
Change and the Legacy of Robinson Crusoe in 

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road and Jeanette 
Winterson’s The Stone Gods

1. Chabon alludes to Stewart’s explicit reliance on Robinson Crusoe, and both 
Elizabeth Wells and M. Keith Booker offer readings of Stewart’s use of 
Defoe’s text (Booker 67–70). Paul Brians mentions the “Crusoe-like” 
resourcefulness of the characters in Alas, Babylon (260). Booker notes that “I 
Am Legend again contains numerous echoes of Robinson Crusoe in its depic-
tion of the dogged attempts of Neville to build a life for himself, drawing 
upon whatever resources happen to be at his command” (84–85).

2. For a discussion of Atwood’s recycling of Robinson Crusoe in Oryx and Crake, 
see chapter one. Like Atwood’s novel, Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas opens with a 
scene on a beach, this time with a meditation on cannibalism. The novel also 
makes recurrent use of islands as both settings and symbols of isolation. In 
Zone One, Whitehead has his protagonist sleeping in trees during the zombie 
apocalypse, and the location of the eponymous Zone One, the island of 
Manhattan, resonates in interesting ways with Crusoe’s own island as a site of 
cultural reconstitution. As I discuss in chapter five, both Nailer and Mahlia 
can be read as Crusoe figures in Bacigalupi’s Ship Breaker novels.

3. See, for instance, the reviews by Donahue, Griffiths, Inskeep, and Holcomb.
4. The exceptions to this apparent disregard to matters of race and ethnicity are 

the subtle references to the Holocaust and American slavery. The former is 
invoked in the novel’s portrait of “a great heap of clothing. Clothes and shoes. 
Belts. Coats” in a house where victims are being cannibalized, as well as in the 
father’s observation that his son “looked like something out of a deathcamp” 
(107, 117). In the same episode, the father observes of the house that “[c]hattel 
slaves had once trod those boards bearing food and drink on silver trays” (106).
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5. Keller has explored a similar exchange of time for space in her discussion of 
Christopher Columbus’s comprehension of Hispaniola as New Jerusalem. 
She writes, “A new approach to space became possible: the symbolism of the 
new heaven and earth now reduces to geographic literalism. In this temporal 
inversion, the symbolic future has been remade as a literal past. To grasp hold 
of the mammarian axis mundi, he bends time backwards, translating it into 
his new, commodifiable space. This move expedited the ‘discover and acquire’ 
project. When the new heaven and earth lies ‘before’ in space rather than in 
a numinous spacetime, human control of space and what lies ‘in’ it gains 
force” (emphasis in original, 159).

6. In her fascinating book The Novel and the Sea, Cohen argues that the prac-
tices of maritime craft were essential to the evolution of the novel. She claims 
that in Defoe’s text, “To achieve success, Crusoe calls on craft’s compleat 
competences, such as a knowledge of geography, arms, shipbuilding, and 
carpentry. He also exercises craft’s human traits, notably prudence, patience, 
protocol, embodiment, resolution, jury-rigging, and the pragmatic imagina-
tion” (61). Through this invocation of craft, she explains, “Defoe is revamp-
ing the poetics of adventure. Trial by danger had been the basis of adventure 
fiction from its beginnings in classical romance. But there is nothing like 
Defoe’s linear, logical plot of problem-solving” (71).

7. As Markman Ellis notes, Crusoe “locates the origin of the practice of canni-
balism in the plain monstrousness of the Caribs (that they are devilish, and 
have been abandoned by God)” (49).

8. In his interview with Oprah Winfrey, McCarthy reported that while staying 
at a hotel in El Paso with his four-year-old son, he got up in the night and 
looked out the window. He continued, “I just had this image of what this 
town might look like in fifty or a hundred years. I just had this image of these 
fires up on the hill, and everything being laid waste, and I thought a lot about 
my little boy.”

9. For instance, Dianne Luce has speculated that McCarthy first conceived 
of the novel’s setting and premise “perhaps not long after September 11th, 
2001” (9), and Lydia Cooper has concurred that, “The apocalypticism  
of The Road seems to be a response to an immediate and visceral fear of 
cataclysmic doom in the United States after the terrorist attacks on  
9/11” (221).

10. The reference to red scarves here calls to mind the traditional red and white 
shamaghs or headdress worn by Arabs, attire which was also worn by mem-
bers of Al-Qaeda in their widely broadcast videos.

11. Jed Esty’s recent work on the way the bildungsroman sits at the “nexus 
between modernist aesthetics and modern colonialism” resonates with the 
colonizing dynamic that is evident in the relationship between the man and 
boy in The Road (2). Esty points out that “imperialism generally casts its 
subject peoples not as radically different, but as an underdeveloped or 
youthful version of their rulers, not quite ready for self-government” (16). 
For more on how Esty’s work sheds light on post-apocalyptic narrative, see 
chapter five.
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12. O’Malley notes that “a number of critics have observed that the relationship 
of Friday to Crusoe that Defoe images is filial and pedagogic, with Crusoe 
taking on the parental duties of the childlike Friday’s religious education and 
displaying a kind of paternal affection toward him” (191).

13. Of the second day of his acquaintance with Friday, Crusoe reports, “As we 
went by the place where he had bury’d the two men, he pointed exactly to the 
place, and shew’d me the marks that he had made to find them again, making 
signs to me that we should dig them up again, and eat them; at this I appear’d 
very angry, express’d my abhorrence of it, made as if I would vomit at the 
thoughts of it, and beckon’d with my hand to him to come away, which he 
did immediately, with great submission” (151).

14. This scene also calls to mind the two in Robinson Crusoe in which he scav-
enges European goods from the wreck of his own ship and, 23 years later, a 
foundered Spanish ship.

15. For other discussions of the importance of language and naming in Defoe’s 
novel, see McInelly; Novak; and Seidel 191 and 198.

16. For a fascinating discussion of the religious imagery with which McCarthy 
invests the boy, see Cooper.

17. Chabon comments on “The unnamed protagonist, whose thoughts are so 
often presented without third-person attribution that at times he verges 
asymptotically near to being the novel’s narrator.”

18. Julie Ellam observes that “Winterson’s turn to wider events may be inter-
preted as one of many novelistic reactions to the loss of perceived certainty in 
the West following the 9/11 bombings” (226).

19. As Ellam notes, “buried treasure” is “a regularly-used Winterson motif for 
denoting the necessity of desire, and for also urging us to search for what we 
desire” (221).

20. Ellam writes: “If love is made central, there is the likely outcome that politi-
cal concerns are either sidelined or are made intentionally or unintentionally 
reactionary. When the story is concerned with love, the outside world can 
become surplus and, even though The Stone Gods decries the waste that will 
lead to our collective deaths, it never quite manages to look further than the 
daughter’s continuing search for the mother or lover” (224).

21. Crusoe describes Friday as “a comely handsome fellow, perfectly well made; 
with straight strong limbs, not too large; tall and well shap’d, and, as I reckon, 
about twenty six years of age. He had a very good countenance, not a fierce 
and surly aspect; but seem’d to have something very manly in his face, and 
yet he had all the sweetness and softness of an European in his countenance 
too, especially when he smil’d” (150). He remarks later that “I was greatly 
delighted with him” and muses that his life with Friday was so pleasant and 
easy “that could I but have been safe from more savages, I cared not if I was 
never to remove from the place while I lived” (154). For queer readings of the 
dynamic between Crusoe and Friday, see Campana, Haggerty, and Turley.

22. While Eliade describes a return to origins via creation myths that is expressly 
impersonal, Winterson dwells here and elsewhere on a return to individual, 
personal origins as a means of liberation.
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23. For a discussion of the ways Winterson’s text engages with the mother as “the 
lost object of psychoanalytic theory,” see Ellam 221–222.

24. While the son’s bond with the father is more unequivocally framed in terms 
of modern Western values than Billie’s prelinguistic and deeply embodied 
connection with her lost mother, Winterson’s very choice to frame Billie’s 
experience of loss via the narrative of Crusoe underscores the modern notion 
of identity on which that sense of loss is predicated.

25. McInelly’s identification of the modern novel’s emphasis on “the particulars 
of day-to-day experience” as a symptom of its colonial origins recalls claim 
that post-apocalyptic novels manifest an excessive preoccupation with the 
“details of everyday life” (“What’s the Matter” n.p.). The similarity in the two 
forms’ investment in such quotidian details may signal another avenue for 
considering the affiliation between post-apocalyptic and colonial narratives.

4 “Stop! Can You Hear the Eagle Roar?”: 
Zombie Kitsch and the Apocalyptic Sublime  

in Colson Whitehead’s Zone One

1. A common translation of the passage varies slightly from Whitehead’s, read-
ing “The gray coating of dust on things is its best part” (Benjamin “Dream 
Kitsch” 236).

2. The category of the sublime is beginning to generate significant interest 
among scholars of apocalyptic literature. For new work on this topic pro-
duced since the writing of this chapter, see Horton, and Horner and Zlosnik.

3. For a detailed analysis of the role the Lisbon Earthquake played in the 
thinking of Burke and Kant, see Regier.

4. Wilton helpfully observes that whether the sublime is centered in an object 
or its observer was frequently obscured in the work of Burke and others, 
 writing, “Often we are told, in effect, that a sublime object occasions sublime 
sensations in the observer—the word covers the whole range of ideas from 
the external phenomenon through the gamut of intermediary events and the 
sensations to the felt emotion” (29).

5. Neiman observes that “[t]he Lisbon earthquake was said to shock Western 
civilization more than any event since the fall of Rome,” a parallel which 
reinforces the sense in which the earthquake was viewed specifically as a 
threat to the modernity that had so recently restored conceptions of subjec-
tivity and the State initiated in classical civilization (240).

6. While he does not elaborate on the point, Paley invites us to compare a 
painting like Michelangelo’s The Great Flood from the early sixteenth century 
to paintings of the biblical flood by James Jefferys (1775) and Philippe 
Jacques de Loutherbourg (1790) to see a shift in visual register that also 
applies to more squarely apocalyptic images during this period (10–14).

7. Examples of this urban focus in post-apocalyptic literature stretch from 
Mary Shelley’s portrait of the collapse of London from plague in The Last 
Man, to the scenes of San Francisco erupting in chaos in Jack London’s  
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The Scarlet Plague to the devastation of Washington, DC, in Paolo Bacigalupi’s 
The Drowned Cities or the evisceration of London by nuclear war in Jeanette 
Winterson’s The Stone Gods. More flagrant still are the sublime scenes of 
urban destruction conjured in films like Independence Day, Deep Impact, The 
Day after Tomorrow, and 2012.

8. Interestingly, although The Road features a number of extraordinary passages 
set in urban environments, it is the one recent text that has not set its apoca-
lyptic and post-apocalyptic events primarily in a metropolitan area.

9. While one might argue that plague itself is inherently less dramatic than 
other apocalyptic threats, I would point out that, starting with A Journal of 
the Plague Year by Daniel Defoe and The Last Man by Mary Shelley, the 
plague has frequently been characterized as a ferocious creature with a con-
siderable sublimity quotient and a familiar undead aspect. Defoe’s narrator, 
for instance, writes, “the Plague rag’d so violently, and fell in upon them so 
furiously, that they . . . went to the Grave by Thousands” (123). He also 
characterizes the plague as “Death it self on his pale Horse” (224). In Shelley, 
the plague is “like a thousand packs of wolves, howling through the winter 
night, gaunt and fierce” (213). Later, Shelley writes, “Death, which had in 
our younger days walked the earth like ‘a thief that comes in the night,’ now, 
rising from his subterranean vault, girt with power, with dark banner float-
ing, came a conqueror” (217).

10. Similarly, whereas the sublime is traditionally contrasted with beauty, 
Menninghaus observes that kitsch for Benjamin is “unadulterated beauty, a 
simple invitation to wallow in sentiment” (41).

11. Mark Spitz was a remarkably accomplished athlete, receiving seven gold 
medals in the 1972 Olympics. Yet in the text, the nickname “Mark Spitz,” 
which is assigned to the protagonist on the assumption that he cannot swim, 
evokes the kitschy celebrity persona of Mark Spitz more than his athletic 
accomplishments.

12. As Boulton demonstrates, the association of the ocean with the sublime 
stretches back to Longinus (xlvii). Burke continues this tradition, avowing, 
“the ocean is an object of no small terror” (58).

13. Titles in this vast category include, Astro-Zombies, Teenage Zombies, Revenge 
of the Zombies, City of the Walking Dead, Toxic Zombies, and Zombie Island 
Massacre.

14. Perhaps the most well-known expression of this analogy is Terry Eagleton’s 
claim that the “distinction between the beautiful and the sublime . . . is that 
between woman and man” (55).

15. For one interesting reading of consumer culture and death in DeLillo’s White 
Noise, see Wilcox, who argues that the inundation of “brand names and 
advertising slogans” that Jack Gladney and his family experiences “imply the 
evacuation of the private spheres of self ” (348).

16. It is also the modernity of the dead who “flowed over London Bridge” before 
the “final stroke of nine” in T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” (62, 68), in a 
scene that is echoed later in Zone One, as Mark Spitz dreams of “step[ping] 
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out to the sidewalk into the rush-hour stream of the dead on their way home, 
the paralegals, mohels, resigned temps, bike messengers and slump- 
shouldered massage therapists, the panoply of citizens in the throes of their 
slow decay” (108–109). Hoberek draws a similar parallel with an emphasis 
on Whitehead and Eliot’s shared investment in style (409).

17. The term “reconstruction” is redolent of the repressive treatment of recently 
emancipated slaves after the civil war. This reconstruction, like that one, is 
failing to take advantage of a potentially revolutionary moment. Mark Spitz 
is revealed to be black near the conclusion of the novel, and while Saldívar 
has offered a compelling reading of Zone One as a postrace novel, more 
remains to be said about the centrality of the motif of the reconstruction in 
Whitehead’s subtle treatment of race.

18. In describing the “extraordinary vogue” deluge images enjoyed in late eigh-
teenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain, Paley writes, “Involving by 
definition a divinely sent, universal catastrophe, employing by necessity the 
most powerful natural forces, the Deluge scene can make the transition from 
the natural to the apocalyptic sublime” (8).

19. I am indebted to scholar Michael Berthold for his insights about Quiet 
Storm radio programming and its relationship to Public Enemy’s work.

5 “The Raw Materials”: Petromodernity, 
Retromodernity, and the Bildungsroman in 

Paolo Bacigalupi’s Ship Breaker

1. For an unpacking of Bakhtin’s treatment of the relationship of the protago-
nist of the classic bildungsroman to “historical time,” see Moretti vii–viii; for 
an analysis of the importance of “national-historical time” in Bakhtin, see 
Esty 5–6 (emphasis mine).

2. Jimmy, Oryx, and Crake in Oryx and Crake and Mark Spitz in Zone One 
round out this line-up, but their coming-of-age precedes the apocalyptic 
event.

3. See, for example, Green’s and Denby’s reviews of The Hunger Games novel 
and film, respectively, for discussions of the narrative’s potential as economic 
allegory.

4. The young adult material I read for this chapter contains more graphic vio-
lence than most of the texts I discuss in the remainder of this book. What is 
markedly absent, however, is the sexual violence that is typical in adult post-
apocalyptic novels.

5. Indeed, there are hints in the novels that all three depict events in the same 
future. As is typical of writers of young adult fiction, Bacigalupi omits from 
his young adult novels the sexual violence that is horrifically detailed in The 
Windup Girl.

6. For a rich and detailed account of the place of scavenging in the global econ-
omy, see Medina.
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7. The relationship between the terms “scavenge” and “salvage” is a fluid and 
complex one. Throughout Ship Breaker, Bacigalupi idiomatically uses “scav-
enge” as a noun to describe the material that Nailer and his peers extract from 
their surroundings, only occasionally employing the term “salvage.” Legally, 
a distinction is sometimes made between acts of scavenging and salvaging. 
The California Integrated Waste Management Board, for instance, states, 
“Salvaging means the controlled removal of waste material for utilization,” 
whereas “Scavenging means the uncontrolled and/or unauthorized removal 
of solid waste materials” (2). In his authoritative treatment of global scaveng-
ing, Medina uses the terms interchangeably, perhaps to underscore his view 
that scavenging is a legitimate activity that eliminates waste. I have elected to 
use the term “salvage” in this chapter when referring to the materials that 
Nailer and others collect rather than “scavenge” in the same spirit (and to 
avoid confusion created by the nonstandard usage of the term “scavenge”).

8. The characterization of Richard Lopez also illuminates the degree to which 
Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is an intertext of Ship Breaker. 
Lopez bears a strong resemblance to Huck’s Pap, who is also a violent drunk.

9. In this respect, Tool could be read as the “Jim” to Nailer’s Huck Finn. While 
it is beyond the scope of this chapter, a longer reading of Ship Breaker’s debt 
to Twain’s novel could illuminate the ways American racial and frontier nar-
ratives figure in Bacigalupi’s vision.

10. The Patels could be read as reproducing an older set of socioeconomic condi-
tions, in which a small class of indigenous people profit from colonial occu-
pation. Yet the global sweep of the Patel’s wealth suggests a postcolonial 
realignment of wealth and power.

11. In the Whore of Babylon’s first appearance in Revelation, she is described as 
being “adorned with gold and jewels and pearls” (17:4).

12. Tool also seems inspired by the “armored bear” Iorek Byrnison, who plays a 
crucial role in Philip Pullman’s celebrated young adult novel The Golden 
Compass. Both characters are depicted as savage creatures of war but also 
gentle and loyal companions to the young protagonists. The parallel becomes 
especially marked in The Drowned Cities, where Tool, like Byrnison, eats the 
raw heart of the combatants he has defeated. The fantasy of taming and 
marshaling the power of such creatures, which possess both human and 
 animal qualities, draws on mythic traditions while also gesturing to the pos-
sibility of future forms of modernity that combine older models of domina-
tion with new, posthuman, forms of sociality.

Conclusion

1. See, for instance, McGurl’s “The Posthuman Comedy.”
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