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Introduction

Andrew Byers and Patricia Stapleton

At its most literal, biopolitics is the merger of life with politics. 
Though the term biopolitics dates to the early decades of the 
twentieth century, it was only in the 1970s in the work of Michel 

Foucault that the idea of biopolitics, or “biopower” as he often described 
it, came to be understood as a fundamental and constitutive aspect of 
governance. Foucault defined biopower as the “explosion of numerous 
and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugations of bodies and 
the control of populations,”1 as well as the set of mechanisms through 
which “the basic biological features of the human species became the 
object of a political strategy.”2 This refers not just to the power of life 
and death possessed by absolute monarchs in the premodern period, but 
also to the eventual control by even modern states and liberal democra-
cies over how life within society would be lived and experienced.

Since the formation of the modern state system, governments have 
sought to exercise greater control over the lives and, increasingly, 
the bodies of their subjects and citizens. Indeed, entire disciplines of 
study—statistics, demography, epidemiology, and public health, among 
them—have arisen as highly politicized forms of knowledge, making 
possible the ability to better analyze and regulate (“govern”) individuals 
and society as a whole and involving processes of “correction, exclu-
sion, normalization, disciplining, therapeutics, and optimization.”3 
Thus, the biological aspects of society, and the biology of the indi-
vidual members of society, have come to be carefully managed by the 
state for its own ends. While biopolitical interventions by a state—and 
their most terrible effects on human bodies and lives—might be most 
visible in the large-scale eugenics programs practiced by authoritarian 
and liberal democracies alike in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
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contemporary areas of biopolitical concern are expansive, covering vir-
tually the entirety of human existence, including reproduction, sexual-
ity, physical and mental health, food consumption, appearance, and 
day-to-day activities, among many other areas. Indeed, biopolitics and 
biopolitical concerns play into all aspects of the functions of a state, 
from state formation to state maintenance and expansion; states have 
been and remain concerned with the management of populations to 
produce order and stability as well as managing an expanding popula-
tion base from which state power can grow.

Over the course of the last two centuries, surveillance and disci-
plinary techniques—greatly aided by technological advances in the last 
several decades—have been developed for regulating the behaviors and 
bodies of ever larger populations with the goal of transforming them 
into “manageable subjects.”4 It is easy to perceive the disciplinary and 
surveillant nature of the modern state at work within the institutions 
of society where these are most explicit—prisons, schools, the military, 
for example—though as Gilles Deleuze pointed out, “societies of con-
trol” operate not simply by confining citizens in carceral institutions 
(though they do that too), but also through mechanisms of control per-
meated throughout society.5 Control over human bodies, and therefore 
human behaviors and lives, is the means to a utopian end, in which 
these created “manageable subjects” will be cooperative, productive, 
and reproductive. To be clear, however, just as with other efforts at state 
control, individual and societal resistance to the imposition of large-
scale biopolitical regulations is an important limiting factor on such 
efforts. Indeed, Foucault asserted the criticality of such resistance: “If 
there was no resistance, there would be no power relations. Because it 
would simply be a matter of obedience . . . . So resistance comes first, 
and resistance remains superior to the forces of the process; power rela-
tions are obliged to change with the resistance.”6 Thus, recognition of 
and resistance to biopolitical regulation can be profoundly transforma-
tive, producing new discourses, ideas, and social norms about biopoli-
tics and the body.

Bodies are the mechanisms over which biopolitical power is exer-
cised, and it is through the continual surveillance and disciplining of 
the body that the modern subject is subordinated to the state.7 Before 
exploring these issues further, we should make clear that we do not take 
the term “body” as a self-evident concept. Sociologist Bryan Turner has 
described the body as “at once the most solid, the most elusive, illusory, 
concrete, metaphysical, ever present and ever distant thing—a site, an 
instrument, an environment, a singularity and a multiplicity.”8 We all 
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have one, but grasping the nature of the body and making analytic 
and methodological sense of it is the challenge. It is important that we 
not simply invoke “the body” as a kind of generic object of study, as 
that tends to blur the distinctions between and among bodies; we need 
to ground bodies conceptually and historically, locating them spatially 
and temporally. As Elizabeth Grosz has pointed out, “bodies are never 
simply human bodies or social bodies [emphasis in original].”9 With this 
in mind, Kathleen Canning has suggested that there are a number of 
different bodies to be investigated by scholars—among them, the social 
body as a whole; bodies as they are represented rhetorically and textu-
ally (and, we would add, visually); bodies as sites of experiences—for 
example, wounds and pregnancy—that indelibly shape them; and bod-
ies as objects of regulation by the state and other institutions—all of 
which are explored in various ways by the authors in this collection.10

The biopolitical explorations in this volume fit within a larger litera-
ture; questions of the body and whether and how it may be regulated 
by the state have dominated modern politics for much of the twentieth 
century and into the present. In describing biopolitics, Foucault argued 
that “the disciplines of the body and the regulations of the population 
constitute the two poles around which the organization of power over 
life was deployed.”11 For Foucault, discipline is a mechanism of power 
that regulates the behavior—and the bodies—of individuals within the 
social or political body through regulation of space, time, and activities, 
enforced through a complex, almost ubiquitous system of surveillance, 
ultimately creating bodies that are at once docile, disciplined, and pro-
ductive. This disciplinary power is part of what Foucault describes as 
“governmentality,” in which officials and “experts” monitor, measure, 
and normalize individuals and entire populations through diffuse 
means, including public discourse, with an eye toward promoting par-
ticular models of health and personal behavior.12

In many ways, governmentality is the key linkage between biopoli-
tics and utopia; it is “the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, 
analyses and ref lections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exer-
cise of this very specific, albeit very complex power, which has as its 
target the population, as its major form of knowledge political economy, 
and as its essential technical means apparatuses of security.”13 Thus it 
is through governmentality that states strive to create the citizens best 
suited to fulfilling the utopian aspirations of the state, whatever those 
goals may be—for example, a productive, populous, physically fit citi-
zenry compliant with the demands of the state. The state’s acceptance 
of individuals as full citizens of society is highly contingent; factors as 
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diverse as race, ethnicity, sexuality, and compliance with legalities, all 
play important roles in elevating or denying rights and freedoms to indi-
viduals. The consequences of biopolitical interventions and regulation 
are significant for individuals: not only do citizens become implicit or 
unwitting participants of the utopian experiment of the state, but they 
(and their bodies) also become regulated by the institutions and dis-
courses of the state. Moreover, they are educated and trained through-
out their lives to monitor and regulate their own behavior and bodies, in 
keeping with the goals of the state. Eventually monitoring and policing 
by state institutions could become almost secondary to self-monitoring 
and self-policing.

It is worth exploring exactly how and in what ways theorists have 
conceived of the idea of utopia as it applies to biopolitics in the mod-
ern world. Utopian scholarship encompasses a broad range of analytic 
approaches, and objects of study, which provides a great strength to the 
field, but a persistent problem in the field of utopian studies is the very 
definition of the term “utopia.” Without such a consensus there can be 
little agreement on the very object of study.14 Countless definitions have 
been offered. Ruth Levitas, one of the foremost utopian theorists, pro-
poses a number of possibilities. She suggests that utopia might simply 
be defined as “how we would live and what kind of a world we would 
live in if we could do just that.”15 Levitas goes on to note that

sometimes utopia embodies more than an image of what the good life 
would be and becomes a claim about what it could and should be: the 
wish that things might be otherwise becomes a conviction that it does 
not have to be like this. Utopia is then not just a dream to be enjoyed, but 
a vision to be pursued. . . . Those utopians who seek to make their dreams 
come true are deemed to be hopelessly unrealistic, or worse, actively 
dangerous.16

The chapters in this collection will examine a number of biopolitical 
utopian ideas that may have once seemed “hopelessly unrealistic,” but 
with recent and near-future scientific developments, appear more real-
istic with every passing day. Many of these ideas, especially if put into 
practice, might well be considered “actively dangerous.” In Levitas’s 
most recent work on utopia, she goes on to describe utopia as perhaps 
being better framed as a method than as a goal, a method she describes 
as the “imaginary reconstitution of society.”17 For at least some, if not 
most, writers, philosophers, and theorists, such a conception of uto-
pia likely does involve an imaginary reconstruction. The essays in this 
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collection cover a broad range of utopian efforts and ideas, some of 
which do remain firmly in the realm of the imagination, while others, 
involving the efforts of some scientists, governments, and public policy 
advocates, range away from the strictly imaginary and into the realm of 
the real, or at least serious attempts to map utopian imaginings onto the 
real world, regardless of whether these ideas are ever fully realized.

In this volume, each author engages in some way with the utopian 
drive to control the body through the biopower of the state, to make 
those bodies reproductive, productive, disciplined, fit, homogeneous, 
normalized, or any other desirable set of traits, whether it is through a 
direct physical intervention or through the indirect training of citizens 
to instill self-regulatory practices. These biopolitical interventions may 
impact the individual body, the social body, or both, but all reveal the 
state’s interest in perfecting its citizens. The chapters included in the 
volume cover a wide range of disciplines from across the social sciences 
and humanities: history, political science, women’s and gender studies, 
bioethics, literature, and philosophy. Despite the diversity of topics rep-
resented by these fields, the authors reveal common characteristics in 
their treatment of utopia and biopolitics. Although links can be made 
among all of the chapters, we have organized the book into four sections 
to illustrate the main intersections of these two concepts.

In the first section, Actions, three chapters examine the practices 
of direct, medical intervention to “normalize” citizens’ bodies. The 
individual body has become the site for such intervention because of 
some perceived failing, whether that be in physical ability, in reproduc-
tive capability, or in sexual characteristics. As a result, either through 
government effort or social pressure, individuals seek bodily “perfec-
tion.” Andrew Byers addresses these issues in a historical review of the 
American government’s efforts to engender a new American identity 
and conception of the body, one that would be healthy, physically fit, 
and thus capable of serving the nation militarily or otherwise in a time 
of war. He reviews the state’s attempts to promote voluntary programs 
of physical fitness and their inherent utopian impulses. Byers concludes 
that the legacy of governmental interventions on American bodies is 
decidedly mixed, with the physical representations of bodies established 
during wartime having had a lasting impact on ideas about what con-
stitutes an “ideal” body. Arpita Das also addresses societal stereotypes 
of what a “normal” body should be. To do so, she analyzes instances 
in which intersex and disabled bodies are categorized as “abnormal” 
and as “exceptions” in comparison to the normative body stereotype. 
Das shows how intersex and disabled bodies are alternately labeled as 
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“weak” and as “threats,” challenging the conception of what “normal” 
means. In contrast to the US government’s efforts to prepare American 
bodies for military service, Patricia Stapleton’s work reveals the absence 
of direct government regulation in the field of reproductive medicine. 
Yet, this absence demonstrates just as much a desire for perfecting 
potential American bodies as the clear efforts to increase the physical 
fitness of American citizens. Specifically, Stapleton’s review of regula-
tory practices regarding preimplantation genetic diagnosis in fertility 
treatments illustrates how the lack of government regulation allows the 
“right” kinds of citizens to be born.

Speculations, the second section of the volume, pairs chapters that 
explore the intersection of utopia and biopolitics through a literary lens. 
Evie Kendal and Selena Middleton refer to science fiction texts in their 
respective works, and these references are employed as a starting point 
to examine how science fiction can ref lect political and cultural fears 
about biotechnology. Both Kendal and Middleton are inherently deal-
ing with the future tense, speculating over what new technologies might 
bring forth. Kendal explores the motivations for science fiction refer-
ences in biopolitical debates, particularly in reference to genetic engi-
neering in human biology. She finds that the present usage advances a 
socially conservative agenda because of the selected negative portrayals 
of the potential of new technologies; the most frequently used science 
fiction references are from technophobic cautionary tales that drama-
tize the threats posed to humanity. Similarly, Middleton looks at the 
fearful human response to future technologies presented in literature. 
She relies on the discourses of contemporary environmental movements 
and their concerns about genetically modified crops to analyze the fic-
tion of Paolo Bacigalupi, finding that Bacigalupi’s writing ref lects the 
effects that social structures have on the role of science. Kendal and 
Middleton, respectively, call for the development of a positive relation-
ship between the sciences and the humanities, suggesting that there is 
great potential in such a relationship to prepare society for the impacts 
of technological progress.

In the third section, Reactions, the authors turn to potential acts of 
resistance in the face of biopower. Elena Cohen explores the relation-
ship between the Occupy Wall Street social movement and space, by 
looking at issues of resistance, power, security, sovereignty, discipline, 
governmentality, and biopolitics. She probes Foucault’s concept of “het-
erotopia,” building links between his conception of the term and the 
activities of the Occupy movement. Cohen concludes that the Occupy 
movement may be considered a hegemony-challenging heterotopia, 
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providing resistance to the biopower of the state. In contrast to Cohen’s 
focus on the citizen body and control over it through the regulation 
of space, Rasmus Simonsen turns our attention to the animal body 
and humans’ relationship to meat. He focuses on a tenet of utopia that 
highlights freedom from scarcity in his treatment on veganism and the 
production of in vitro meat. Like the Occupiers challenging the status 
quo, Simonsen makes the case that veganism must continue to disrupt 
or deviate from the central social directionality of consuming animal 
products to remain effective.

Finally, the volume concludes with Reflections. Cameron Barrows 
offers an essay more philosophical in tone, requiring readers to ref lect 
on the ethical dilemmas presented by modern-day science. He notes 
that the role of science since the Enlightenment has been focused upon 
the improvement and categorization of the body, and that science seems 
oblivious to its own utopian ideology. Barrows concludes that if bio-
technology is part of our human future, we must develop an ethics 
determining the standards for its use.

Note that this collection is not comprehensive in terms of its cover-
age of biopolitical issues, nor is it intended to be. Rather, it attempts 
to sketch out some of the possibilities for how biopolitics and biopoliti-
cal debates have played out in the modern world, or could in the near 
future. For the most part, the essays in this collection deal with new 
and emergent areas of biopolitical interest (e.g., assisted reproductive 
technologies), many of which are enabled by recent and future scientific 
and technical developments, as well as areas that have not yet received 
sufficient scholarly attention (e.g., governmental promotion of fitness 
and health), rather than some of the most obvious forms of biopoliti-
cal intervention that have already received considerable analysis (e.g., 
eugenics). As such, this collection provides the reader with the oppor-
tunity to review some of the breadth of the actions, speculations, reac-
tions, and ref lections on contemporary biopolitical debates.

Notes

1.	 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction (New 
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New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1. Foucault describes the birth of bio-
politics in Michel Foucault, “17 March 1976 Lecture,” in “Society Must Be 
Defended!”: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975–76, edited by Mauro Bertani 
and Alessandro Fontana (New York: Picador, 1997), 239–264.
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CHAPTER 1

American Bodies in a Time of 
War: The Militarized Body as a 
Utopian Space and Biopolitical 

Project for the State

Andrew Byers

Introduction: Biopolitics and American Politics

Contemporary American politics is, in many ways, biopolitics. The 
body itself, along with a host of imagined possibilities for it, lies at the 
center of many political struggles. It has become politicized, normal-
ized, regulated, and controlled through technologies of surveillance and 
intervention. The American state has become increasingly interested 
in the regulation of human bodies in the areas of reproduction and 
health, highlighting the complex ways in which the state and society—
the body politic—interact with the bodies of its citizens.1 While we may 
think of this as a relatively recent development, the US government has 
conceived of the bodies of its citizens as a kind of biopolitical project, 
and as sites of intervention, throughout much of the twentieth cen-
tury, first under the guidance of inf luential moral reformers during the 
First World War, and, beginning in the 1940s, as part of the creation 
of a national security state.2 The 1940–41 discovery that half of all 
American men aged between 18 and 45 were medically unfit for mili-
tary service ignited a debate about the health of the nation, involving 
discourses of the body among civilian and military leaders, physicians, 
educators, and fitness advocates lasting from 1940 to the 1960s. The 
Cold War brought renewed concerns when similar numbers of Korean 
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and Vietnam War draftees were rejected for military service. The rapid 
rise of Soviet athletes in the Olympics and other international athletic 
competitions in the 1950s raised fears of a “muscle gap,” which, accord-
ing to at least some health and fitness advocates, might be as danger-
ous as the perceived missile gap.3 The American body had always been 
imagined as strong, fit, and hardy, but this image was threatened when 
the true state of the health of American citizens was revealed, sparking 
concerns that Americans were growing soft, weak, f labby, and unfit. 
Even more alarmingly, the very health of the nation, and its continued 
ability to defend itself and battle its enemies abroad, seemed to many 
observers to also be endangered.4

Acknowledging the inf luence of Michel Foucault on our thinking 
about the body, Elizabeth Grosz notes that “power is inscribed on and 
by bodies through modes of social supervision and discipline as well 
as self-regulation.”5 We see this multipronged program to inscribe a 
regime of national fitness on American bodies through each of these 
means. Foucault’s “docile bodies,” pliable as objects of intervention 
and training, eventually function not just through external regulation 
and supervision, but are also increasingly made malleable and adapted 
via self-regulation and self-control; these eventually become not just 
docile bodies, but also docile wills, desires, and minds.6 The inculca-
tion of self-directed fitness goals is particularly relevant to the mid-
century American case because of ongoing concerns that an overtly 
state-mandated fitness regime would meet resistance and be perceived 
as “un-American” due to its perceived intrusions into individual 
freedoms.

Foucault asserted that power does not simply “say no”—though 
at times it may indeed prohibit—but is instead productive, “engen-
dering contextually-specific ways of knowing, being, feeling, acting, 
desiring . . . giv[ing] us our identities rather than denying them, distort-
ing them, or taking them from us.”7 This kind of productive power 
works because it persuades individuals to take action and engage in 
new and modified behaviors, convincing them that doing so is in their 
best interest; self-surveillance becomes an important mechanism, par-
ticularly as a lighter mode of governance within a liberal democracy.8 
Governmental interventions via legal requirements and state mandates 
could run the risk of engendering resistance by citizens living in a soci-
ety where they are not used to obvious, heavy-handed interventions by 
the state in intimate matters and identity formation. This is made evi-
dent in US government efforts that, with the cooperation of the medi-
cal profession and physical education community, sought to engender, 
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via cooperative and voluntary means, an entirely new American iden-
tity and conception of the body, that of a healthy, physically fit body 
capable of serving the nation militarily or otherwise in a time of war, or 
during the Cold War, in a perpetual state of almost-war. This kind of 
biopolitical program marries several utopian impulses: a bodily utopia, 
a utopian conception of American citizenship, and a utopia of the newly 
reconstituted American nation. In the minds of the advocates of such 
an American utopia, the three were inextricably bound, with a rejuvena-
tion of American bodies leading almost inevitably to transformation in 
American notions of citizenship and nation.

The bodies under discussion here are not simply the sites of inter-
vention by an intrusive welfare state, as had been seen previously when 
social reformers and government officials sought to exercise their 
expanded reach and regulate the body to promote particular moral or 
hygienic visions in the early decades of the twentieth century. The bod-
ies under discussion here are, in fact, sites of intervention by a growing 
national security state, beginning with World War II and continuing 
into the Cold War, that was less interested in endorsing a particular 
moral vision than in advocating a new, fit American body as demon-
stration of a strong, powerful, militarized American body politic that 
would be capable of defending the nation and aggressively asserting its 
interests against fascist or communist opponents.

While aspects of this debate centered on fears of what had become 
of American masculinity, concerns broadened to encompass fears about 
the physiques of the nation as a whole, to include not just men of 
military age, but women and children as well. The youth of America 
became an area of particular concern—and a site of tremendous inter-
est for an imagined reconstruction—when it was demonstrated in 1953 
that nearly 60 percent of American children could not meet minimum 
fitness standards.9 Just as the US military had a massive pool of new 
recruits that it could modify and adapt to its own needs virtually at 
will, so too did schoolchildren provide a source of malleable bodies. 
National advertising campaigns, physicians, and the new group of fit-
ness “experts” could urge the civilian parents of these children to get in 
shape, for their own good and the good of the nation, but such urgings 
could not readily be enforced in the home. Children, like military con-
scripts, represented a captive audience at school, however, where they 
could be made subject to direct intervention by teachers, coaches, doc-
tors, and government officials. It is no coincidence that some of the 
most effective, and longest running, government programs designed to 
encourage physical fitness have targeted children.
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World War II

But concerns about the fitness of American children came later; in the 
lead-up to American intervention in World War II, it was adult men 
of military age who initially represented the greatest immediate cause 
for concern. The nation’s first peacetime draft, which began in 1940, 
offered public officials, physicians and health experts, physical fitness 
professionals, and other interested parties the opportunity to intervene 
in the lives—and bodies—of a growing pool of Americans as a means 
of resculpting the bodies of not just soldiers during wartime but also 
American citizens long after war’s end. The American Association for 
Health, Physical Education, and Recreation’s National Preparedness 
Committee asserted that the purpose of

the nation is not merely to prepare to make war, it is to live before, 
during, and after. Many of the war-like virtues such as physical cour-
age, stamina, cooperation, endurance, and faith in leaders are desirable 
traits in people at all times. Hence, plans for physical and social fitness 
must see beyond the immediate needs of combatant forces—important 
as these are—to the needs of youth in relation to national life.10

This vision of wartime opportunity to reshape the health of the nation 
in a postwar American society would capture the imagination of uto-
pian-minded fitness advocates for the duration of the war.

As part of its effort to assess and induct large numbers of able-bodied 
men beginning in 1940 with the introduction of the draft, the army 
created an elaborate sorting and screening system for draftees. From 
October 1940 through the end of the war, Selective Service registered 
49 million American men aged between 18 and 45 as potential draft-
ees and examined approximately 18 million men between the ages of 
18 and 37, the ages of men assessed as being most useful for the war 
effort.11 Men were placed into four broad classes after their examina-
tion: Class I were deemed fit and available for military service; Class II 
were deferred from military service for up to six months because they 
had jobs deemed critical for the war effort; Class  III were men with 
dependents; and Class IV were men who were disqualified for military 
service for a host of different reasons—for example, they might have 
already completed military service, or were conscientious objectors, 
or were considered “mentally, physically, or morally unfit” for mili-
tary service after medical screening.12 Hence, the infamous category of 
draftees classified IV-F, who failed to meet one or more of the physi-
cal or psychological requirements of military service. The terms “I-A” 
and “IV-F” passed almost immediately into common parlance, with 
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one song, “Four-F Charlie” by Ted Courtney, describing such IV-F men 
as “complete physical wreck[s]” and “stout and always wheezing.” The 
song went on to detail the failed masculinity—and impotence—of such 
men: “And his blood is thin as water, / He can never be a father.”13

Of the 18  million men examined by the Selective Service System, 
more than 6.4 million (35.8 percent of the total) were rejected because 
they “were unable to meet the physical, emotional, mental, or moral 
requirements.”14 Two-thirds of those rejected were found to have one 
or more physical defects, 18.5 percent were said to have an emotional 
disorder, and 13.6  percent were said to have a mental or educational 
deficiency.15 The War Department turned to its experiences in World 
War I to try to contextualize the high rejection rates of World War II.16 
In World War I, roughly four million men were examined by local selec-
tion boards and in the training camps to which those not immediately 
rejected were sent. Of these, more than 800,000 were rejected for all rea-
sons (21.3 percent). Nearly all of them were rejected for physical defects. 
Just 25,000 men were rejected because they were said to be aff licted 
with an emotional disorder; another 43,000 were rejected for a mental 
or educational deficiency; and 19,000 men were rejected for “nonmedi-
cal” reasons, which in almost all cases meant that they were rejected on 
“moral grounds,” for example, a known criminal record, an extremely 
bad personal reputation known to the local selection board, or if they 
were considered to be a “sexual deviant,” among other reasons.

The comparison between the experiences of the two world wars 
made the World War II rejection rates seem even more anomalous. Not 
only were far more men, in an absolute and relative sense (21.3 percent 
vs. 35.8  percent), rejected for military service in World War II, but 
all rejection categories had increased, some dramatically. The rejec-
tion rate for physical defects had increased the least of all categories: 
19.3 percent of men in World War II were rejected for physical reasons, 
though this still represented the largest category of rejections by far. 
The rate of rejection for emotional disorders, however, had increased by 
an order of magnitude—from 0.5 percent in World War I to 5.4 percent 
in World War  II—and rejections for mental/educational deficiencies 
had increased from 0.9 percent to 4 percent (the “nonmedical”/moral 
rejection rate stayed virtually constant, increasing from just 0.4 percent 
to 0.5 percent). But these results are unsurprising given the changes the 
military made to its selection criteria in World War II: physical standards 
were toughened, as were educational requirements.17 The psychological 
health of the nation had probably not declined markedly from one war 
to the next, but by World War II, the military had come to embrace 
the field of psychiatry and psychological screening standards, though 
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it applied the latter unevenly to draft candidates, in ways that would 
have been inconceivable in World War I.18 Moreover, this was, after all, 
a nation only beginning to recover from the abject poverty, deprivation, 
and poor nutrition brought about by the Great Depression.

The Roosevelt administration—and the nation as a whole—were 
alarmed to find that the bodies (and minds) of American men were not 
as healthy as they had been imagined to be. Army induction boards had 
expected to weed out just 2 percent of the draftees passed on to them 
by local draft boards, but instead were forced to reject 15  percent of 
draftees for failing the military’s battery of screening tests. The War 
Department was even more alarmed when it discovered that local draft 
boards had already rejected 40 percent of prospective draftees for obvi-
ous physical reasons. Including the men rejected by local boards before 
they were even seen by the War Department, in all, more than half of 
American men called up to serve their country during World War II 
were rejected for military service.19 The president stated that “he was 
worried about the health of the people of the United States as a result of 
the [rejection] figures.”20 Surgeon General Thomas Parran began call-
ing the high rejection rate a “national disgrace.”21 Eleanor Roosevelt 
hoped that it would “give impetus to the movement for a comprehensive 
and nationwide health program.”22 The administration began to sug-
gest that the high rejection rate was not an indicator of the poor health 
of the nation, but merely the product of extremely high standards set 
by the military. Colonel Leonard G. Rowntree, chief of the Selective 
Service System’s Medical Division suggested that

a rejection rate of 50 per cent means a curtailment in manpower of 
50 per cent. It is not fair, however, to regard this evidence of invalidism 
or actual sickness in 50 per cent of the youth of the nation. Nor is it fair 
to accept it as indicative of 50 per cent of invalidism among the people 
in the country as a whole. It merely means that 50 per cent fail to attain 
the standard requirements of our Army.

Rowntree went on to add that “it is just and right also that we realize 
that the 50 per cent accepted, represents the finest manhood found in 
any army anywhere in the world today. Men must be really fit to serve 
in our army.”23

During the war, it was not only the health and fitness of American 
men that was debated. Fitness advocates made clear that

women, too, have a definite duty toward preparedness. . . . Women must 
take up much of the work of the world which was not formerly their 
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responsibility. This does not mean that the woman worker must become 
hard or must lose that femininity which makes her truly a woman. She 
must know that her physical and mental condition are part of the pre-
paredness of the nation and that her health must be maintained in the 
best possible state.24

Ref lecting the important role of women on the home front and increas-
ing involvement of women in the workforce, particularly in critical 
defense industrial work, fitness advocates called for American women 
to improve strength, endurance, and teamwork, all of which, they sug-
gested, could be addressed through greater involvement in athletic 
training programs.25 One federal official noted that

many people are still acting as though we could win the war with the 
armed forces and by male labor alone. The reader knows that we can-
not. We have approximately 17 million women now employed. This is a 
larger figure than the combined military forces. . . . Women have put on 
the welder’s mask, the steel helmet, safety shoes, and coveralls and have 
invaded the industrial plants. They are helping to make the planes, the 
ships, the tanks, the ammunition for the battlefront. . . . These women 
need a high level of fitness. They need strength, endurance, and body 
control. . . . Their fitness will help to bring our men back alive.26

Beyond improvements in fitness, medical interventions were urged for 
civilians as well, including a US Public Health Service (USPHS) cam-
paign urging that all civilians, especially those working in war-related 
industries, have chest x-rays taken. One such USPHS poster read “You 
may look healthy, but what does your chest x-ray show?”27

Adult war workers were not the only targets for medical screening 
and health monitoring; schoolchildren also became subjects of medical 
inspections and classification. One such scheme proposed by Norman 
C. Wetzel, MD, in an article titled “The Simultaneous Screening and 
Assessment of School Children,” suggested that children be subjected to 
a rigorous system of medical and fitness tests to measure their physiques 
and physical development over time. Using a classification system even 
more complex than that used by the military during the war, under 
Wetzel’s plan, children would be sorted into various categories of health 
and fitness. The lowest category of children, the B5s, would correspond 
with the IV-Fs assessed by the military. This system would not only sort 
the bodies of children into categories of fitness, as with adult draftees, 
but would also serve as a kind of barometer for assessing the health of 
the nation.28
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Fitness, as it was conceived during World War II, became an explicit 
duty of American citizens. The Selective Service advocated a national 
program of “prehabilitation . . . the correction of remediable defects 
before the prospective soldier reports to his local board for examina-
tion” and “rehabilitation . . . the correction of such disabilities after the 
registrant has been rejected by the local Selective Service Board or by 
the Induction Board of the army,” in order to maximize the pool of 
available draftees who might be burdened with physical disabilities of 
a correctable nature.29 While these efforts increased the number of ini-
tially rejected draftees who might later be rescreened and accepted for 
service, concerns about the health of the nation persisted for the dura-
tion of the war. By 1943, the Roosevelt administration was sufficiently 
concerned about the fitness of American civilians that it established 
the Committee on Physical Fitness, administratively housed under the 
Cabinet-level Federal Security Agency, to oversee such matters. The 
committee’s responsibilities were to

study problems relating to the promotion of physical fitness . . . and 
encourage the development of cooperative programs for their solution; 
serve as a center for the stimulation of state, district, and local programs 
for the promotion of physical fitness; make available to states, localities, 
organizations, and agencies upon request, the services of specialists in 
physical fitness; [and] prepare materials and serve as a clearing house 
on informational matters pertaining to the development of a national 
program of physical fitness.30

This wartime committee would become a model for similar organiza-
tions established by future presidents during the Cold War.

Many health and fitness advocates also used the opportunity of 
wartime to urge the creation and implementation of a national physi-
cal fitness program. “The objective,” of this program, one proponent 
suggested,

is to develop a strong, vigorous, and courageous people—a people with 
the bodily efficiency, skill, sentiment, and spirit to endure a long, hard 
war. The worth of this nation inevitably depends on that of its citizens 
and on their ability to endure the hardships of war and post-war recon-
struction that confront us in the years ahead. Becoming “fit to fight 
and to serve on all fronts” is today the personal, patriotic duty of every 
American.31

The language of “total war,”32 encompassing the home front as much as 
the fighting fronts, was common among advocates of national fitness, 
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with even children conceived of as the next generation of soldiers and 
industrial workers:

The total war in which we are engaged extends beyond the armed and 
industrial fronts. Of equal significance to these two fronts is the service 
on the educational and home fronts. Both in war and in peace, our 
youth of today become the men of tomorrow who must assume respon-
sibilities for perpetuating our democratic ideals. To do so, they must be 
physically and socially fit and must possess the will to serve [emphasis in 
original].33

At the 1942 annual conference of the American Association for Health, 
Physical Education, and Recreation (AAHPER), association president 
Anne Schley Duggan argued that

at home, as a sort of steady, sure basis for the total . . . war in which we are 
engaged, we must have a strong-bodied, strong-spirited people character-
ized by strong morale. This means that we must also fight enemies other 
than the Axis powers. We must battle disease, weakness, debilitation, 
and all other factors which lessen the physical, mental, moral, and spiri-
tual strength of our human resources—the most valuable and essential 
resources of all.34

The end of the war brought renewed ref lection on American fitness 
efforts during the war and effects on the postwar nation. Fitness propo-
nents congratulated themselves and their efforts for playing an impor-
tant role in winning the war. As one such advocate put it,

The sports program of American youth—baseball, football, basketball, 
soccer, track, and swimming—have given the American soldier an edge 
over the warriors of all nations. . . . The American soldier, both in World 
War I and World War II, demonstrated he had the necessary stamina 
and discipline to beat down the professional soldiers of Germany, Italy, 
and Japan; but in addition he possessed some things they lacked, namely, 
initiative, originality, and the ability to think [emphasis in original] in 
time of crisis. He had lived, worked, and played, both as an individual 
and as a member of a group, and in fighting, he followed true to form. 
The athletic programs of our schools and colleges have done as much 
to maintain a strong and sound America as any other single inf luence. 
These programs over the years have “democratized” individuals and 
groups to a degree little appreciated. . . . The sports program of America 
over the years has encouraged the making of Americans and the practice 
of democracy.35
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Improved fitness, promoted through new public programs and spon-
sored by all levels of government, could thus provide the tools needed to 
win a war as well as improve American democracy as a whole.

During the course of World War II, it became clear that the new 
public and private emphasis on physical fitness was not just a matter of 
wartime expediency. There certainly was a strong desire to develop a 
larger pool of manpower for wartime military service, especially given 
the surprisingly large number of medical rejections of draftees in the 
first years of the draft, but the programs developed during the war—at 
least in the minds of its most vocal advocates—offered the opportunity 
to inf luence postwar conditions and transform the nation long after 
the war was over. In many ways, these writings ref lect a kind of uto-
pian desire to sustain and renew American patriotism by coupling per-
sonal and physical development with development on a national scale. 
Examples of this utopian impulse abound, coming across clearly in a 
variety of sources written by fitness advocates and health professionals 
in the public and private sectors. For example, Clyde E. Mullis advo-
cated using a national youth swimming program to renew and reshape 
American patriotism and values of citizenship across a generation; Jane 
Cotton and Marjorie Wilson described a global civilization that nar-
rowly escaped extinction in the war and the necessity of using health 
and physical education programs to create a “healthy, vigorous” postwar 
nation; and Clarence I. Chatto suggested that a renewed emphasis on 
public health and fitness would form the foundation for a postwar dem-
ocratic society.36 These and many other fitness and health advocates 
used the apparent national health crisis during wartime in an effort 
to begin reshaping the bodies, activities, and lifestyles of the nation’s 
citizens with an eye toward crafting a new postwar vision of fitness for 
every American man, woman, and child.

The Cold War

Concerns about the nation’s fitness did not abate at the war’s end; as 
Cold War superpower competition intensified, so too did concerns 
about weak and f labby Americans, adults and schoolchildren alike. 
While wartime proposals for classifying children’s fitness levels were 
never implemented, more than 4,200 American children were given the 
Kraus-Weber Minimal Fitness Tests, a set of exercises designed to test 
strength and f lexibility, in the early 1950s. 57.9 percent of these chil-
dren failed to meet even the minimum standard. Of the 2,900 European 
children of similar socioeconomic backgrounds who were administered 
the tests, only 8.7  percent did not meet the minimum requirements. 
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President Eisenhower was reportedly “shocked” by the results.37 The 
media quickly took up the outcry over fears of growing “softness” of 
Americans, especially American schoolchildren. An article in the U.S. 
News and World Report asked “What’s Wrong with American Youths?” 
going on to state “In terms of muscle and ability to do jobs requir-
ing physical strength, the average American youth of today appears to 
be growing soft. His counterpart in some nations of Europe, enjoying 
fewer of the advantages of modern civilization, is stronger.”38 A later 
report on the Kraus-Weber Tests blamed American society’s infatua-
tion with leisure, luxury, and “push-button gadgets” for the disappoint-
ing results: “Our scientific and technological advances of today, while 
bringing an ease to living, deprive us of needed physical activity.”39 
These Cold War–era fears of a growing “softness” of American youth 
reignited earlier debates about the health of the nation, ref lected in 
a host of newspaper and magazine articles from the early 1950s with 
titles such as “Are We and Our Children Getting Too Soft?,” “How 
Fit Are Our Children?,” and “Why the President is Worried about Our 
Fitness.”40 That 52  percent of American men called up for military 
service during the 1950–57 draft were rejected only furthered these 
concerns.41 During the Korean War, one of the most highly decorated 
Marines in US history, Lewis “Chesty” Puller, told his troops that “our 
country won’t go on forever, if we stay soft as we are now. There won’t 
be an America. Because some foreign soldiers will invade us and take 
our women and breed a hardier race.”42 Charles Brightbill, director of 
Defense Recreation Services at the Federal Security Agency, and former 
president of the American Recreation Society, argued at the height of 
the Korean War that civilian physical education programs should be 
reoriented to better prepare young male draftees for military service 
after high school:

There needs to be a reexamination of school programs to the end that 
such programs are better equipped to prepare prospective military per-
sonnel for the recreational and physical aspects of service in the armed 
forces. Many military commanders complain that men coming into mili-
tary service are virtually “recreational illiterates.” They have neither the 
skills, the physical conditioning, nor the mental attitude [for military 
service].43

In response to concerns about the fitness of American youth in an era 
of Cold War confrontations, the Eisenhower administration established 
the President’s Council on Youth Fitness (PCYF) in 1955.44 The PCYF 
made clear that its promotion of fitness was inextricably bound up with 
the needs not of individuals but of the nation as a whole. As former 
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heavyweight boxing champion Gene Tunney, who was involved with 
the PCYF in its early days, put it, “Anything we can do to direct the 
activities and energies of young America, in a wholesome and healthful 
way, is a measure of national defense.”45 Parents and children alike were 
continually reminded by officials and cooperative health and fitness 
experts that it was every American’s civic duty to improve their fitness 
using a rhetoric that envisioned American children as future citizens, 
parents, and soldiers. The following year the administration sponsored 
the first President’s Conference on Fitness of American Youth, held on 
June 18–19, 1956. Vice President Nixon gave the keynote address at 
the conference, warning that “we are not a nation of softies but we 
could become one, if proper attention is not given to the trend of our 
time, which is toward the invention of all sorts of gadgetry to make 
life easy and in so doing to reduce the opportunity for normal physi-
cal health-giving exercise.”46 The conference brought together 150 par-
ticipants from the fields of sports, education, health, and related areas 
who came together to discuss youth fitness “in its broad meaning of 
total fitness, with implications for physical, mental, social, and spiritual 
well-being.”47

Throughout its efforts, the PCYF continued to promote the concept 
of “total fitness,” emphasizing not just physical fitness, but also “mental, 
moral, emotional, social, and cultural fitness.”48 As one total fitness 
advocate put it,

many lay people and educators think of “fitness” in terms of physical 
fitness alone. This is especially true of physical educators, whose main 
emphasis is on that aspect of fitness, and on a vigorous physical condi-
tioning program instead of a program of natural activity. We must pro-
ceed with caution along this course because physical fitness is not an end 
in itself but a means to an end—total fitness. This does not imply that 
physical fitness is undesirable—quite the contrary, it is a most desirable 
objective of our program, but it is not the only objective.49

The same total fitness proponent went on to say that “health, physi-
cal education, and recreation are not a separate area concerned with 
development of the physical body, but are a very important part of the 
entire educational program that is concerned with the whole develop-
ment of the pupil—social, mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical.”50 
The findings of the President’s Conference on Fitness of American 
Youth, not surprisingly, echoed these concerns, noting that “physical 
fitness goes hand in hand with moral, mental, and emotional fitness” 
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and that “a [comprehensive] fitness program is one which encompasses 
the total person—spiritual, mental, emotional, social, cultural, as well 
as the physical. Therefore, any stress on the physical element of youth 
development must be done in recognition of the interweaving of all 
personality factors.”51

Despite calls for larger, more comprehensive—and compulsory—
national fitness programs, the Eisenhower administration resisted, 
fearing that such a program smacked of totalitarianism, conjuring up 
images of Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union, and instead sought to 
create a distinctly American national fitness regime that would “sell the 
concept of fitness to the nation rather than force the issue.”52 To this 
end, it primarily relied on nongovernmental organizations like the US 
Olympic Committee, the Amateur Athletic Union, and the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association, along with individual school systems, 
to implement specific programs promoting athleticism and fitness.53

Throughout the 1950s, the concept of physical fitness was tightly 
linked with the kind of moral, psychological, and ideological fitness 
that Cold Warriors imagined was needed to stave off communist aggres-
sion. Senator George H. Bender (R-Ohio) explained to his constituents, 
“If we are going to retain our world leadership, we cannot permit this 
condition [lack of fitness] to continue. Mighty Rome collapsed when 
it lost its physical health. A f labby nation physically becomes a f labby 
nation mentally and spiritually.”54 In “Physical Fitness in the Pentomic 
Age,” an article that could only have been written at the height of 
Cold War planning for how best to fight, and win, in a war with the 
Soviet Union, Simon A. McNeeley, a health specialist in the US Office 
of Education, noted that “in an age of atoms and missiles, mere man 
emerges as the ultimate weapon. The serviceman, now even more than 
in the past, is the backbone of a new ‘pentomic’ defense system, devised 
by our armed forces in the race to keep tactical doctrine in pace with 
scientific advances in the creation of deadly war machines.”55 The idea 
of the “Pentomic Age” referred to the new military organizational 
schema adopted by the US Army in 1957 in order to create units that 
would be more survivable and effective in a future war with the Soviets 
in which potentially large numbers of tactical nuclear weapons might 
be used on the battlefield. Noting that current and future American 
soldiers might be required to fight on a battlefield that had been satu-
rated by atomic weapons, McNeeley pointed out the “greater physical 
demand upon the infantryman and his supporting troops” from such 
a kind of warfare, suggesting that the weapons of an atomic age of 
warfare would have “to be supplemented with the strength, agility, 
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endurance, speed, and physical skills of the individual soldier.”56 For 
McNeeley, and presumably the US Office of Education (which would 
become the Cabinet-level US Department of Education in 1972), it was 
incumbent on school fitness programs to prepare young American men 
for such a possibility.

An article in the February 1952 issue of the Journal of Health, Physical 
Education and Recreation urged the development of healthy American 
citizens—the nation’s most precious resource, it claimed—calling for 
the creation of a national fitness program for all students. That was not 
unusual, since many other fitness advocates had been suggesting such 
a program for the last decade. One of the subsidiary benefits of such a 
program, the article went on to explain, was that it might even include 
improvement in survival rates in the event of biological warfare and 
increased efficiency in civil defense programs.57 Fit American bodies 
became one of the foundations of the increasingly emphasized American 
civil defense program of the 1950s.58 It was not just the homes, schools, 
and workplaces of Americans that had to be strengthened and prepared 
to weather the effects of a Soviet nuclear strike, but the very bodies 
of the nation’s civilians. “Good personal health is a basic essential for 
civil defense,” stated the American Association for Health, Physical 
Education, and Recreation’s (AAHPER) committee on education for 
civil defense.

In addition to the health topics commonly taught under this heading, 
special emphasis should be given to: cleanliness; protection against the 
effects of atomic, biological, and chemical warfare; practical means of 
combating fatigue during emergencies; the structure and function of the 
human body as related to personal health; home care of the sick; impor-
tance of periodic health examinations; and the correction of remedial 
defects.59

The committee went on to state that

there can be no real preparedness in the United States without adequate 
civil defense. This may be accomplished through a program of mutual 
protection on the part of individual persons, families, communities, and 
states. Effective civil defense requires increased educational effort to 
develop children and youth, as well as adults, into physically fit, mentally 
competent, emotionally stable, and morally sound American citizens.60

Civil defense advocates were careful to recommend that this kind of 
physical fitness training not take on too paramilitary a tone, however; 
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they consistently urged that Americans be strongly encouraged, but not 
compelled by the government to take part.

Concerns about the health and fitness of Americans in the Cold War 
only intensified under the Kennedy administration. Before he had even 
assumed office, President-Elect Kennedy published a widely read article 
in Sports Illustrated titled “The Soft American,” in which he asserted 
that “we face in the Soviet Union a powerful and implacable adversary 
determined to show the world that only the Communist system possesses 
the vigor and determination necessary to satisfy awakening aspirations 
for progress.” Kennedy, rhetorically at least, made American physical 
fitness crucial for waging the Cold War, going on to state that it might 
even “determine the future of freedom in the years to come. . . . Only 
if our citizens are physically fit will they be fully capable of such an 
effort.”61 Kennedy also raised the specter that not only was the fitness 
of the nation’s young people poor, but that it was declining over time, 
citing the results of the annual physical fitness tests at Yale in which 
51 percent of freshmen in 1951 had passed, but just 38 percent passed 
in 1960.62 In fact, during the 1960 campaign, the decline in the nation’s 
fitness and spirit became a weapon with which Kennedy bludgeoned his 
political opponents Nixon and Eisenhower. In a campaign speech titled 
“Are We up to the Task?” Kennedy asserted that Americans had “gone 
soft—physically, mentally, spiritually soft.” Blaming the administration 
for the “erosion of our courage,” he asserted that a younger, more vigor-
ous president could restore and renew American fitness, and by exten-
sion, the nation’s courage and the ability to withstand and triumph 
against the challenges of the Cold War.63

In the PCYF’s first progress report undertaken by the victorious 
Kennedy administration, it recommended a plan of action to increase 
youth fitness that included identifying students with “a low level of 
muscular strength, agility, and f lexibility” through a series of screening 
tests and that every public schoolchild be required to perform at least 
15 minutes of “vigorous exercises and developmental activities” each 
day.64 This plan of action was implemented, with some fanfare, under 
Kennedy. In 1963, the Kennedy administration changed the PCYF’s 
name to the President’s Council on Physical Fitness (PCPF) to enlarge 
the organization’s scope, ref lecting an interest in improving the physi-
cal fitness of adults and children alike, as well as a conceptual move 
away from play-oriented fitness programs to ones based on rigid, test-
able physical fitness standards.65

The Johnson administration continued to support the cause of 
physical fitness. In 1965, Johnson asserted that “the struggles to preserve 
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freedom and to advance human hopes and aspirations will not be won 
by nations whose citizens let themselves grow soft and weak. . . . Physical 
fitness is therefore a matter of national concern.”66 The next year, 
Johnson created the Presidential Physical Fitness Award, designed 
to spur physical fitness training and competition among the nation’s 
schoolchildren. Given the massive escalation of American involvement 
in the Vietnam War under Johnson, it is no surprise that the health and 
fitness of American draftees was a major concern for his administration. 
Despite all the emphasis that had been placed on the nation’s physi-
cal fitness from 1940 onward, the American draft-age male population 
showed little improvement. In 1964, 51 percent of all draft inductees 
examined for military service failed to meet physical or psychological 
standards.67 By the second half of 1968, 45 percent of American men 
called up for preinduction military physicals were still being rejected 
for medical reasons, most commonly for obesity, a figure just slightly 
lower than the World War II rejection rate. A generation later, despite 
the new national emphasis on fitness and an attempt to create a new 
kind of American body for the Cold War, the athletic soldier-scientist-
citizen, not much had changed. Almost half of American men were still 
deemed unfit to perform their imagined civic duty of military service 
(Table 1.1).68

Conclusion: Legacies of Biopolitical Interventions

What were the effects of this decades-long obsession with improving 
the health and fitness of the nation? Did the utopian imaginings of the 

Table 1.1  Overall draft and rejection statistics, by twentieth-century wara

War Draftees  
classified 

(thousands)

Draftees  
examined 

(thousands)

Draftees rejected 
(all reasons) 
(thousands)

% draftees 
examined who 
were rejected

Draftees 
inducted 

(thousands)

World War I 24,234 3,764 803 21.3 2,820
World War II 36,677 17,955 6,420 35.8 10,022
Korean War 9,123 3,685 1,189 32.3 1,560
Vietnam War 75,717 8,611 3,880 45.1 1,759

aFigures in table taken from Scott Sigmund Gartner, “Selected Characteristics of the Armed Forces–
Personnel, Draftees, Medical Care, and Military Pay, by War: 1861–1975,” Table Ed82–119 in Historical 
Statistics of the United States, Earliest Times to the Present: Millennial Edition, eds. Susan B. Carter, Scott 
Sigmund Gartner, Michael R. Haines, Alan L. Olmstead, Richard Sutch, and Gavin Wright (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006).
N.B.: The rejection rates do not include those draft candidates who were rejected by local draft boards 
before they were turned over to the War Department, Selective Service System, or Defense Department. If 
those draftees were included, the total rejection rates would be even higher.
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possibilities for American bodies have any significant lasting impact, or 
were these simply products of wartime expediency and the peculiar era 
of the early Cold War? To be sure, there were some long-lasting effects, 
though the utopian hope of a renewed American society of fit citizens 
fell short of the mark. Governmental encouragement of physical fitness, 
with the cooperation of professional organizations like the American 
Medical Association, and schools across the nation, did help spur tre-
mendous public interest in health, fitness, and nutrition. Without this 
public-private cooperation, the physical fitness movement might not 
have grown as quickly or to the same extent. The fitness and nutrition 
industries had been virtually nonexistent in 1940; they now bring in 
tens of billions of dollars each year, and the demand for these services 
only continues to grow, despite—or perhaps because of—the widespread 
prevalence of obesity and other chronic health concerns in America.

These activities set the stage for state intervention in the health 
and fitness of bodies, in ways large and small. The Obama adminis-
tration’s “Let’s Move!” campaign—which some of its proponents have 
described in militarized fashion as part of a broader “war on childhood 
obesity”—would likely not have received popular support and accep-
tance had earlier administrations’ programs not laid the groundwork.69 
Indeed, this most recent program is, in many ways, a repetition of 
earlier federal programs, none of which succeeded, in part, because of 
many Americans’ resistance to pressure—whether that pressure be from 
governmental programs, society as a whole, or from corporate advertis-
ing campaigns—to transform their lifestyles and alter their levels of 
fitness and health via major diet and exercise changes. While the state 
may have sought to create and exploit the “docile” bodies of American 
citizens for its own ends, many of those individuals have strenuously 
resisted the calls for change. Short-term “fitness crazes” may have some 
moderate impact on the fitness of some members of society, but the lack 
of any long-term effects from these kinds of initiatives calls into ques-
tion the ability of a state to effectively inculcate wholesale bodily trans-
formation. By now most Americans know that they need to eat healthier 
and perform more exercise—the benefits for the individual and society 
alike are clear—but many are unwilling to make such changes in their 
personal lives, regardless of how persistently the government and other 
fitness advocates make the appeal.

The issues raised in the mid-twentieth century linking the physi-
cal fitness of adolescents with national security have hardly gone away. 
In the last few years, observers have frequently noted that roughly 
75 percent of the nation’s 17- to 24-year-olds—the military’s prime tar-
gets for recruitments—are now ineligible for military service because 
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of obesity, lack of educational attainment, serious criminal records, or 
physical ailments. Echoing the concerns of the 1950s, Curtis Gilroy, 
a Department of Defense official, stated that “when you get kids who 
can’t do push-ups, pull-ups or run, this is a fundamental problem not 
just for the military but for the country.” He went on to say that many 
young people are not “taking physical education in school; they’re more 
interested in sedentary activities such as the computer or television. And 
we have a fast-food mentality in this country.”70 Mission: Readiness 
(“Military Leaders for Kids”), a group that describes itself as a “non-
partisan national security organization of senior retired military leaders 
calling for smart investments in America’s children,” has emerged to 
champion the cause of increasing childhood fitness for national security 
purposes.71 The group’s Executive Advisory Council is a virtual who’s 
who of more than 300 retired generals and admirals. It lobbies policy-
makers and the public advocating changes in law and public policy to 
expand early childhood education programs, improve access to healthy 
food at public schools, and improve the quality and quantity of physi-
cal education for children. In April 2010, Mission: Readiness released 
its report “Too Fat to Fight,” following it up two years later with “Still 
Too Fat to Fight.” The initial report described childhood obesity as “an 
epidemic that threatens national security.” The follow-up report went 
even further, stating: “The problem of junk food in schools is not just a 
national health issue. It is a national security issue.”

The US government’s attempts to address fears of declining health and 
fitness undoubtedly also represent a kind of militarization of American 
bodies, and the social body of the nation.72 World War II had a tre-
mendous impact on the American body, particularly the male draftees 
whose bodies were classified and categorized. These military screenings 
and the statistical data that emerged from them inf luenced later plans 
for rating the fitness of children, revamped physical education programs 
across the nation, led to industrial workers’ health being monitored, and 
inspired efforts to strengthen the fitness of all Americans.73

Likewise, the programs and ideas described here established clear and 
long-lasting linkages between citizens’ bodies, conscription and military 
service, and the very notion of citizenship. Conscription has long served 
not only as a solution to nations’ needs for military manpower, but also 
as a mechanism for able-bodied, male citizens to publicly demonstrate 
their loyalty to the nation by providing military service. In December 
1789 the French National Assembly stated this principle baldly: “Every 
citizen must be a soldier and every soldier a citizen or we shall never have 
a constitution.”74 When President Roosevelt signed into law the nation’s 
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first peacetime draft on September 16, 1940, he announced that by 
adopting a draft during peacetime, the United States had “broadened 
and enriched our basic concepts of citizenship. Besides the clear and 
equal opportunities, we have set forth the underlying other duties, obli-
gations and responsibilities of equal service.”75 In both World War II and 
the Cold War, the bodies of American children—the bodies of future 
adult citizens coming of age in a time of national crisis—were perceived 
as sites of intervention and transformation. President Eisenhower later 
went on to urge that “our young people must be physically as well as 
mentally and spiritually prepared for American citizenship.”76 In a very 
real way, the bodies of the citizens called up to serve the nation in a 
time of crisis thus served as an extension of the national body politic, a 
ref lection and barometer of the nation’s health. Citizenship here is not 
merely a kind of legal or political categorization; it takes on a very tan-
gible, physical component as well as an identity that must be socialized, 
trained, and practiced.77 The state, along with partners in the medical 
and physical education communities, intervened in this socialization 
of citizenship through public education campaigns, physical training 
in schools, and medical inspections by physicians. It is important to 
note that while the socialization aspects and physical dimension of this 
notion of citizenship have the potential to create a unified conception 
of American citizenship and American bodies, they are also intensely 
exclusionary. What of the 50 percent of American men who cannot pass 
muster when called up for military service? What of those who suffer 
from uncorrectable medical problems and are unable to participate fully 
in physical education programs? Are these individuals still fully citizens, 
able to physically serve the nation, or are they somehow second-class 
citizens unable to perform the physical aspects of their civic duty?

The legacy of governmental interventions on the bodies of American 
citizens during wartime seems to have been decidedly mixed. This is a 
case where the truly personal became political. For those drafted and 
found physically unfit to serve their nation in time of war, the conse-
quences were very real: they faced tremendous opprobrium and accusa-
tions of being both physically unfit and shirking their responsibilities as 
citizens and men, as well as economic penalties when they were refused 
jobs because of their draft status. For those whose bodies were not found 
wanting, many benefited from improved nutrition and exercise, while 
others had their bodies maimed or destroyed during war. Just as the 
state sought to benefit from the “improved” bodies of its citizens, so 
too did citizens have the opportunity to benefit from the attention and 
resources of the state allocated to improving public health. Physical 
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representations of American bodies, particularly masculine ones, estab-
lished during wartime, have had a lasting impact on our ideas about 
what constitutes an “ideal” body. Clearly able-bodiedness, along with 
youth and physical strength, all play important roles in these concep-
tions. This utopian model of what an American body should look like, 
and be capable of, has undoubtedly excluded millions of Americans who 
could not, literally, “measure up.”

The case also raises questions about the desirability and extent of 
acceptable intervention by the state into matters of personal health. 
While some Americans seem content to have the state maintain a biopo-
litical interest in their personal health and fitness, largely accepting the 
notion that healthy, fit bodies are crucial to the nation during both war 
and peace, the repeated failure of such programs to effect large-scale 
changes to the bodies of American citizens suggests that a considerable 
amount of resistance exists. Indeed, the widespread resistance across the 
nation from school children, their parents, and public school officials 
to recent federally mandated changes to school lunch programs in the 
interest of reducing childhood obesity reinforces the idea that the state 
will continue to have great difficulty in convincing Americans to make 
even moderate changes to their lifestyles.78 While the state has mani-
festly involved itself—along with the fitness and health industries—in 
creating a nearly omnipresent discourse surrounding physical fitness 
and health, with a goal of literally reshaping and reforming American 
bodies, it has not succeeded in actually improving the health of the 
nation. This suggests a serious limit to the utopian possibilities for a 
state when it encounters citizens who are not as docile as it might desire. 
Indeed, that every presidential administration from World War II to 
today has resisted imposing a fitness mandate for American citizens 
demonstrates an understanding that such a program would meet con-
siderable resistance, and an acknowledgement of the problematic nature 
of utopian control of the body and the limitations of utopian aspirations 
in such fundamentally personal matters.
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CHAPTER 2

“Abnormals” or “Exceptions”: The Use 
of Technologies for Intersex People 

and People with Disabilities

Arpita Das

Bodies that are intersex or physically disabled do not conform to 
socially constructed normative standards. Ideas of normaliza-
tion pressure people into attempting to achieve a certain kind 

of body through a variety of measures such as corrective surgeries, rig-
orous fitness regimes, and medication, among others. Contemporary 
medicine harbors the notion of the body as an object to be modified 
and controlled, thus evoking the idea of a completely utopian body that 
is indestructible, regenerative, and capable of self-healing. This utopian 
projection of the perfect body is based on the idea of a body with defi-
cits or defects, but whose functions can be realized at an optimal level 
because of a belief in the possibilities of improvement.1 In other words, 
even if the body has defects, they could be corrected and improved 
upon with medical treatments and surgery in a utopian world. Both 
feminists and disability theorists have critiqued the “normative” body 
that is idolized by popular media as well as by many health specialists.2 
Garland-Thomson advocates for a feminist disability theory that can 
help in critiquing interventions that normalize the nonstandard body.3 
For example, in many cases, intersex children are “normalized” through 
surgery and “correction” right after birth. People with physical disabili-
ties, too, often undergo a number of interventions through their life-
time in order to fit the normative body stereotypes.
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In this chapter, I focus on how certain bodies such as those that are 
intersex or physically disabled are considered either as “abnormal” or as 
the “exception,” and how various technologies are used to make these 
bodies conform to the idea of the “normal.” In certain situations, how-
ever, technology can contribute to the further distancing of these bodies 
from the “normal,” even rendering these bodies as threats. In other situ-
ations, technology can create bodies that do not conform to normative 
standards, but yet they may be found desirable by the state, such as in 
competitive sports. Thus, I explore how disabled and intersex bodies are 
rendered abnormal and are therefore constructed as in need of “correc-
tion” within the biopolitical framework as discussed by Foucault4 and 
further expanded on by Rose.5 I use a biopolitical framework as my ana-
lytic lens, in addition to examining some of the intersections between 
intersexuality and disability, to illustrate the varying definitions, narra-
tives, and effects of “normality” on both society and the state.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Within the biopolitical framework, as discussed by Foucault,6 the state 
extends power over the physical and political bodies of its population. 
During the seventeenth and particularly the eighteenth centuries, the 
state shifted its attention from individual bodies to the population as 
a whole and therefore the government found it important to measure 
matters of fertility, mortality, morbidity, and health status of the popu-
lation. The state was concerned not so much from the perspective of the 
health or the rights of the population, but was instead interested in how 
the population performed in matters of production and reproduction. 
A robust and good health status of the population would lead to better 
production. Also, a “healthy” population would help in reproducing 
healthy babies who would, in turn, form a good workforce in the future. 
Even after these measures were put in place, the state did not stop pay-
ing attention to individual bodies; it focused on the general population 
in addition to its regulation of individual bodies.

The government’s attention to individual bodies focused on render-
ing certain bodies as “normal,” leaving others to be subjected to nor-
malization procedures.7 Bodies are rendered “abnormal” when they do 
not adhere to societal notions of an “able” and “functioning” body. 
These bodies could differ in terms of their appearance and ability to 
(re)produce, among other things. The procedures of normalization are 
not restricted to the level of limbs and organs (molar level), but they 
also address more minute levels of genes and chromosomes (molecular 
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level).8 Consequently, bodies could be “corrected” and “altered” at both 
the molar and molecular levels. “Abnormal” bodies are considered non-
normative and not adding to the nation’s worth. Nonetheless, there are 
also exceptions, where both intersex people and people with disabilities 
are considered not as weak and dependent but instead as a threat to the 
nondisabled body.

As Agamben9 has discussed, exceptions redefine the law and itself; 
whereas law can operate only in general situations (without chaos), it is 
only in the case of exceptions or extraordinary circumstances, that the 
general situation, the law, and the exception itself get defined. In this 
chapter, I consider competitive athletic sports as an arena where the 
idea of the “exceptions” among intersex bodies and physically disabled 
bodies play out. First, in the case of intersex people, sometimes the 
so-called abnormality or the intersexuality of the person is seen as a 
threat in competitive games when they are observed to perform better 
than socially constructed normative females. In these cases, the intersex 
people are then prescribed medical and other procedures to mitigate 
and reduce their “abnormality.” Alternatively, people with disabilities 
may pose a threat when they are perceived to out-perform the nondis-
abled population in competitive games when using prosthetic technolo-
gies. For example, the use of artificial limbs in competitive athletics by 
Oscar Pistorius, a famous South African runner, not only allowed him 
to compete with the mainstream nondisabled athletes, but also cast him 
as a threat. In this situation, his disability and the use of technology 
to compensate for his disability, which was considered to be an unfair 
advantage, became a threat for the rest.

These cases make for an interesting study of how abnormality is 
construed in exceptional circumstances: redefining the norm while at 
the same time deeming these bodies as “abnormal.” These instances 
also illustrate how so-called abnormal bodies that are disabled or do 
not fit into the male-female binary present themselves as sites of resis-
tance against stereotypical societal notions of being weak, unruly, and 
unproductive, thereby posing important questions about stereotypes. It 
is often this resistance that provokes anxieties among societies and sys-
tems that manifest in binary categories of male-female, able-disabled, 
and normal-abnormal while simultaneously disassembling these sim-
plistic classifications.

Guided by notions of correction and alteration to these “abnormal” 
bodies, both disabled bodies and intersex bodies are frequently sub-
jected by society to medical management. These alterations may also 
be made at the level of genes through processes of genetic engineering, 
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sometimes bordering on eugenics. These corrections are aimed not just 
at children post-birth, but also on fetuses yet to be born, by making 
alterations in the prenatal environment or the genetic makeup of the 
fetus.

While there exist multiple and conf licting definitions of intersexu-
ality, in this chapter I use the term “intersex people” to signify people 
who “are born with physical, hormonal or genetic features that are nei-
ther wholly female nor wholly male; or a combination of female and 
male; or neither female nor male.”10 Therefore, intersex people do not 
strictly adhere to being either male or female. This nonadherence may 
happen at different levels: at the level of the external genitalia (in which 
case, the intersexuality is detected earlier), at the level of internal repro-
ductive organs, and at the level of hormones and chromosomes. Many 
people may go through their entire lives without being aware of their 
intersexuality. Intersexuality is localized in the body and does not have 
a bearing on one’s gender identity. Intersex people are often conf lated 
with transgender people and, although there exist some similarities at 
the level of discrimination and stigma, they are disparate entities. For 
the purposes of this chapter, I restrict my analysis to intersex people 
alone.

Like intersexuality, disability is not a homogenous or monolithic cat-
egory; it consists of many variations. People may have various kinds of 
disabilities: physical and intellectual. Some people may be born with 
a disability and others may acquire it during their lifetime. Some dis-
abilities may be temporary and can be treated, while others may not be. 
Although there is some activism, advocacy, and interventions for people 
with physical disabilities, people with intellectual disabilities remain 
largely ignored. In this chapter, I focus on people with physical disabili-
ties alone, as I explore the intersections between people with disabilities 
and intersex people at the level of the body.

As a caveat, it is important to mention that in exploring the intersec-
tions between intersex people and people with disabilities, my aim is 
not to conf late the two. In discussing the two together, I do not label 
intersex people as “disabled” nor do I advocate doing so. I am aware 
of the debates within the intersex movement that wish to steer clear 
of being categorized as “disabled” not only because of the additional 
stigma of disability, but also because the two categories are different 
and must be treated so. In this chapter, I merely attempt to look at how 
both groups are often treated as the “abnormals” within the biopoliti-
cal framework, in need of and subjected to correction, and how the use 
of technologies can impact these two different communities in similar 
ways to make them the exceptions.
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Discourses of “Abnormality”

Both intersex bodies as well as disabled bodies are considered atypical 
and “abnormal” as per societal norms. These norms accord more privi-
lege to the so-called normal bodies while dis-privileging and margin-
alizing others. According to Garland-Thomson,11 the ability-disability 
system works through differentiating and marking bodies, resulting in 
an unequal distribution of resources and power within the society.

The normalization of bodies happens not only at the levels of ability 
or sex; raced and different bodies are also rendered “abnormal” and sub-
jected to public scrutiny. Historically, the public exhibition of Saartje 
Baartman, also referred to as the “Hottentot Venus,” exemplifies this 
phenomenon. Saartje, who was considered to have an unusual body 
with large buttocks and enlarged genitalia, came from a slave family 
and was brought into Great Britain in 1810 to be exhibited and objecti-
fied by the public. Her body did not fit the ideas of a “normal” body. 
In such ways, people of color have been objectified historically for look-
ing “different.” In another well-documented example, Phineas Taylor 
Barnum conducted several exhibitions named “What is it?” throughout 
the nineteenth century. For these shows, Barnum employed a variety 
of people, such as Hervey Leech, an actor from New York with unusu-
ally small legs in proportion to the rest of his body. Leech was possibly 
Caucasian in origin, but disguised his hands and stained his face to play 
a person of color acting like “monkey” characters (jumping, grunting, 
and eating raw meat).12 William Henry Johnson, an African American 
person of short stature with a developmental disability also participated 
in Barnum’s exhibitions.13 Leech and Johnson were exhibited to depict 
the liminality and hybridity between man and animal. These people 
were usually exhibited as “nondescript” or people who could not be 
described, and were left for the audience to discuss openly. Onlookers 
often discussed their animal characteristics in relation to them being 
people of color.14

As such, bodies that are considered too short, too tall, too fat, or too 
thin are also rendered “abnormal” and therefore pathologized. Similar 
to Saartje, Leech, and Johnson, Charles Stratton (Barnum’s “General 
Tom Thumb”) and Lavinia Warren (“Little Queen”) were diminutive 
people exhibited in Barnum’s shows as human curiosities and worked 
for Barnum’s shows as entertainers.15 People are rendered disabled on 
the basis of either “atrophy or degeneration” or “hypertrophy or enlarge-
ment.”16 The able-bodied paradigm is based on the notion of “a whole 
body, a single and fixed set of physical abilities, while the disabled body 
is in some way incomplete.”17 These differences not only render specific 
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bodies as different and therefore “abnormal,” but they also push for one 
unique form of body in shape, appearance, as well as ability; thus, ways 
and means are employed to “discipline the body to conform to dictates 
of both gender and the ability system.”18 This is often done through the 
means of medicalization and pathologization of bodies. The stress of 
treatment and cure is not toward improving social, environmental, and 
economic infrastructures, but on individual bodies and getting them 
to conform to one standard norm.19 This medicalization process helps 
in transforming the horror and fascination often associated with “mon-
strous” bodies into the scientific language of an illness that can then be 
rendered into a classificatory system as “normal” or having the “nor-
mal” as an ideal to be attained.20

Intersex bodies are often subjected to these normalizing procedures 
in order to “correct” them and get them to conform to being strictly 
male or female through medical management at a very early stage. The 
medical model accords the intersex body as pathological with claims 
that if corrective surgeries were not conducted on intersex people, they 
would lead their lives in misery.21 However, there is no singular idea of 
being a male or a female, even among physicians. While some physi-
cians may accord greater importance to the size of the external geni-
tals, there are others who lay more significance on the results of gender 
tests and still others on the person’s ability to reproduce. The ideas of 
normality are guided not just by medicine and biomedical discourses, 
but also by society’s notions of what is normal or what is not. Thus, 
not only is normalcy constantly constructed, it is also constantly being 
produced.22 In the context of the plethora of different opinions and 
notions of normality, “the medical presupposition that intersex charac-
teristics are inherently disabling to social viability remains the taken-
for-granted truth from which clinical practice proceeds”;23 despite the 
fact that many of these surgeries are known to cause irreversible damage 
to intersex people.24

With the shift from looking at individual bodies to that of the pop-
ulation by the state,25 a process of “governmentality” was evolved in 
which bodies began to be classified under several markers, including 
race: gender, class, color, ability, and sexual orientation, among oth-
ers. Bodies that adhered to the idea of the “normal” and the “able” 
were therefore more valued within this form of governmentality. This 
ability and normality of the body is also evaluated in terms of (re)pro-
ductivity for the nation state. Therefore, bodies that are more produc-
tive (thus healthy and able bodies without any disease or illness) and 
can reproduce (healthy) children who can raise the nation’s worth, are 
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valued. More specifically in terms of reproduction, certain bodies are 
more valued (e.g., white, heterosexual, nondisabled bodies). Intersex 
people and people with disabilities, even if they can be (re)productive 
are not valued within this framework, as it is feared that they can either 
not reproduce; or if they did, they would produce more of their “own 
kind,” thus proving a burden on the community and the nation state. 
Both intersex bodies as well as disabled bodies are therefore rendered 
“abnormal” within this framework and also subjected to processes of 
corrections and alterations to make them “more normal.”

Genetic Engineering and Eugenics

Such efforts to mark the “perfect body” through the lens of sexuality, 
ability, and race have been evident historically. However, they appeared 
in one of their most brutal forms during World War II, in concentra-
tion camps and through the extermination of lives that were considered 
burdensome to the nation state and therefore not worth living (be that 
Jewish, homosexual, disabled, Roma, etc.). Although its emphasis on 
eugenics was diminished after World War II, genetic engineering con-
tinues even today in subdued and subtler forms. This becomes visible, 
for example, through the medical termination of pregnancies based on 
disability. Abortions based on disability are often built into the laws 
and policies addressing the medical termination of pregnancies. For 
example, in India, medical termination of pregnancies is allowed up 
to 20 weeks in cases where prenatal congenital defects are detected or 
where the fetus carries a substantial risk of a physical or mental dis-
ability. While these abortions are allowed within the first five months 
of pregnancy, some congenital defects can only be diagnosed by the 
twentieth week.26 This was highlighted in the Niketa Mehta case in 
2008 in Mumbai, India, where Niketa’s plea for abortion of her fetus, 
which was diagnosed with a serious heart defect, was rejected by the 
Mumbai High Court because her pregnancy had advanced beyond 20 
weeks.27 While the abortion was denied in this case, the medical ter-
mination of Mehta’s pregnancy on the basis of disability would have 
been legal had she approached the hospital within the stipulated time 
of 20 weeks. Although this case is an extreme example, it was instru-
mental in bringing to fore the debates on women’s right of abortion and 
the right of people with disabilities to be born. Although in this case 
the fetus had little possibility of survival even after birth, the clause of 
“substantial risk of a physical or mental” disability remains open to the 
interpretation of medical professionals and the family and may be used 
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to terminate viable fetuses too solely on the basis of their ability status. 
The debate around the right of abortion for the woman is a complex 
one and beyond the scope of this chapter. My aim here is merely to 
highlight the incidence of abortions on the basis of the disability of the 
fetus, the “substantial risk” of the disability remaining open to interpre-
tation and thus also being open to possible (mis)use. The elimination 
of fetuses with congenital defects28 is to ensure the birth of “normal” 
babies without any issues, so that they may participate effectively in the 
(re)productivity of the family and the state. Inherent in this logic is the 
notion that people with disabilities cannot participate productively for 
the nation state.

According to Garland-Thomson,29 the “socio-medical project of 
eradicating disability all too often is enacted as a program to eliminate 
people with disabilities through such practices as forced sterilization, 
so-called physician-assisted suicide and mercy killing, selective abor-
tion, institutionization [sic], and segregation policies.” On one hand, 
Garland-Thomson30 talks about the abortion of fetuses based on dis-
ability as a form of genocide against the disabled, questioning the eth-
ics behind them; on the other, she discusses the right of the woman 
to choose whether to retain her pregnancy. Apart from these prenatal 
processes, people with disabilities may also be exposed to processes of 
growth attenuation to keep them small and therefore more manageable 
for caregivers. For example, this occurred in the controversial case of 
a girl called Ashley from the United States who was born with severe 
physical and developmental disabilities. Ashley was made to undergo a 
number of medical procedures, such as growth attenuation, a hyster-
ectomy, and a double mastectomy, that questions the acceptable limits 
of medical intervention.31 These procedures were undertaken with the 
view that they would make it easier for the parents and caregivers of 
patients with “profound” developmental disabilities (e.g., children who 
need help eating, using the toilet, and who are noncommunicative) to 
provide care and to involve them in family and social activities. Ashley 
could not sit up, walk, or talk. She could have grown physically as an 
adult and could have gone through regular biological processes of men-
struation. However, she was subjected to a number of procedures in 
her prepubertal years that restricted her physical growth to a child of 
nine years.32 These procedures can be justified from the perspective of 
the caregivers, who may find it difficult to care for disabled patients as 
they grow older and thus heavier. In addition, because of structural and 
systemic limitations, caregivers find little support from the state or the 
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community in the process of caregiving, making it taxing and difficult. 
However, it is still significant to notice that in this initiative, where 
priority is accorded to the needs of the parents and caregivers, little 
attention is paid to the right of the person with disability to consent 
and to his/her bodily integrity, reaffirming his/her position as a partial 
citizen or noncitizen.

For intersex people, parents and physicians are rarely able to pre-
dict their intersexuality before birth.33 However, with the advancement 
of science it has become increasingly possible to predict anomalies at 
the chromosomal- and genetic-level before birth. In the case of intersex 
people where it is not as easy to diagnose the intersexuality of the child 
before birth, this advancement in science and technology takes other 
forms. For example, in a recent development in India, there were reports 
of genital surgeries being conducted on children after birth to convert 
them from females to males.34 Hardly any surgeries are conducted to 
convert males into females, although many doctors in the past have 
suggested that “it is easier to dig a hole than build a pole.”35 The news 
reports however did not mention any such surgeries on intersex infants. 
The preference for perfectly aligned sex, and particularly the male sex, 
seems to be gaining more ground in countries such as India. Although 
speculative at this juncture, and although the news article of conduct-
ing genital surgeries to convert females into males has been refuted 
(because of lack of evidence), it may not be long before science makes 
sufficient progress to be able to predict if the fetus is intersex. Although 
speculative, it is possible that intersex people may then be subjected to 
a fate similar to that of people with disabilities.

My aim here is not to argue against processes of genetic engineering, 
but rather to evaluate the motive behind these strategies. Advancement 
in technologies of medicine and health has also helped achieve better 
conditions of living. In this way, technological enhancements of the 
human body, termed by G. Berthoud as “techno-utopia,” rely on the 
notion of the body as a biological organism that can be improved upon 
and on the belief that this kind of improvement is ethically correct.36 
Medical advancement has not just helped human beings to live longer 
and achieve better health standards, but it has also helped people to 
relieve pain and distress in bodies. The shift from the molar level to the 
molecular level in biopolitics, as instantiated by Rose,37 has also become 
inevitable in certain ways. Thus, “molecularization is conferring a new 
mobility on the elements of life, enabling them to enter new circuits—
organic, interpersonal, geographical, and financial.”38 This focus in 
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looking beyond the molar level of organs and limbs to looking at the 
molecular level also comes with benefits not just for people in general, 
but also for intersex people and people with disabilities.

Miller argues that the womb is a paradigmatic space for biopolitics; 
therefore (re)productive politics play a major role in the attainment 
of rights as citizens.39 Reproductive technologies play a vital role in 
determining who fits as a normal citizen and who does not. Those who 
possess wombs that produce normal, healthy, and nondisabled children 
are higher up on the hierarchy. With the advancement of reproductive 
technologies, the womb becomes separable from the body of woman 
(e.g., through test-tube babies); “the elements of reproduction—eggs, 
sperm, and later embryos—also become separable from any particu-
lar body, mobilized around circuits of laboratories, clinics, and other 
bodies.”40 Although this may mean that women stand to lose in not 
being the sole possessor of the womb, this could also signify the attain-
ment in power of people who may generally not be considered within 
these power circuits. For example, these methods could be of help to 
infertile couples including some intersex people and people with dis-
abilities to participate in reproductive processes and therefore be more 
assimilable within society.

Therefore, there are clear advantages to these kinds of medical and 
scientific procedures including molecular technology and genetic engi-
neering. However, there is a need to examine and question the aim for 
these procedures and what they might entail. For example, we need to 
examine why it may be considered appropriate for an infertile couple to 
seek an egg donor with particular characteristics of height, weight, and 
intelligence,41 but not so for a lesbian couple who were hearing impaired 
to seek a sperm donor who had a history of deafness within the fam-
ily so that they may have a deaf child.42 Public condemnation toward 
opting for a deaf child may come from a place where, at a systemic and 
structural level, people with disabilities and their caregivers have a more 
difficult time adjusting within society. However, is it not more impor-
tant to challenge these systems and structures that inhibit wider access 
and resources to people who may not be considered normal, rather than 
to prevent the birth of children with different needs altogether? What 
determines boundaries of normality, who decides, and on what basis? 
Why does it become so important that people with all their diversities 
have to be assimilated within narrow standards of normality? Standards 
of normalization have therefore been used to benefit some people who 
adhere to these norms while marginalizing others. Consequently, it is 
supremely important that we examine these ideas of normality within 
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biopolitics and explore how they impact people’s lives. Molecularization 
cannot stand alone; it must be combined with standardization, regula-
tion, and ethics, and as such, “at this molecular level . . . life itself has 
become open to politics.”43

The Exceptions

Through the process of governmentality, as discussed by Foucault, the 
extension of power by the state onto physical and political bodies took 
two forms: one with the body as “a machine,” which can be disciplined 
and which could work to its optimum capacities; and the other as “spe-
cies body” or the body that formed the basis of biological processes such 
as reproduction, birth, mortality, and level of health.44 Thus under this 
process of governmentality, bodies are compartmentalized in different 
ways: able/disabled, (re)productive or not. Bodies are therefore neatly 
categorized, and all those who may not fit in within the able-bodied 
and (re)productive paradigm fall through the cracks. Both, people with 
physical disabilities as well as intersex people are considered to have 
bodies that do not fit notions of normality. Parallels can be drawn 
between intersex people and people with disabilities especially in the 
arena of sports. People with disabilities are often not considered able 
and fit to participate in sports activities along with able-bodied people. 
Representations of people with disabilities portray them as weak, lack-
ing in ability and physical strength. They are also often infantilized. 
Although the first sports competition for disabled people was held in 
1948 for World War II veterans with spinal cord injuries, it was in 1960 
that the first Paralympics games were held in Rome with Olympic-style 
games. Over the years, there has been an increase not just in the num-
ber of athletes participating in the Paralympics games, but also in the 
variety of events organized for people with disabilities.45

Separate sports events for people with disabilities suggests that dis-
abled persons are not considered at par with nondisabled people, as 
they require a separate set of parameters for being judged. Using the 
same parameters for people with disabilities as used for nondisabled 
people was considered to put the former at a disadvantage. However, 
the juxtaposition of ability versus disability takes a different turn when 
considering sportspeople such as Oscar Pistorius and Aimee Mullins. 
Oscar Pistorius, also popularly referred to as “the blade runner,” is 
a double amputee athlete who uses the Cheetah artificial limbs. He 
participated in sports events for nondisabled persons for the first time 
in 2007. His participation in sports for nondisabled people, however, 
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generated debates about him having an unfair advantage over the other 
players because of his artificial limbs. Aimee Mullins is an actress, 
athlete, and fashion model, as well as a double amputee. Similar to 
Pistorius, Mullins also is known for competing with nondisabled people 
during her college years at Georgetown University. Accomplishments 
such as those of Pistorius and Mullins instantly raise questions such 
as what constitutes ability and how much does technology and human 
perseverance have to do with one’s ability. People who in general are 
considered to be at a disadvantage to others because their bodies do not 
fit the stereotype of “normal” are suddenly considered to pose a threat 
to other athletes.46

Similar debates are raised for intersex people within the sports arena. 
Athletes such as Caster Semenya and Santhi Soundarajan are consid-
ered to have an unfair advantage over other women athletes. Caster 
Semenya, an athlete from South Africa, won the gold medal in the 
800 meters at the 2009 World Championships. Although she had won 
the World Junior Championships the previous year as well, her World 
Championship time improved by about eight seconds, setting a world 
record.47 Her accomplishment raised suspicion among her competitors. 
Even though she was not suspected of cheating, she was assumed to 
possess an unfair advantage because her rivals believed that, despite 
competing as a woman, she was male.48 Semenya was muscular and 
had some facial hair, which may have prompted the misconception; 
additionally, it could have been because of excessive androgen, which 
is considered a male hormone.49 Irrespective of the test results, which 
were inconclusive, Semenya was banned from the games for almost 
11  months and was finally allowed to compete in July 2010 against 
other female athletes.50

In a similar case, Santhi Soundarajan, an Indian athlete, was 
stripped of her silver medal in the 2006 Asian games after she failed 
to pass the gender tests. Reports in the media speculate about her 
having an intersex “condition” called the Androgen Insensitivity 
Syndrome (AIS) with general physical characteristics of a female but 
with a genetic makeup that includes a male chromosome.51 During 
Semenya’s case, the International Olympic Committee had met to for-
mulate guidelines for cases of indeterminate gender. However, these 
guidelines were based on certain misconceptions, including that there 
is a clear way to distinguish between sexes, that intersexuality as a 
“condition” can be spotted visually, or that the intersex person needs 
“correction” such as hormone therapy, even at the cost of the person’s 
basic health.52
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The intersection between these two sets of cases—people with dis-
abilities and people who do not conform to being male or female—is 
the normalization regime around bodies that deem certain bodies as 
“normal by nature” whether it is in terms of one’s ability or one’s sex. 
In the field of sports, bodies are compartmentalized around differ-
ent norms. These compartmentalizations work toward creating neat 
boundaries, whether it is around those of sex or those of ability. People 
are required to compete only with people of the same sex so as not 
to be at a disadvantage or pose an unfair advantage over the others. 
Similarly, people can compete only with others who have similar abili-
ties in order for the competition to be fair. These compartmentaliza-
tions often happen in binaries of male/female or disabled/nondisabled, 
without taking into consideration that there may not be neat divisions 
across gender or ability. Because the occurrence and the experience of 
disability are not uniform, laws and policies in different countries use 
different parameters in defining disabilities. If the lines of distinc-
tion between the nondisabled and disabled could be drawn so neatly, 
perhaps these laws would not differ. Similarly, sex continues to be 
considered in binary terms although the points of distinction between 
males and females are not so clear. Unlike in early gender tests, when 
the lines of distinction were drawn around the external genitalia of 
athletes, in contemporary times the distinctions become far less con-
clusive. They are not based on the external genitalia alone, but instead 
involve a series of gender tests that are conducted on the participants. 
This blurriness indicates how societal and cultural factors inf luence 
notions of sex.

My aim here is not to argue for people with disabilities to be main-
streamed with the nondisabled or to argue that intersex people be 
included within the category of “females.” I argue instead for question-
ing the normalization procedures that compartmentalize people into 
neat binary categories of sex or ability. I also argue for analyzing the 
administrative procedures that necessitate making these neat boundar-
ies in different areas, including sports. Why does it seem so important 
to have these fine lines of distinction on the basis of sex or ability? Is 
it because certain sexes or certain bodies seem more “able” than oth-
ers? It is interesting to note here that intersex bodies that are in general 
construed as “abnormal” are considered more at an advantage to those 
categorized as “female,” at least in the field of sports.

Ideas about normalization however vary across different parameters. 
For example, intersex bodies are construed as “not so able” in matters 
such as reproduction. Bodies therefore get categorized on the basis of 
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certain functions, abilities, size, looks, and so on. Whereas people with 
disabilities can have their own sports events, they become more of a 
threat when they compete and have a perceived winning edge over non-
disabled individuals; suddenly the disabled bodies cease to be weak and 
incapable, due to the use of technology and artificial limbs. Similarly, 
there has not been an equivalent debate on whether intersex people can 
compete with males. This is partly because they are not yet considered 
a threat to men and their abilities. Although they may be considered 
stronger than females, they are considered not strong enough as males. 
Would it matter only if they begin to have a winning edge over the 
males in the sporting events?

Exceeding the biological limitations of the body also means exceed-
ing the human body itself; in other words in a utopian project, freeing 
the human body from pain and disease can be achieved with the separa-
tion of human existence from the body, thus leading to a transforma-
tion of the person into a virtual entity.53 On one hand, utopia could 
be a place where one can have a body without a body (i.e., the utopia 
of an incorporeal body that is infinite in its capacities), while on the 
other hand, utopia could also be a place for erasing bodies (i.e., a place 
where the body is negated and transfigured).54 However, in working 
toward an understanding of the disabled body, the intersex body, or 
other “monstrous bodies,” it is important to recognize the impossibility 
of a “perfect” body that is stable; bodies are always f luid, vulnerable, 
ever-changing.55 This calls for a transgressive utopianism that does not 
use utopia as an inscription of perfection, which usually arises from 
a place of discontent and dissatisfaction, but rather offers an alterna-
tive perspective that is creative and has a subversive or transformative 
potential.56

Conclusion

These categorizations and compartmentalizations of bodies can be eval-
uated on the process of governmentality, which considers some bodies 
as more “able” and therefore more productive. Although this grid of 
normality when applied to the whole population should work for most 
people, it is not geared to address people and situations where it does 
not work. As an administrative process therefore it does not do justice 
to people and their realities and experiences. According to this process, 
the bodies that do not fit (whether in terms of their sex or their abil-
ity) are construed as “abnormals,” which in turn inf luences how the 
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“abnormals” are treated. While their bodies may function as any other 
body and they may be productive in a variety of ways, intersex and 
disabled bodies are still not seen as equivalent to normal bodies and 
are thus subjected to medical interventions. They become construed as 
weak, unproductive, and unworthy of reproductive function. However, 
in the cases where some people with disabilities and intersex people are 
shown to excel with the use of technology, such as sports, intersex and 
disabled bodies start to pose a threat to the nondisabled. As a result, 
fresh boundaries are assigned on the acceptable limits of normalcy. In 
these exceptional circumstances, bodies that surpass the boundaries of 
normalcy are still not considered “normal” and therefore do not enjoy 
similar rights. It is thus vital that the boundaries of normality are con-
stantly evaluated; these ever-shifting parameters of normality must be 
regularly examined to work toward inclusion and diversity within our 
work, our abilities, our choices, and our desires.
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testified against Ewald and Hoeppner, and he mentioned that the steroids had 
left him with masculine characteristics and had had a deep impact on his health 
(Triviño). He made the decision to undergo gender reassignment surgery later 
in his life, according the cause of his “transsexuality” to the administration of 
the steroids (Ibid.). Although this case illustrates an extreme, where the admin-
istration of drugs to alter female athletes for a competitive advantage led to the 
person opting for a gender-reassignment surgery, it is an important example of 
how technology has been and continues to be used to alter bodies. Moreover, 
these alterations are not just to enhance performances in competitive sports, 
making them desirable in certain contexts; they may also render the body 
undesirable in other contexts, proving detrimental to the individual’s health. 
Elizabeth Reis, “Is Intersex a Disorder or a Competitive Advantage?” Accessed 
June 1, 2014, http://www.womensbioethics.org/index.php?p=Is_Intersex_a_
Disorder_or_a_Competitive_Advantage&s=355.
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CHAPTER 3

The Inauspicious Regulatory 
Beginnings of Preimplantation 

Genetic Diagnosis

Patricia Stapleton

W ith recent advancements in the field of genetic engineering 
and its biotechnology applications, scientists have been able 
to develop new technologies to assist in human reproduction. 

While seemingly presented as a medical utopia (the answer to infertil-
ity, the end to genetic diseases, etc.), assisted reproductive technologies 
(ART) also present serious ethical and regulatory challenges. The lack 
of a strong regulatory framework in the United States raises immediate 
ethical concerns about ART: “family balancing” through sex-selective 
abortions, eugenic practices, and the implications of outsourcing sur-
rogacy to developing countries, to name a few. In addition, these ethi-
cal challenges fall squarely into the realm of biopolitical debates. Not 
only does the state exert power over the life and bodies of its citizens in 
other spheres, the government’s regulation of reproduction (or the lack 
thereof ) even inf luences who its future citizens will be, with potentially 
dystopian results.

This chapter engages with both the utopian drive to “perfect” preg-
nancy and childbirth in the United States and the possible dystopian 
outcomes from loosely regulated ART. To do so, it reviews current ART 
practices in the United States, with a particular focus on the preimplan-
tation genetic diagnosis (PGD) procedure. It then addresses the exist-
ing American regulatory framework and its weaknesses. The chapter 
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also provides an outline of the ethical and regulatory challenges that 
continued developments in ART pose for the American government, 
medical community, and women. Finally, it explores how the develop-
ment of ART can be born out of a utopian desire to perfect pregnancy, 
child birth, and humans themselves; and how the government’s current 
regulatory position could lead to dystopian results.

Theoretical Concepts

Before delving into a review of the availability and usage of ART in 
the United States, we must first review how the concepts of “utopia” 
and the “body” are employed in this work. Both concepts are used 
with varying definitions across disciplines, and scholars may engage 
with these ideas in vastly different ways. In this chapter, “utopia” as a 
concept is rooted firmly in Ruth Levitas’s work, while “body” is drawn 
from Bryan S. Turner’s research. Thus, we rely on a more sociologi-
cal understanding of both concepts to inform our study of the lack of 
regulation of PGD.

In The Concept of Utopia, Levitas seeks to clarify the meaning of 
utopia and offer a new definition that accounts for the use of the con-
cept across disciplines.1 She notes that utopia is often described by three 
different elements: content, form, and function. In this chapter, the 
focus is on function, where utopia presents “some kind of goal, even 
if commentators as opposed to the authors of utopias do not see them 
as necessarily realisable in all their details.”2 The utopian drive within 
new technologies for reproductive health—particularly those that rely 
on genetic testing—implies that human bodies can be improved upon, 
and that we can make these improvements even before birth through 
informed selection of particular traits. In this way, medical profession-
als act as the “authors” of a utopia where no one would suffer from 
debilitating ailments that could be avoided through ART.

As Levitas states, however, utopias that center on function and the 
possibility of progress “raise questions about what the goal should be.”3 
The utopian motivations that drive innovation in ART, like the use of 
PGD to prevent the birth of children with debilitating conditions, are 
founded on the belief that patients will use these techniques to create a 
better world—a world with less suffering. Yet, the use of genetic testing 
in ART, discussed in more detail below, raises profound ethical and 
moral questions about its accessibility and use. “Commentators” also 
challenge the notion that eliminating “undesirable” characteristics from 
the gene pool through PGD will have utopian results. Consequently, the 
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lack of regulation of ART in the United States allows patients with the 
means and opportunity to pursue individual interests in their reproduc-
tive choices, and while that may be the elimination of a genetic disorder 
that would cause severe harm to their children, it can also mean embryo 
selection based on more superficial characteristics, like gender. In this 
way, the body of a child is perceived as a potentiality: the possibility of 
what could be and a physical site of prospective progress.

Turner’s theoretical work thus helps us explore how the utopian drive 
underlying ART views the “body as a potentiality which is elaborated 
by culture and developed in social relations.”4 The body, of course, is 
more than just its malleability; Turner argues that the body also can be 
defined as an organism, a system of representation, and a lived expe-
rience.5 It is all of these things together, as these descriptions of the 
human body are interrelated. But when we look at the utopian aspira-
tions of ART and its usage, the body is most clearly viewed as a site for 
improvement, for example the potential parent whose infertility can be 
overcome or the potential child whose genotypic characteristics can be 
carefully selected with medical intervention.

Hence, a medical approach is reductive in its treatment of the body 
and its potential. If we return brief ly to Levitas, she posits that “some-
times utopia embodies more than an image of what the good life would 
be and becomes a claim about what it could and should be: the wish that 
things might be otherwise becomes a conviction that it does not have to 
be like this. Utopia is then not just a dream to be enjoyed, but a vision 
to be pursued.”6 By joining this perspective on utopia with Turner’s con-
cept of the body as potentiality, ART becomes an instrument through 
which the conviction that we can improve our bodies can be pursued. 
Humans do not have to suffer; ART can conquer infertility and genetic 
disorders through scientific progress. But this reductionist approach to 
reproductive health raises questions about what the goals should be for 
these convictions. In expanding the definition of the body to include 
all of Turner’s elements, we can more appropriately review the social 
context of ART and possibly answer those questions. Furthermore, we 
will be able to see how debate over a regulatory framework brings social, 
cultural, and political context back into our discussion of ART’s uto-
pian project.

Assisted Reproductive Technologies and PGD

Like the underlying concepts of utopia and the body, definitions of 
ART can vary. Here, we use the definition provided by the Centers 
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for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The CDC’s definition 
is based on the 1992 Fertility Clinic Success Rate and Certification 
Act that requires the CDC to publish the annual ART Success Rates 
Report:

ART includes all fertility treatments in which both eggs and sperm are 
handled. In general, ART procedures involve surgically removing eggs 
from a woman’s ovaries, combining them with sperm in the laboratory, 
and returning them to the woman’s body or donating them to another 
woman. They do NOT include treatments in which only sperm are han-
dled (i.e., intrauterine—or artificial—insemination) or procedures in 
which a woman takes medicine only to stimulate egg production without 
the intention of having eggs retrieved.7

The use of ART in the United States has doubled over the past decade, 
although its use is “still relatively rare when compared to potential 
demand.”8 Even so, in the last few years the CDC has noted increases in 
its ART Fertility Clinic Success Rates Reports across the categories of 
ART cycles, live births, and live infants (see Table 3.1).9

In a span of just three years, the number of ART cycles performed 
increased by 28,015 cycles (18.4  percent). About 32  percent of ART 
cycles performed in 2010 led to a live birth, defined as the delivery of 
one or more living infants; that number fell to approximately 29 per-
cent in 2012. While the incidence of multiples (twins, triplets, etc.) fell 
between 2010 and 2012, over 28,000 more ART cycles were performed 
for only 4,204 additional live births. Although doctors have been suc-
cessful at reducing the rate of births of multiples (lowering the risks 
of complications associated with them), increased use of ART has not 
translated into better success rates for patients. Despite this decline in 
clinic success rates, “over 1% of all infants born in the United States 
every year are conceived using ART.”10

Table 3.1  ART fertility clinic success rates reports for 2010, 2011, and 2012

Year 2010 2011 2012a

# of ART cycles performed 147,260 151,923 176,275
# of reporting clinics 443 451 456
# of live births 47,090 47,818 51,294
#of live infants 61,564 61,610 65,179

aThe 2012 report is preliminary.
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Not all assisted reproductive technologies use biotechnology meth-
ods. But within the range of available ART procedures, the PGD process 
does. The CDC defines PGD as:

A technique combining the recent significant advances in molecular 
genetics and ART. PGD allows physicians to identify various genetic 
diseases in the embryo (fertilized egg with several divisions) prior to 
implantation, that is, before the pregnancy is established. It is of special 
value for those who are at risk of having children with serious genetic 
problems.11

When selected, the PGD procedure is always used in conjunction with 
in vitro fertilization (IVF) to screen for specific genetic or chromo-
somal abnormalities before transferring the fertilized eggs into the 
mother. The technician removes one or two cells from the embryo 
about three to eight days after fertilization, then examines the chro-
mosomes for obvious abnormalities such as trisomies (three chromo-
somes instead of the normal two) or aneuploidy (change in the number 
of chromosomes that can lead to a chromosomal disorder).12 PGD 
is recognized as an important alternative to prenatal diagnosis (like 
amniocentesis). However, diagnosis from a single cell remains a tech-
nically challenging procedure, and the risk of misdiagnosis cannot be 
eliminated.13

PGD is used to test for a suite of genetic disorders, including cys-
tic fibrosis, Tay-Sachs disease, muscular dystrophy, and hemophilia.14 
Recent developments have also led doctors to use PGD to select geneti-
cally matching embryos to aid in the treatment of sick siblings through 
the donation of cord blood or bone marrow.15 Additionally, its use in 
diagnosing trisomy and aneuploidy helps doctors determine which 
embryos would be more suitable for implantation, as embryos with 
these chromosomal issues are less likely to become viable pregnancies.16 
Finally, PGD can determine the sex chromosomes of the embryo, which 
allows doctors to avoid implanting embryos that may carry specific gene 
markers on the X or Y chromosome. In general, it is also an accepted 
practice in the United States to select embryos for implantation based 
on sex for family balancing or parental preference for a certain gender. 
In short, PGD can tell parents the health status and gender of their 
developing embryos, giving them the information they need to decide 
which embryos to implant into the woman’s womb.17

PGD was first used in the United States in 1989,18 but comprehen-
sive data on the use of PGD do not exist.19 Estimates indicate that over 
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1,000 babies worldwide have been born following the use of PGD in the 
IVF process.20 But, while the ART Success Rates Reports do include 
percentages of cycles that use PGD in their process, the CDC does not 
require that clinics report the number of births resulting from proce-
dures that specifically use PGD. In addition, the CDC has collected 
general data on the use of PGD in IVF cycles only since 2004. Since the 
data has been collected, average annual usage rates across clinics have 
hovered around 4–5 percent.21

The average usage across all reporting clinics, however, does not 
accurately ref lect the widely varying rates of PGD usage at specific clin-
ics.22 Data from the preliminary 2012 report show that 153 out of 456 
clinics (approximately 33  percent) reported zero percent to less than 
1 percent as their rate of PGD usage. The majority of clinics (244 or 
approximately 54  percent) reported PGD usage rates between 1 and 
10 percent. Despite these low rates of PGD usage for the vast majority 
of reporting clinics, approximately 13 percent use PGD in more than 
one out of ten ART cycles. Four clinics (slightly less than 1 percent of 
all reporting clinics) reported 50 percent or higher, with one Las Vegas 
clinic reporting a rate of 86 percent usage of PGD, although the clinic 
performed only a total of 196 cycles (or 0.1 percent of all ART cycles 
performed in the United States for 2012).23

The four clinics reporting 50 percent or higher for PGD usage rates 
only represent a tiny sliver of ART cycles completed in the United 
States, with a total of 1,188 (or 0.67  percent of all ART cycles). Yet, 
when looking at absolute numbers, these four clinics performed approx-
imately 725 IVF cycles using PGD. And, if we assume that the 2012 
preliminary data will yield a PGD usage rate of about 4.5 percent across 
all reporting clinics (comparable to the average use reported the last 
several years), approximately 7,900 IVF cycles will have incorporated 
the PGD procedure out of the 176,275 ART cycles performed in the 
United States in 2012.24 Thus, despite low average rates of usage across 
clinics, a significant number of fertility patients are choosing to use 
PGD during their treatment. Furthermore, if we assume a success rate 
for ART cycles using PGD consistent with the success rate average of all 
reporting clinics (29 percent), that would indicate that approximately 
2,300 live births in the United States were the result of IVF cycles 
using PGD in 2012 alone.25 This number is significantly higher than 
the “over 1,000 babies” worldwide that is often cited in the literature 
on PGD.

Comparatively, the European Society for Human Reproduction and 
Embryology (ESHRE) PGD Consortium has collected annual data on 
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PGD usage from its members since 1997, when it was first established. 
Clinics from all over the world have submitted data to the consor-
tium in its first ten years. The ESHRE’s focus is on Europe, with 56 
European clinics reporting at some point in that time period, while only 
nine clinics from the United States have submitted data for collection.26 
Nevertheless, in a review of ten years of available data (1997–2007) col-
lected from around the world, the PGD Consortium noted that 5,187 
clinical pregnancies resulted in 5,135 newborns.27 The disparity in these 
estimates from the cited literature further supports the importance of 
collecting data about PGD usage.

Although the process of PGD offers a range of possibilities for its 
use, there is a dearth of data to indicate exactly why it is used in clinics. 
A study published in 2008 surveyed fertility clinics, in part to deter-
mine the reasons why patients selected PGD as a procedure.28 But there 
has been no follow up, and such data collection is not required by the 
CDC. The lack of data regarding the use of PGD ref lects the lack of 
comprehensive regulation regarding ART. No singular agency has been 
tasked with oversight, and thus no one is responsible for evaluating 
policy effectiveness and appropriateness. Thus, this range of possibili-
ties is just that—a list of possible uses without a clear understanding of 
actual practice in the United States.

It is also important to note how increasing rates of IVF and PGD 
ref lect the larger context of the medicalization of infertility in the 
United States. The advancements in medical technologies that have 
allowed doctors to overcome physical obstacles to pregnancy have been 
coupled with a new intensity among patients to overcome infertility as 
well.29 Maura Ryan argues that this creates a not entirely well-founded 
sense of optimism in the medical establishment’s ability to surmount 
infertility, and serves to “not only generate new confidence in medicine 
but deepen the perception of infertility as a technical problem amenable 
to a technical solution.”30 In this way, pregnancy becomes treated as an 
illness or disability, and therefore becomes a problem that theoretically 
can be “cured.” Clearly, advancements in reproductive technologies 
can be viewed as important for improving the health and well-being of 
both mother and child; nevertheless, they also raise ethical and moral 
questions.

The frame of treating pregnancy, childbirth, and genetic diseases 
as disorders to be “fixed” plays into the idea of the ability to reduce 
the risks associated with the human condition, a key theme in utopian 
literatures. Assisted reproductive technologies create hope for infer-
tile individuals who desire to be parents. ART becomes the technical 
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solution that appears to give an individual more control over reproduc-
tion. Adding to the utopian hope underlying ART cycles, Judith Daar 
notes that utopian desire also exists in the expectation of the result. 
There exists an “oft-spoken worry that ART alters parental expectations 
by promoting a sensibility that human intervention in reproduction 
produces ‘healthier, better, more perfect children.’”31 Fertility patients 
may perceive ART not only as the miracle solution to their infertility, 
but also as a method of producing “perfect” children.

Yet as Cheryl Erwin notes, “The search for stability in the form of 
control over reproduction and genetic endowment has the apparent 
advantage of avoiding uncertainty, but it is bought at the price of health 
risks and the possibility of not having a child with one’s own egg or 
sperm.”32 The hope for ART is itself not inherently utopian; however, it 
becomes such “when we fail to ref lect on the limitations of these tech-
nologies or to imagine other possible ways to work out our need to bear 
children and raise them.”33 In order to properly ref lect on ART’s limita-
tions, patients should have access to data and a deeper understanding 
of potential risks and repercussions of delaying pregnancy and/or using 
ART. For that data to be collected, more coherent regulatory oversight 
is needed in the United States.

Regulatory Framework in the United States

Safety in reproductive medicine is assured by a combination of state and 
federal government regulation, as well as self-regulation among medical 
professionals.34 The result from this multitiered approach is broad fed-
eral law coupled with a patchwork of varying state regulations more spe-
cific to procedures. Looking at ART regulation regarding a particular 
process, like paid surrogacy, illustrates the wide variation in state laws. 
For example, Louisiana state law “prohibits paid traditional surrogacy 
agreements, in which the surrogate provides the egg,” but is “silent on 
gestational surrogacy agreements, in which the surrogate is not geneti-
cally related to the child, and on unpaid agreements.”35 Its neighbors’ 
policies differ significantly: in Mississippi, “state law and case law are 
silent on surrogacy,” while in Arkansas, “surrogacy contracts are valid 
and enforceable,” and in Texas, “state law allows and regulates gesta-
tional surrogacy agreements,” but the “intended parents must be mar-
ried, and the agreement must be validated by the court.”36 Adding to 
the diversity of regulation at the state level are the different institutions 
for oversight and enforcement. In the United States, a medical board or 
designated agency in each state monitors physician practice and licenses 
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individual physicians. These boards also can discipline or revoke the 
license of individuals who fail to uphold the law.37

At the federal level, three agencies have explicitly been designated 
to regulate ART, although the result is still piecemeal. Nationally, 
the CDC collects and publishes data on ART procedures; the Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) controls approval and use of drugs, 
biological products, and medical devices, and it has jurisdiction over 
screening and testing of reproductive tissues, such as donor eggs and 
sperm; and the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) is 
responsible for implementation of the Clinical Laboratory Improvement 
Act to ensure the quality of laboratory testing.38 Thus, no one agency 
is responsible for policy making and oversight of ART practices in the 
United States. This is not unusual, per se, as the “federal government 
does not have direct jurisdiction over the practice of medicine” in the 
United States.39 Nonetheless, without a clear locus of federal regula-
tion, ART remains mostly in the domain of state law and self-regulation 
among physicians.

The lack of a comprehensive approach to regulating ART has allowed 
professional standards to take the place of government regulation. The 
American Society for Reproductive Medicine (ASRM) claims that

the medical profession exercises significant self-regulation to assure the 
continuing competence of practicing physicians. Specialists in repro-
ductive medicine are certified by the American Board of Obstetrics and 
Gynecology or the American Board of Urology after completing resi-
dency training and passing examinations. They may achieve subspecialty 
certification with additional training in infertility and endocrinology. 
Continuing medical education and periodic re-examination are required 
to maintain certification.40

Thus, professional standards to maintain physician certifications, over-
seen and implemented by other physicians on specialized boards, are 
supposed to ensure that doctors in obstetrics, gynecology, and urology 
practice safely and ethically in the United States.

From this perspective, the ASRM asserts that ART in the United 
States are “heavily” regulated. When considering the potential for fed-
eral law that would create oversight and regulate ART, ASRM has stated 
that “while properly crafted language in a widely adopted medical prac-
tice act requiring specialists in ART to follow ASRM guidelines unless 
otherwise indicated might improve the uniformity of practice nation-
wide, it is important to recognize that ART is already one of most highly 
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regulated of all medical practices in the United States.”41 Despite the 
absence of a specific legislative act addressing ART, there are mandatory 
general medical regulations affecting reproductive medicine, including 
clinical ART–specific regulations, such as the Fertility Clinic Success 
Rate and Certification Act of 1992; nonmedical regulation of clinical 
ART, such as legislation related to “truth in advertising”; mandatory lab 
regulations and the regulation of somatic cell nuclear transfer; as well 
as regulation of genetic testing and treatment.

But when compared to other countries, the United States is often 
identified as being one of the least regulated states. In part, this is 
because of a lack of comprehensive legislation at the federal level that 
deals with ART directly, rather than the piecemeal approach to reg-
ulating separately reproductive medicine labs, clinics, processes, and 
advertising. As a result, the United States is often referred to as the 
“Wild West” of reproductive medicine, despite the ASRM’s argument 
that the field is highly regulated.42 Individual states may have passed 
laws, but the American government has not significantly stepped in. 
The only federal legislation passed pertaining to ART is the Fertility 
Clinic Success Rate and Certification Act of 1992. And regulation of 
ART varies at the state level, as noted above regarding the practice of 
paid surrogacy. Only Pennsylvania extensively regulates and monitors 
ART clinics and activities.43

A few aspects contribute to this perception that ART is largely 
unregulated in the United States. For one, there is no central federal 
agency that oversees and regulates ART. The piecemeal approach of 
regulation—spread across three agencies and different levels of govern-
ment—allows patients to shop around for services, which in turn allows 
them to circumvent laws in their own states. Another issue of concern 
is the proliferation of clinics to meet the market demand. Some clinics 
are affiliated with universities or other academic centers, which means 
that they fall under state regulations, but most are privately owned and 
operated, meaning that they are largely self-regulated. Of course, clinics 
and doctors should be licensed under state law and report their success 
rates to the CDC under federal law, but while many of the guidelines 
set by the ASRM are reasonable, “they are not binding and are routinely 
f louted.”44

Finally, there has also been a significant amount of media exposure 
of illegal, immoral, or irresponsible behavior, which contributes to the 
perception that the United States is completely unregulated.45 And, as 
Rebecca Dresser argues, the perception of the United States as the “Wild 
West” of reproductive medicine becomes more entrenched with “each 
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high-profile incident—advertisements offering huge sums to Ivy League 
students providing eggs for infertile couples, the release of new statistics 
on multiple births to women undergoing infertility treatment, gametes 
and embryos accidentally or intentionally given to the wrong patients, 
and the first birth following posthumous sperm retrieval.”46 These inci-
dents, in turn, lead to calls for more regulation of the field.47

The case of Nadya Suleman provides an example of such a f lash-
point in the public consciousness regarding reproductive technolo-
gies. Suleman gave birth to octuplets in January 2009 and within days 
became a media sensation.48 The focus of the coverage, however, rapidly 
shifted from reporting on the rarity of an octuplet birth to probing the 
details of her personal life: her marital status, her financial situation, 
and—most tellingly—her use of ART to have a total of fourteen chil-
dren.49 Dubbed “Octomom,” she was vilified in the press, a backlash 
that Dana-Ain Davis attributes to Suleman’s failure to fit the “imagined 
social script” that ART is only for people in sanctioned heterosexual 
relationships with the economic means to raise a family.50

Not only does Suleman’s case exemplify the implicit assumptions 
that Americans hold regarding ART and its use, it also illustrates an 
extreme case of a reproductive specialist defying professional standards. 
Michael Kamrava, Suleman’s doctor, implanted 12 embryos into her 
womb, which was significantly higher (six times as much) than the sug-
gested limit for her diagnosis.51 Yet, Dr. Kamrava’s treatment of Nadya 
Suleman technically was not illegal because there were no laws prohibit-
ing this type of treatment. Nonetheless, Kamrava’s license was revoked 
by the California Medical Board two years later, based on evidence of 
negligence in several patients’ cases, not just Suleman’s.52

Despite the ASRM’s claims that the field is heavily regulated, the 
case of Nadya Suleman highlights the faults of a piecemeal regulatory 
framework that relies largely on self-regulation by medical professionals. 
As the “authors” of a utopia, specialists can help individuals suffering 
from infertility fulfill their desire to procreate. But the lack of compre-
hensive federal oversight assumes that individuals (patients and doc-
tors alike) will choose correctly in how they use ART. Inherent in that 
assumption then is the notion that there is a “right” choice. Technically, 
ART should be available to anyone who needs it; however, the Suleman 
case reveals implicit bias in public perception of who should become a 
parent. Moreover, in approaching the body as a potentiality, the lack 
of regulation also assumes that the drive to cure infertility or eradicate 
genetic disorders is divorced from social context. Again, the Suleman 
case exposes how the lack of a regulatory framework allows us to avoid 
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conversations over goals for ART and its social, cultural, and political 
meanings.

In the aftermath of the “Octomom” story, California State Senator 
Gloria Negrete McLeod introduced legislation accreditation standards 
and guidelines for the operation of fertility clinics and surgical centers, 
but it was vetoed by Governor Schwarzenegger.53 Subsequent efforts to 
create more oversight also failed in the California legislature. Although 
the failure to develop comprehensive legislation could appear to be a 
purposeful position for politicians—why extend access to fertility treat-
ments to parts of the population that are struggling economically?—in 
general, the absence of oversight results from the contentious state of 
reproductive issues in the United States. Political arguments over the 
status of the embryo, stem cell research, and abortion have hampered 
public policy making for ART.54 Links made between PGD and abor-
tion especially inhibit the ability of policy makers to discuss potential 
regulations, with both procedures evoking concerns of moral ambiguity 
and conf lict.55 In particular, ethical issues arise over the process of PGD 
because it involves the creation of several embryos with the understand-
ing that not all will be implanted and some will be destroyed.56 Thus, 
any potential regulation of ART might rely on abortion regulation as 
a base,57 which could open the door further to religious opposition to 
ART and possibly shut down innovation in the field.58

Ethical and Regulatory Challenges

Although the context of American controversy over reproductive issues 
and the status of the embryo may contribute to why the field is left to 
self-regulation through professional associations, the use of biotechnol-
ogy in ART—and specifically PGD—raises other ethical and regula-
tory challenges. In the immediate term, several ethical dilemmas are 
apparent. For example, is it ethical to siphon off and test the cells that 
can develop into human life? Do potential parents have the right to 
manipulate their genetic material? Do they have the right to implant 
embryos knowing they may then selectively abort? Should potential 
parents be able to choose embryos to implant based on sex? But there 
are also long-term, potentially dystopian outcomes of these practices in 
both the social and economic spheres.

Some of the feared social implications of the expanding use of PGD 
include: shifting expectations for parent and child; increased ostracism 
of people with disabilities; and reproductive stratification. As men-
tioned above, the determined optimism with which infertile patients 
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may view ART could result in the perception that these procedures 
can produce “better” children, leading to shifts in parental expectations 
regarding the health and abilities of a child. In addition, knowledge of 
the means of conception might destabilize an individual’s self-worth 
and identity by engendering questions about his or her origins.59 The 
use of ART more broadly impacts expectations regarding the role of 
women in society and motherhood, as well. The presentation of ART as 
a technical solution to infertility could reinforce the idea that a woman 
must have children in order to be socially valuable or fulfilled, no mat-
ter her age or health status. In this way, ART reduces women to their 
reproductive capacities,60 an issue of particular concern for women’s 
rights advocates.

Disability advocates have also expressed apprehension about the use 
of PGD. The ability of PGD to detect conditions of varying degrees, 
from debilitating to non–life threatening, opens the door to embryo 
selection based on aesthetic concerns, convenience, or prejudice.61 
Procedures to prevent the birth of disabled persons then become “insep-
arably tied to eugenics and can only reinforce the worst stereotypes 
of people with disabilities,”62 especially if “an attitude develops that 
‘certain diseases can and therefore should be avoided.’”63 Furthermore, 
fears about developing techniques that could employ genetic transfers 
with IVF and PGD raise the specter of a “post-human future” where 
people will mix and match genes.64 As Heather Long notes in an edito-
rial on PGD, “When the world looks back at how the ‘designer babies’ 
trend began, they will see an innocent start . . . [Genetic screening] will 
likely be a progression from just wanting a child, to wanting one less 
likely to get certain diseases, to wanting one more likely to have traits 
associated with being taller or more artistic or athletic.”65 Even with-
out the possibility of genetic transfer techniques and designer babies, 
widespread use of PGD for sex selection could result in a gender imbal-
ance, potentially reinforcing the cultural privileging of male children, 
and devaluing women.66 Thus, despite PGD’s auspicious beginnings 
as a remedy for genetic anomalies, its potential uses for more morally 
ambiguous goals demand a closer regulatory look.

The social impacts of PGD are inherently entwined with the eco-
nomic issues surrounding its usage, especially in the context of repro-
ductive stratification. The expense of these technologies, and the lack of 
insurance support, currently means that certain portions of the popula-
tion have consistent access to these procedures while others are excluded. 
Only 15 states in the United States have passed legislation requiring 
some form of insurance coverage for fertility treatments, although the 



76    l    Patricia Stapleton

type of coverage widely varies.67 Without assured coverage, potential 
parents face financial barriers to equal access. The average IVF cost 
in the United States is $12,400,68 but it can be as much as $15,000.69 
These prices are for one cycle of IVF, and do not include additional 
expenses such as PGD (about $3,550),70 the cost of a frozen embryo 
transfer, embryo freezing and storage, using egg or sperm donors, or 
other associated treatments. There is no regulatory limit to the number 
of IVF cycles a woman may choose to undergo, although three cycles is 
the recommended amount to improve the woman’s chances of getting 
pregnant.71 As a result of these costs, groups that have the financial 
means (upper-/middle-class whites with access to healthcare) are more 
likely to pursue treatment to deal with infertility.72

The long-term consequences of this inequity to fertility treatment 
access reinforce perceptions of not only who is fit to be a parent, but 
also who should be a mother.73 Moreover, continually expanding use of 
the procedure among only those who have the financial means raises 
the possibility of class stratification based on genetics. In this dystopian 
future, elites will be able to produce “perfected” children, free of genetic 
disorders and with physical and/or cognitive “enhancements.” These 
genetic benefits will strengthen the advantages already enjoyed by elites, 
creating more deeply entrenched social and economic divisions.

Is Self-Regulation Sufficient?

Although genetic engineering procedures for physical and cognitive 
enhancements are still just a prediction for the future, the currently 
available procedure PGD is without legal restriction in the United 
States. ASRM argues that the field is already highly regulated and pro-
fessional standards are sound; yet, its claims fall short when looking at 
recent data collected by the CDC. As Kirsten Riggan notes, the major-
ity of reproductive health clinics in the United States are members of 
professional organizations such as the Society for Assisted Reproductive 
Technology (SART) or ASRM, but not all follow the clinical and ethical 
guidelines conveyed by these organizations.74 For example, in 2009 the 
Practice Committees of both organizations jointly issued a statement 
regarding the criteria to determine the limit of embryos that should 
be transferred.75 The guidelines outlined the criteria for a “favorable” 
prognosis76 and the limit of the number of embryos that should be 
implanted by age group in favorable or less favorable situations. In gen-
eral, ASRM and SART recommended one to two embryos for transfer 
in women who are 35 years or younger and have a favorable prognosis.77 
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But the CDC’s most recent data indicate that some women with favor-
able diagnoses were implanted with three, four, or more embryos in one 
IVF cycle.78 The guidelines emphasize the importance of singleton live 
births because they have a much lower risk than multiple-infant births 
of complications with maternal health and of adverse infant health out-
comes, such as prematurity, low birth weight, disability, and death.79 
This emphasis has carried over into ASRM’s and SART’s more recent 
guidelines, which decrease the suggested limit in women aged 35 or 
younger to one embryo for implantation, in an effort to reduce the 
number of multiple births that have occurred because of lax adherence 
to the 2009 guidelines.80

A 2006 survey of ART clinics by Johns Hopkins also reveals the 
f louting of the professional standards with regard to the use of PGD. 
ASRM’s Ethics Committee published standards in 1999 on the use of 
PGD for sex selection. The Ethics Committee acknowledged that “to 
encourage PGD for sex selection when it is not medically indicated 
presents ethical problems,” and that the widespread use of PGD for 
sex selection could result in an imbalance in society’s gender ratio and 
negative consequences for obtaining gender equality.81 Despite these 
standards, the results of the Johns Hopkins survey revealed that 9 per-
cent of all PGD cycles were for nonmedical sex selection purposes.82 
Moreover, of the 137 clinics identified as providing PGD-IVF services, 
42  percent offered PGD as a service for nonmedical sex selection.83 
ESHRE PGD Consortium’s data also show that “social sexing,” as they 
label it, was the motivation of 671 PGD cycles reported between 1997 
and 2007, with the vast majority of those originating from one clinic in 
the United States.84 Clearly, self-regulation only works when the rules 
and standards are consistently and extensively followed.

Conclusion

Even though the data seem to indicate practitioner indifference to the 
guidelines laid out by ASRM and SART, it is difficult to say how wide-
spread the issue may be because the scale is small: only about 5 percent 
of all ART cycles performed use PGD. However, for the most recent 
data, that still translates to over 8,000 cycles in 2012 in which the 
method was used. Unfortunately, the CDC does not indicate how many 
of these cycles resulted in live births. We might assume a higher suc-
cess rate than the overall clinical success rate because the use of PGD 
should eliminate embryos that suffer from obvious abnormalities that 
would prevent them from developing in the womb and result in failed 
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IVF cycles. Nevertheless, without a mandate to collect the data, clinics 
do not report PGD success rates.

At such a small number, fears of the dystopian future outlined above 
seem possible only far into the future. But now is the time to address 
these concerns, before the practice becomes more widespread and/or 
more exclusive. The lack of government regulation implicitly allows for 
these types of practices to proliferate. So, although the American gov-
ernment is not exercising control over citizens’ bodies by making laws 
directly determining which types of people are “worthy” of ART, its fail-
ure to act in a comprehensive and a cohesive manner to deal with these 
regulatory challenges allows the inequalities to persist. Absence from 
the market shapes the standards that exist, and thus indirectly allows 
the “right” kinds of people to reproduce. Americans with money, educa-
tion, and access to healthcare will determine the trends in reproductive 
medicine and procedures. The current regulatory system is based on the 
utopian hope that people will use genetic testing for good, however that 
may be defined. But we know already that reproductive specialists are 
not following the ethical guidelines laid out by their own professional 
associations and experts. We cannot believe that potential parents will 
be any better at adhering to ethical considerations, especially not when 
the welfare of their children is at stake.
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CHAPTER 4

Utopian Visions of “Making 
People”: Science Fiction and 

Debates on Cloning, Ectogenesis, 
Genetic Engineering, and Genetic 

Discrimination

Evie Kendal

Introduction: Definitions of Utopia

In his treatise on science fiction (sf ), Darko Suvin claims utopian fic-
tion as the “socio-political subgenre of science fiction,” suggesting that 
such texts should be approached both as literature and as social scien-
tific experiments.1 Applying to them the label “social-science-fiction,” 
Suvin treats the “what if ” thought experimentation involved in the cre-
ation of fictional utopian worlds as being innately political.2 For Suvin, 
the study of utopian fiction must begin with an exploration of collective 
psychology and end with a discussion of the “politics of the human 
species,” exploring such politico-eschatological questions as to how the 
human species can “survive and humanize its segment of the universe.”3 
While this is a useful starting point, this essay will adopt the revised 
definition of Suvin’s “utopian fiction” put forward by such scholars as 
Lyman Tower Sargent, which encompasses both fictional eutopias (ideal 
worlds) and dystopias (bad worlds).4 For Sargent, utopian sf is a form 
of “social dreaming” in which authors create alternate worlds in order 
to explore the social and political lives of their inhabitants.5 Eutopias 
represent pleasant dreams—dystopias, nightmares.
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In their “Utopias” entry for The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, 
Brian M. Stableford and David Langford claim that all utopias deal 
with “hypothetical sociology and political science,” thereby possess-
ing an inherently speculative nature that justifies their classification 
as works of sf.6 Claiming sf as the “West’s mythform,” Kieran Tranter 
further defines it as “the dreaming site for the West’s technological 
futures, a place for working through both the anxieties and promises 
of technological change.”7 As the sf genre serves as an exploration of 
the scientific imaginary, the sociopolitical motivations behind its use in 
debates regarding emerging science and technologies warrants critical 
examination. In this chapter, I argue that while there is great potential 
for utopian sf to promote balanced discussion of the ramifications of 
technological development on society, at present its use predominantly 
favors a socially conservative political agenda. I achieve this through 
first addressing where utopian fiction meets bioethics and biopolitics, 
before moving on to discuss how various stakeholders use utopian sf in 
debates surrounding emerging technologies. Some examples of leading 
sf texts that have negatively portrayed certain technologies are consid-
ered along with the impact such representations have had on the devel-
opment and integration of these technologies in society.

The Intersection between Utopian Fiction,  
Bioethics, and Biopolitics

The study of bioethics is one area that relies heavily on the language 
of utopian sf literature and film to debate such issues as the meaning 
of life, the nature of humanity, and the ethical concerns surrounding 
certain medical and technological advances. As such, it is important to 
consider what sf achieves for the rapidly expanding field of bioethics, 
both in terms of the potential for providing accessible philosophical 
arguments for public debate, and the risks of fueling sensationalist or 
negatively prejudiced images of emerging technologies. In this chapter, 
I explore the impact of sf imagery on the bioethical debates surrounding 
cloning, ectogenesis, genetic engineering, and genetic discrimination, 
paying particular attention to references to Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 
World (1932), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and Andrew Niccol’s 
Gattaca (1997). Existing both as philosophical thought experiments 
and as socially conservative, technophobic cautionary tales, these texts 
serve a distinct political agenda when invoked in bioethics literature. 
Sherryl Vint claims that biopolitics and sf speculation converge at the 
point at which political governance extends into biological life, with 
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the intent of steering the future of that life.8 Huxley’s, Shelley’s, and 
Niccol’s texts all represent leading examples of such a convergence in 
sf, relying on sf genre tropes to dramatize the potential threats science 
and technology may pose to humanity’s freedom. The hubristic scientist 
“playing God,” science run amok, the inadvertent creation of monsters, 
and life under biopsychosocial totalitarianism are all effective propa-
ganda against certain areas of scientific discovery, particularly repro-
ductive biotechnology.

The three texts above were chosen because they are among the most 
frequently referenced in bioethics scholarship. They also explore fic-
tional worlds in which reproductive biotechnologies have fundamen-
tally altered perceptions of human biology and reproduction. In Brave 
New World, widespread use of cloning and ectogenesis has almost com-
pletely replaced biological gestation (the exceptions being the naturally 
born “savages” in the reservations). Likewise, in Gattaca, every mem-
ber of the fictional society must either engage in genetic engineering 
or have their offspring suffer the consequences of their failure to do so, 
including genetic discrimination in the workplace. Often heralded as 
the first sf novel, Shelley’s classic horror Frankenstein functions in this 
essay as an example of a proto-dystopia, a small scale disruption to the 
world as we know it, but one possessing the potential to have global 
consequences.9 Although the immediate horror of Frankenstein’s mon-
ster is contained within the doctor’s personal interactions with him 
in the novel, the real cause for alarm is the potential for the monster 
to change the “natural” balance of power in the world beyond this 
narrow sphere. In the end, Dr. Victor Frankenstein does not actually 
create a “race of devils”; however, the possibility of such a future race 
arising and challenging the supremacy of the human species remains 
a constant preoccupation throughout the novel.10 When it appears in 
bioethical debates, Frankenstein is often invoked in a similar manner 
to Brave New World and Gattaca, and always to advance a particular 
sociopolitical agenda. More often than not, such agendas are distinctly 
anti-technological.11

With regard to their biopolitical significance, these three texts are not 
only concerned with who should have power over other people in gen-
eral, but also more specifically who should have the authority to direct 
the future of human biology. In Frankenstein, an individual scientist has 
usurped both God and mother nature; in Brave New World, the whole 
of human biology has fallen under the strict regulation of the state; 
and in Gattaca, the rule of the majority has institutionalized genetic 
discrimination through the normalization of population-wide genetic 
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engineering programs.12 Each text also demonstrates the struggle for 
power over life and death that Michel Foucault identifies in The History 
of Sexuality. This power is imposed through regulatory control over the 
“species body” and its reproductive functions, or what Foucault terms 
the biopolitics of the population.13 Dr.  Frankenstein refuses to provide 
his monster a mate; the genetically enhanced in Gattaca have a com-
petitive advantage in romantic pursuits; and the citizens in Huxley’s 
World State have had all reproductive powers removed from them, with 
pharmaceutically induced pregnancy simulations being the closest that 
any of them will experience to physiological reproduction. Power is also 
exerted through maximizing the efficiency or docility of the human 
body itself, demonstrating what Foucault terms the anatomo-politics of 
the human body.14 In Frankenstein, the human physique is modified for 
strength; in Gattaca, the human genome is modified for health; and in 
Brave New World, both the human body and psyche are modified for 
passive contentedness.15

The targeted manipulation of the human form becomes the locus 
of a conservative resistance against the technoscience that made such 
manipulation possible. As such, I argue that these texts themselves and 
their application in bioethical debate are not only politically motivated, 
but also form part of the biopolitical discourse surrounding the inte-
gration of technology into existing and possible future political power 
structures. I will now explore the intersection of utopian sf studies, 
bioethics, and biopolitics in further detail by addressing a series of ques-
tions that illustrate how important this relationship can be, and how it 
may impact the future of reproductive biotechnology.

Who Is Using Science-Fictional References  
in Bioethical Debates?

Journalists and Online Bloggers

For this discussion it is necessary to first determine who is using sf 
imagery and language to describe biotechnology and bioethical con-
cerns. One source is perhaps not surprising. Journalists wishing to sen-
sationalize their articles on scientific advancements often invoke images 
of Frankensteinian monsters and dystopian futures, exploiting the anxi-
eties of the general public for popularity and shock value.16 Through a 
process known as “valenced framing,” journalists can represent scientific 
developments through media coverage in a way deliberately intended to 
evaluate their associated political issues in either a positive or negative 
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light.17 Such framing has been shown to impact the strength of media 
consumers’ attitudes of support or opposition, and is often used as a 
tactic in election campaigns to rally support for a preferred candidate or 
consolidate feelings of negativity toward an opponent.18 What follows 
are some examples of mainstream media coverage regarding reproduc-
tive biotechnologies and how these were reframed by news aggregators 
and on social media blogs.

In September 1996, scientists in Tokyo announced that they had 
successfully incubated a goat fetus in an artificial womb for up to three 
weeks. The New York Times gave the article the title “The Artificial Womb 
is Born” and opened the piece with a quote from Huxley’s Brave New 
World.19 Without differentiating between animal and human fetuses, 
the chosen quote also included reference to the “Social Predestination 
Room,” the site of government control over the population of Huxley’s 
World State. Bearing no relevance to an artificially gestated goat fetus, 
it can only be assumed that the reference was intended to be associated 
with later comments in this news article predicting the generalizabil-
ity of the extrauterine fetal incubation (EUFI) technique to humans. 
ConsciousNewsMedia republished this story in July 2013 from the New 
York Times archives, extending the title to read: “The Artificial Womb 
is Born and the World of the Matrix Begins,” thus super-imposing the 
horrors of wide-scale human enslavement, destructive artificial intel-
ligences, and ecological apocalypse onto the image of the goat fetus 
growing in a tank.20 As there is no inherent connection between EUFI 
and social oppression by either a totalitarian government or a race of 
sentient machines, these examples demonstrate both sensationalism and 
politically motivated valence framing, intent on strengthening opposi-
tional attitudes and persuading consumers to abandon even tacit sup-
port of EUFI and other ectogenesis technologies.

With regard to cloning, the UK’s Daily Mail had this shocking 
headline to offer on January 20, 2013: “Wanted: ‘Adventurous Woman’ 
to Give Birth to Neanderthal Man—Harvard Professor Seeks Mother 
for Cloned Cave Baby.”21 While reminding readers that reproductive 
human cloning remains a criminal offense in Britain, the journal-
ists claimed that the creation of a cloned neo-Neanderthal might be 
“so cutting-edge that it may not be covered by existing laws.”22 The 
implication is clear: such laws need immediate attention. To illustrate 
the apparent threat of recreating this genus of hominids, journalists 
Allan Hall and Fiona Macrae claimed the research was “reminiscent 
of Jurassic Park,” a 1990s science-fictional book-cum-film in which 
cloned prehistoric animals turn on their human keepers.23 Despite 
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publishing a statement on January 22 by Harvard geneticist Professor 
George Church clearly articulating that he was not in fact seeking a 
surrogate to bear a Neanderthal clone, The Huffington Post nevertheless 
rapidly produced a poll in collaboration with global market research 
company YouGov gauging public opinion toward Neanderthal clon-
ing. The leading online news aggregator then released an article on 
January 30 titled: “Neanderthal Clone Poll Finds Most Americans 
Oppose Cloning Human Relative.”24 As it turns out, the judgment 
that “most” Americans opposed this area of research was extrapolated 
from a poll of just 1000 adults, conducted over a two-day period begin-
ning January 25.25 Exaggeration and overly negative reporting may be 
serving to prejudice public opinion here regarding reproductive bio-
technologies—in this instance, cloning.

Lawyers and Policy Makers

With the media frequently using such sf references as Huxley’s World 
State and Shelley’s monstrous creation to describe emerging technolo-
gies, it is not surprising to find members of the public adopting these 
same narratives when discussing the issues exposed to them through 
such media. However, as Tranter notes in his article “The Speculative 
Jurisdiction: The Science Fictionality of Law and Technology,” lawyers 
and policy makers are also relying on sf references to debate the legal 
and bioethical issues surrounding possible future technologies. Paying 
particular attention to the issue of in vitro fertilization (IVF), Tranter 
argues that lawyers in the 1970s and 1980s often treated this technol-
ogy as a threatening “next step” down the artificial human reproduction 
continuum, a progression they believed “would end with cloning and 
ectogenesis.”26 Since the creation of the world’s first “test-tube” baby, 
Louise Brown, had been prefigured in sf, Tranter claims “it was almost 
mandatory for publishing on IVF and law to reference directly Huxley’s 
Brave New World (1932) and Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949).”27 
It is noteworthy that both these texts are well-known and distinctly 
dystopian. Tranter claims such “selective referencing” from within the 
sf genre has the potential to prejudice lawyers, policy makers, and the 
public against certain biotechnologies, by failing to appreciate the com-
plexity of the issues being discussed.28 Again, the association between 
Louise Brown’s birth in 1978 and the rise of either of these dystopian 
futures is neither obvious nor justified. However, the use of Huxleyan 
and Orwellian imagery can be a persuasive tool inf luencing legal opin-
ion toward reproductive biotechnologies.
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When considering the ramifications of ectogenesis technologies on 
the legality of abortion for the Arizona Law Review, Robert J. Favole 
identifies a lack of detailed scientific writing on the topic to assist 
lawyers and policy makers in decision making. Referencing Laurence 
E. Karp’s book Genetic Engineering: Threat or Promise? Favole agrees 
that this lack of available research is the result of “hostile attitudes” 
toward ectogenesis in the general public brought on by repeated asso-
ciation with Huxley’s Brave New World.29 In addition to such specific 
utopian sf textual references in legal scholarship, there are also general 
references to sf as a genre that do not single out individual texts. In 
her discussion of the legal status of cryopreserved embryos for the 
Cardoza Journal of Law and Gender, Bridget M. Fuselier outlines a 
scenario in which a daughter inherits her mother’s frozen embryos 
and intends to gestate her genetic siblings against their father’s wishes. 
Noting the lack of legal direction currently available for such a case, 
Fuselier claims that such a “science-fiction soap opera” demonstrates 
the need to establish policies regarding legal rights over un-implanted 
embryos.30 Similarly, Glenn Cohen for the Southern California Law 
Review labels his “bathtub case,” in which a person is unknowingly 
made a genetic parent after their skin cells have been harvested from 
a hotel bathtub, as a “science fiction thought experiment” designed 
to illustrate the need to clearly delineate the level of voluntariness 
required in a procreative act for the law to impose legal parenthood 
on a genetic parent.31 In both of these instances, the authors go on to 
warn readers that such speculative fictions are fast becoming possible 
realities. Like Tranter, I argue that using sf references as a fear tactic 
in this way in legal scholarship exclusively serves socially conservative, 
technophobic political agendas, thereby preventing sf from living up 
to its potential to facilitate balanced public debates concerning these 
areas of policy and law.

Scientists and Researchers

One of the most interesting discoveries when exploring who is using 
sf references in literature concerning new reproductive biotechnolo-
gies is the extent to which scientists themselves use the language of 
sf to communicate their research. While many accuse journalists of 
distorting the scientific facts in their comparisons between emerging 
technologies and popular sf imagery, Sheryl N. Hamilton notes that 
following the successful cloning of Dolly the sheep in 1996, both her 
creator, Dr. Ian Wilmut, and leading bioethicist and biologist, Lee M. 

  



96    l    Evie Kendal

Silver, released statements containing references to sf. With Wilmut 
defending his position that “cloning people should be in the realm of 
science fiction” and Silver declaring that now “all of science fiction is 
true,” what Hamilton finds most revealing about these examples, like 
several of the law examples provided above, is the lack of specificity 
regarding sf:

Why, however, would both these figures so prominently invoke science 
fiction? In making their claims, these scientists are doing something that 
at first glance might seem unlikely: they are directly linking biotechno-
logical science with science fiction. Significantly, neither is referencing 
a particular sf novel, film or television program; both evoke the genre 
as a broader cultural trope. This rhetorical tactic seems curious in that 
science fiction might not necessarily be the best way to promote the cred-
ibility of science, particularly biotechnology, which commentators have 
noted has serious public relations problems.32

In his statement against human cloning, Wilmut is reaffirming that 
certain scientific ideas rightly belong solely in the fictional utopias of 
the scientific imaginary. Meanwhile, Silver is using the public’s famil-
iarity with sf to suggest that the advent of a cloned sheep demonstrates 
that the boundary between fact and fiction has collapsed—in short, 
if a human mind can conceive of a given technology, science can now 
make it a reality. While this is clearly an overstatement, whether a 
reader is likely to fear or take comfort from such a pronouncement 
will depend on the types of sf they have been exposed to, with the 
most thoroughly culturally engrained examples often tending toward 
dystopia and horror.

At the time these statements were released, exposure to at least one 
sf narrative was practically a given. When discussing Dolly, Brave New 
World references abounded both in the popular media and in bioeth-
ics literature, with both Dr. Frankenstein and his monster also mak-
ing numerous appearances. According to Jane Maienschein, what 
became “very clear very quickly” following the entrance of Dolly into 
the cloning debate “was the importance of words and perspective.”33 
She  claims that the initial response of the US Congress to the pos-
sibilities Dolly represented was a “frightened reaction to the idea of 
runaway Frankenstein-like scientists copying people in their labs.”34 
Again, the pervasiveness of sf language and imagery from Brave New 
World and Frankenstein in the debates surrounding cloning demon-
strates the relationship between fictional, legal, political, and philo-
sophical speculation.
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Bioethicists

As noted above, the bioethical discourse regarding future reproductive 
biotechnologies incorporates the voices of journalists, scientists, law-
yers, policy makers, and members of the public, all of whom may use sf 
as a common language to explore the social and political ramifications 
of medical and scientific development. However, the major focus of this 
essay is on the use of sf references by bioethicists, particularly in relation 
to the biopolitical significance of such references in bioethics scholar-
ship. Some notable figures that choose to frame their arguments regard-
ing future technologies with sf references include bioethicists Leon Kass, 
Ronald M. Green, and Nicholas Agar—the latter’s seminal work Liberal 
Eugenics containing one reference to Frankenstein, nine to Gattaca, and 
the phrase “Brave New World” at least three times.35 While certainly 
not a practice adopted by all bioethicists, such examples highlight a 
point of intersection between bioethics and popular culture.

Writing on scientism versus Luddism for the American Journal of 
Bioethics, Nancy C. Jones equates Luddism with the fear that scien-
tific advancements will lead to “a reincarnated Frankenstein, deviously 
plotting to take over the world and create Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 
World.”36 This quotation demonstrates the practice Hamilton observed 
as drawing on sf as a “broader cultural trope,” the relevance of the vague 
references to two unrelated sf narratives being neither explicitly stated 
nor concerned with any degree of textual fidelity. It is significant that 
sf tropes, and sf as a trope, have become points of shared cultural his-
tory in bioethical debates, demonstrating the potential for sf to fill an 
important role in mediating between different stakeholders in our bio-
technological future. What follows is a closer analysis of the use of uto-
pian sf in bioethics, addressing each of the chosen texts in turn.

What Is Being Said Using Science-Fictional  
References in Bioethical Debates?

Brave New World

Huxley’s cautionary tale is often referenced as a means of exploring 
the potential social impact of emerging reproductive biotechnologies 
on traditional views of sex, reproduction, and family.37 However, many 
writers using Brave New World do not directly quote from the text, but 
rather rely on generalized conceptions of the text and its meaning. Used 
as an argument against both cloning and ectogenesis, a closer textual 
analysis of Brave New World reveals that the core of the dystopia is 
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one of government-mandated social stratification and conditioning that 
owes very little to either of these technologies.

In their review of the ethical implications of cloning and stem cell 
research, Ted Peters and Gaymon Bennet Jr. identify three competing 
bioethical frameworks used to discuss these issues, one of which is sim-
ply labeled the “anti-Brave New World.”38 They claim that by invoking 
dystopian images of a Huxleyan future, proponents of this philosophy 
successfully prejudice the public against a variety of biotechnological 
developments, many of which could yield significant health benefits 
for the population. This is certainly the approach taken by Kass, whose 
extensive use of sf references to argue matters of ethical importance 
has led to some criticism from rival philosophers. S. Philip Morgan, 
Suzanne Shanahan, and Whitney Welsh claim that Kass’s use of Brave 
New World as representative of the inevitable future of a society that 
permits human cloning, while certainly managing to frighten his read-
ers, bears little resemblance to Huxley’s actual text.39 What is of inter-
est here is not the level of textual fidelity, or lack thereof, found in 
these arguments, but rather their common assumption that all of their 
readers will at least be vaguely familiar with the dystopian future that 
Huxley imagined. That the language and imagery of Brave New World 
has infiltrated the bioethical literature on cloning to such an extent 
that an entire ethical framework can be reduced to “anti-Brave New 
World” is evidence that utopian sf and bioethics have become firmly 
entwined.

While praised for being accessible to a wide audience, Green’s reli-
ance on utopian sf in his argument against allowing “babies by design” 
is also criticized for an overdependence on negative portrayals of clon-
ing and genetic engineering in sf texts, such as Brave New World and 
Gattaca.40 Dena S. Davis claims that by using these dystopian projec-
tions of the future as a frame of reference for discussing current and 
advancing medical technologies, Green allows popular culture to paint 
these developments in a negative light, rather than providing persuasive 
ethical arguments to oppose them.41 It is important to note that most of 
the sf texts appearing in bioethics literature depict technological change 
negatively, with positive counterexamples often lacking. Hilary S. Crew 
openly questions how different social attitudes toward cloning might be, 
were there another text as widely known as Brave New World that specu-
lated on the potential benefits such technology could bring society.42

Association with this classic dystopia currently conf lates the issues 
surrounding cloning and ectogenesis with those of the biopsychosocial 
totalitarianism of Huxley’s World State, with its prenatally conditioned, 
drug-addled population and the total abolition of the traditional family 
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unit. I argue that what can be seen now is a kind of feedback loop, in 
which Brave New World ’s popularity was originally owed to the fact it 
spoke to contemporary concerns regarding the future of human repro-
duction, but now, in turn, provides the very foundation of that concern 
in the present. Thus, while utopian sf has the potential to engender a 
sense of scientific and technological enchantment, its selective use in 
bioethics literature can be seen as perpetuating a certain skepticism 
and disenchantment toward science, and particularly reproductive 
biotechnology.43 As Tranter notes, “dystopian science fiction can be 
seen as profoundly anti-technological,” and dystopias account for the 
majority of the sf texts being used in both legal and bioethical debate.44 
Recognizing that there are many worthy arguments against certain bio-
technological developments, I maintain that it is important that the use 
of familiar sf tropes does not serve to unduly prejudice policy makers 
and the public against these technologies, and that the debate does not 
become one-sided.

Frankenstein

With regards to genetic engineering, Anne Murcott bemoans the 
repeated use of the term “Frankenfoods” to describe genetically modi-
fied crops, claiming that public opinion has been manipulated so art-
fully through its usage that “science fiction and science fact” can no 
longer be distinguished.45 This is a view shared by many other stake-
holders in the industry, with bioengineers protesting against accusa-
tions of hubris and irresponsibleness; the image of the scientist “playing 
God” being a common trope borrowed from sf. The catastrophic pre-
dictions for genetically engineered plants and animals are often attrib-
uted to sf sources, where the acceptance of such technologies at this 
early stage often represents a “slippery slope,” which inevitably leads to 
genetic enhancements for humans (Franken-babies!),46 the development 
of a genetic underclass (as in the Gattacan society),47 or to ecological 
apocalypse (killer corn!).48

According to G. Pascal Zachary, the persistent image of scientific cre-
ations developing a “mind of their own” and bringing about the downfall 
of their creators “owes a lot to the image of Frankenstein’s monster.”49 
For obvious reasons, Shelley’s original text contains no reference to 
genetic engineering, cloning, or stem cell research; however these are 
the bioethical and biopolitical debates in which Dr. Frankenstein and 
his creature are most frequently found today. Leaving aside the com-
mon misappropriation of the name of Shelley’s protagonist to represent 
a scientifically manipulated product (which in the text is the unnamed 
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monster), I believe the presence of references to Frankenstein in these 
debates speaks to the adaptability of Shelley’s work and the timeless-
ness of societal concerns regarding the risks of “playing God” through 
boundary-free science. More specifically, the text can be seen to warn 
against handing over the power to direct humanity’s biological future to 
a subset of humans, whether scientists or state officials.

I argue that associating any future reproductive biotechnology with 
the stereotypical “mad scientist” Dr. Frankenstein automatically infers 
a moral judgment against that technology and those who would seek 
to control it. Chris Mason reminds us that Dr. Frankenstein’s “trans-
gressions into anthropoeia” cost him greatly, and that the moral of 
the story is clearly focused on respecting the boundaries of nature 
and science.50 Given the cultural impact of Shelley’s work, the term 
“Frankensteinian” when applied to any branch of science must neces-
sarily carry with it strong connotations of moral disapprobation. Thus, 
when discussing scientific creations that “might out-Frankenstein 
Frankenstein,” bioethicists are not critically engaging with Shelley’s 
novel, but rather capitalizing on its cultural currency to support a par-
ticular sociopolitical argument, usually one opposed to a given area of 
scientific research.51

Gattaca

David A. Kirby claims that Gattaca is “an example of an extrapola-
tive science fiction” in which the “filmmakers act as bioethicists.”52 He 
notes the strong inf luence sf can have on public perceptions of scien-
tific development, explaining why Gattaca features so prominently in 
debates about the ethics of genetic susceptibility testing in the work-
place, the risks of genetic discrimination, and the f laws inherent in 
genetic determinism. Kirby claims that sf “provides scholars a gauge 
of social concerns, social attitudes, and social change regarding science 
and technology.”53 Having always been intimately connected with scien-
tific development, sf provides a forum to discuss the potential problems 
that future technologies may bring for human societies.54 Lee Easton 
further argues that as sf is “neither simply social commentary nor pre-
cise scientific prediction,” films like Gattaca can become part of the 
discourse determining our cultural response to new technologies.55 By 
dramatizing ethical dilemmas rather than lecturing about them, sf can 
both educate and entertain, drawing on abstracted philosophical argu-
ments to achieve real-world sociopolitical goals.56
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In “Lifting the Genetic Veil of Ignorance: Is There Anything Really 
Unjust about Gattacan Society?” Sandra Shapshay uses Gattaca to illus-
trate the potential threat posed by unregulated genetic technologies on 
equality of opportunity in a near-future American society. Opposing 
those critics who claim the warnings in Gattaca are “overblown,” 
Shapshay continues by discussing what she finds the most insidious 
aspect of Gattaca: the unintentional creation of a eugenicist society 
through the release of genetic enhancement technologies as personal 
services that couples “can take or leave” as they desire.57 When invoked 
in bioethics literature, the name Gattaca alone can serve as a warn-
ing against the dangers of developing a society that is dependent on a 
legalized “genetic supermarket.”58 Unlike in Brave New World, Gattaca 
does not rely on state interference and control over human reproduction 
to produce a dystopia; in fact, the noninterference of the state can be 
seen as part of the problem, as it tolerates the perpetuation of unequal 
employment opportunities for those citizens existing outside the geneti-
cally enhanced bourgeoisie. According to Silver’s logic, this makes 
Gattaca a more realistic image of the future:

While Huxley guessed right about the power we would gain over the 
process of reproduction, I think he was dead wrong when it came to pre-
dicting who would use the power and for what purposes. What Huxley 
failed to understand, or refused to accept, was the driving force behind 
babymaking. It is individuals and couples . . . not governments—who will 
seize control of these new technologies. They will use some to reach oth-
erwise unattainable reproductive goals and others to help their children 
achieve health, happiness, and success.59

In Niccol’s text the ethical implications of allowing directed human 
evolution and eugenics to be practiced freely in society are well 
described, with Gattaca potentially representing one of the only frames 
of reference that many people have for considering the social and politi-
cal implications of genetic technology. By encouraging sympathy for the 
unenhanced “in-Valids” of the Gattacan society, viewers can become 
politicized on the issue of genetic discrimination, a topic they may not 
have previously had any interest in or knowledge about. In this case 
resistance is not framed as rebellion against a powerful government, 
but rather as a duty to oppose the development of a technology that, if 
made available to individuals and couples, would serve to perpetuate 
social inequality.
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Why Use Science-Fictional References in  
Bioethics and Biopolitics?

Utopian sf as Warning

There are many reasons why utopian sf lends itself to discussions on 
the nature of science and technology, and various motivations for 
employing the language of sf in bioethical and biopolitical debate. As 
the examples above demonstrate, whether or not someone has person-
ally read Brave New World, Frankenstein, or watched Gattaca, there is 
an assumption when using these texts in debate that most members 
of the public will have a basic knowledge of the central issues arising 
in these texts. These include: warnings against trusting the hubris-
tic and fallible scientist or the seemingly benevolent state authorities; 
the threat of unleashing the monstrously ugly; and the potential hor-
rors of interfering with nature. Taking the example of Frankenstein, 
almost two centuries since its creation Shelley’s horror sf classic still 
has resonance when applied to bioethical discussion, associating cer-
tain research projects with the potential for grotesque and usually 
unforeseen side effects. Lewis Wolpert claims that Shelley would be 
both “proud and shocked” at the impact her novel continues to have, 
both as a means of approaching concerns regarding scientific progress, 
and for its ability to condemn entire research proposals through the 
mere mention of its name. Here it is the popular conceptualization of 
Frankenstein, and not any in-depth analysis of the text, that is sub-
stituting for informed philosophical debate. In this way the charac-
ters in Frankenstein transcend their original text and association with 
them can automatically force one side of a bioethical debate onto the 
defensive.

Utopian sf as Shared Language Providing  
Metaphors and Names

Iina Hellsten claims that sf tropes can serve as metaphors for discuss-
ing science and technology, focusing the public’s attention on specific 
areas of bioethical concern in a way that supports particular politi-
cal agendas.60 She notes that scientific discoveries are often framed in 
public debate as either “sensational breakthroughs and innovations,” 
or as “steps toward creating new Frankensteins,” claiming the latter 
argument deliberately uses this sf imagery to “block some aspects of 
the issue out of focus.”61 Since research into some potentially benefi-
cial reproductive biotechnologies, such as cloning and ectogenesis, is 
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currently subject to blanket bans in many countries, there is a need to 
establish a justification for banning scientific development in these 
areas that speaks to common public concerns. For this to occur, the 
public needs to be able to understand the ramifications of scientific 
advancement on society and the biopolitical implications of increased 
state and private interference into biological life. Maienschein notes 
that when engaging members of the public in discussions concerning 
policy regulation of scientific endeavors, a “familiar and convention-
ally accepted language” must be available.62 This is where I believe 
sf can assist communication, by providing a shared language to aid 
the dissemination of scientific knowledge and political opinion. As 
Vint argues, “understanding the speculative discourses of biopolitics is 
imperative, and sf is in a privileged position to help us think through 
its anxieties and contradictions.”63

As addressed earlier, bioethics represents the point of intersection 
between science and the humanities, scientists and the public. It is 
interesting that popular culture references have become part of the 
common language for such encounters, especially considering that the 
language of philosophy at large is not generally deemed to be particu-
larly accessible. However, while some areas of philosophy deal in more 
abstract terms, I argue that the issues being decided upon in bioethical 
discussion can have real-world and immediate impact on all citizens, 
thus demonstrating the need to involve the general public in these dis-
cussions. Hamilton claims that sf provides an opportunity to ref lect on 
science, and that the “persistent presence” of sf references in literature 
discussing emerging biotechnologies is “highly significant in terms of 
how cultural meanings of biotechnologies are constructed.”64 Susan M. 
Squier and Heather Latimer both go further to argue that fictional rep-
resentations of reproductive biotechnologies are actually creating the 
social and cultural conditions for the posthuman.65 Utopian sf achieves 
this goal by abandoning the constraints of the physical world and explor-
ing alternative realities in which the posthuman already exists. Thus, 
the power of fiction in bioethical debates stems from writers being able 
to make issues come alive through the creation of imaginary charac-
ters that appeal to readers’ sympathies—putting a name to the posthu-
man face, so to speak.66 It has been well documented that the specific 
name given to an entity has a significant impact on how that entity is 
treated,67 which explains how referring to future clones as “Brave New 
Worlders,”68 and applying terms like “Franken-babies” to genetically 
engineered offspring can serve to manipulate public opinion regarding 
these technologies.69
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Utopian sf as Bioethical and Political Instruction

Utopian sf references can also serve as educational tools in bioethics and 
biopolitics. For example, if asked to explain what genetic discrimina-
tion is, many among the uninitiated would not be able to come up with 
a definition, let alone an argument. However, when asked to elucidate 
the problem depicted in the Gattacan society, these same people can 
identify the elements of genetic discrimination as they affect Vincent, 
Gattaca’s unenhanced protagonist. Hence, Silver advises all geneticists 
to watch Gattaca, “if for no other reason than to understand the percep-
tion . . . of the public-at-large” toward genetic engineering.70 This film 
also demonstrates that, although use of enhancing technologies in the 
future may be voluntary, access will still most likely be restricted to 
those financially able to pay for them, dramatizing the ethical dilemma 
of allowing a society of genetic “haves” and “have-nots” to develop. 
Françoise Baylis and Jason Scott Robert claim that genetic engineering 
will inevitably lead to genetic enhancements, “because so many of us 
are crass capitalists, eager to embrace biocapitalism.”71 These authors 
further argue that genetic enhancements “will never be available on 
demand,” and thus have the potential to shatter the “myth of equality 
of opportunity” that many cultures rely on to secure social coopera-
tion among citizens.72 This is due to the fact that instead of promoting 
the idea that anyone can achieve success through hard work, genetic 
technologies will mean that the socially privileged will be born with 
enhancements that place the unenhanced at an even greater disadvan-
tage in competition. Gattaca is thus a call-to-arms for policy makers 
and the public to fight against this kind of future.73 Furthermore, 
the film explores the question of genuine choice regarding accessing 
reproductive biotechnologies, by suggesting that once a technology is 
available there will automatically be social pressure to use it. Take, for 
example, how IVF has inf luenced societal attitudes toward infertility, 
and it is clear that scientific advancement has the potential to alter our 
perceptions of the biological “norm.” As is currently the case for IVF, 
the sociopolitical motivations governing the provision of future repro-
ductive biotechnology services, including genetic therapies, will also 
warrant close examination by all stakeholders.

Utopian sf as “Worlds of Reference” to Explore

Finally, I believe the use of utopian sf references in bioethics literature 
is so prominent because the genre allows for the discussion of ethical 
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concerns in an ostensibly non-biased hypothetical environment. In their 
article “Medical Ethics through the Star Trek Lens,” James J. Hughes 
and John D. Lantos note that by creating a fictional reality that dis-
tances audiences from the real world, moral and ethical dilemmas can be 
illustrated in a way that allows “generalizability without insisting upon 
it.”74 They compare this role to that which is performed by the “philo-
sophical parable,” claiming that sf is able to analyze the same issues as 
those addressed by the hypothetical “mental exercises” of philosophical 
debate, but in less abstract terms.75 The significant impact that sf has 
on public opinion earns the genre the label of sociopolitical “thought 
experiments”—artificial scenarios with real-world pedagogic value. 
Through the debates surrounding reproductive biotechnologies there 
are often repeated reminders that the possibilities depicted in sf are fast 
becoming realities, and that the public need to be aware of the poten-
tial risks of certain scientific advancements. The media frenzy often 
accompanying major developments in biotechnology demonstrates the 
role sf can play in public education, as many sf texts have already thor-
oughly explored the possible sociopolitical ramifications of emerging 
technologies well before the creation of a successful prototype. Taking 
the example of Brave New World, it was before the widespread accep-
tance of IVF that Huxley’s future prediction dominated the literature 
on this topic, as there were no real-world examples of human societies 
that used this technology that could be pointed to. Now that we have 
evidence that IVF babies pose no immediate threat to democracy or 
human liberty, Brave New World ’s use has mostly shifted to the cloning 
and ectogenesis debates, maintaining this element of future speculation. 
John D. Biggers notes that between the first successful attempt to cul-
ture preimplantation mammalian embryos in 1913, and the first public 
lecture by geneticist and biochemist J. B. S. Haldane on the possibility 
for in vitro reproductive technologies to lead to artificial gestation in 
1923, discussions of ectogenesis were almost entirely contained within 
the realm of utopian sf.76 Furthermore, Biggers claims that the idea of 
ectogenesis only became “widely disseminated” through the publication 
of Brave New World in 1932, thereby introducing this concept to the 
public.77 Even today, the fictional worlds of sf still represent the only 
place where human ectogenesis currently exists.

With regards to the cloning debate, Patrick D. Hopkins claims that 
there is a “Brave New Rhetoric” in bioethical literature that is depen-
dent not on Huxley’s actual book but on the “trope connected with the 
book.”78 Vague references to the dystopia depicted in Brave New World 
are even used to stand in for philosophical argument entirely by those 
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attempting to expose the potential risks of allowing the state to exer-
cise political governance over human reproductive biology through the 
application of science. As Peter Firchow notes:

So deep a mark has this work left on the modern literate mind that the 
mere mention of it evokes a whole complex of hostile attitudes towards 
science. It has become a kind of byword for a society in which the val-
ues (or nonvalues) of scientific technology are dominant, and which has 
therefore reduced man to a species of machines.79

It is difficult to imagine what the world might look like with the inte-
gration of the posthuman into human society. Cloning and ectogenesis, 
for example, carry with them a challenge to traditional views of parent-
hood and family, with Huxley’s fictional society providing one possible 
scenario in which these challenges have essentially obliterated famil-
ial affection. Ethical concerns regarding reproductive biotechnologies 
often focus on the threat such techniques pose to the concept of the 
biological family unit, while also addressing the issue of the commodifi-
cation of human life, and the predicted loss of individuality, autonomy, 
and dignity that this would entail. The inhabitants of Huxley’s dystopia 
allow for the personification of these bioethical issues in the context of 
a totalitarian state. This illustrates that although technology itself may 
be politically neutral, its application and regulation rarely are. This les-
son can be very effectively taught through exploring either Brave New 
World ’s government control of human reproduction or Gattaca’s social 
policing of directed evolution.

Lawyers and bioethicists both lament the fact that the legal and 
ethical implications of new reproductive biotechnologies are often not 
sufficiently explored before they are released, with some claiming that 
they emerge in a moral and legal vacuum.80 I argue that sf speculation 
can bridge this gap by exploring the sociopolitical issues facing possible 
future societies, particularly those encountering technologies with the 
potential to radically alter perceptions of the nature of humanity and 
definitions of human reproduction. Thus, the bioethical issues associ-
ated with new scientific discoveries can provide narrative fodder for sf, 
while the characters of utopian sf provide analogies for bioethicists for 
future people living in a world in which currently emerging biotech-
nologies are fully realized.

So Where Do We Go from Here?

There is an opportunity for utopian sf to continue to play a major role in 
shaping public education and opinion on bioethical matters. However, I 
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argue that there is also a responsibility to provide alternatives in bioeth-
ics literature for the purely dystopian images of scientific advancement 
so often seen in texts like Frankenstein, Brave New World, and Gattaca. 
Not all uses of utopian sf in bioethics need to be negatively motivated, 
as these speculative fictions also have the potential to promote accessible 
public debate concerning the possible benefits of emerging reproductive 
biotechnologies. For example, Lois McMaster Bujold’s Vorkosigan Saga, 
set in a world in which IVF and ectogenesis have replaced biological 
gestation, represents a mostly positive alternative to Huxley’s dystopia. 
While references to this text can be found within the realm of disability 
studies, due to the presence of a disabled protagonist, it is almost entirely 
absent from the bioethical literature concerning ectogenesis. Bujold’s 
complex treatment of reproductive biotechnologies and their associated 
ethical and political concerns is more balanced than Huxley’s, demon-
strating both the pros and cons of technological intervention in human 
reproduction.

H. Bruce Franklin defines sf as “the literature which, growing with 
science and technology, evaluates it and relates is meaningfully to the 
rest of human existence.”81 This highlights the future of sf as a medium 
for the negotiation of science into society, bridging the two “gaps” that 
both Istvan Csicery-Ronay and Eugene Thacker identify: the “technical 
gap” between what can be conceived in the imagination and that which 
is currently available, and the “ethico-political gap” between what could 
become possible, and what we should allow to occur in the future.82 
This relies on sf continuing to anticipate future possible worlds, in 
which issues like posthuman citizenship, clone rights, and the repro-
ductive liberty of the genetically enhanced are being actively debated. 
Just as Fredric Jameson defends the special relationship between sf and 
social development,83 Csicery-Ronay believes sf serves as a “mode of 
awareness” of the scientific world, existing between the poles of imagi-
nation and realization of “scientific-technological transformations.”84 
However, as discussed throughout this essay, within bioethics scholar-
ship sf is currently being exploited almost exclusively to promote socially 
conservative political agendas.

Although most of the sf references used in bioethical literature 
involve negative portrayals of reproductive biotechnologies, positive 
examples do exist in the genre and could be used to argue in favor of 
technological development. Kirby notes that while in the real world 
human genetic engineering is most commonly employed to correct life-
threatening genetic conditions, sf stories “rarely feature this as a plot 
element because it does not make for an action-packed narrative.”85 
This demonstrates Jameson’s concern about eutopian narratives, that 
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they will always elicit the “stirrings of a fear . . . the fear of boredom.”86 
However, while certainly underrepresented in the genre, there have 
been a number of successful sf stories that have characterized reproduc-
tive biotechnologies and alternative methods of procreation in a positive 
light. Marge Piercy’s utopian sf, Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), 
depicts a fictional society in which ectogenesis has brought about total 
sexual equality.87 Similarly, Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of 
Darkness (1969) explores an alien society in which gender distinctions 
do not exist, and thus the burdens of reproduction fall equally across all 
members of the population. The fact that these texts are comparatively 
overlooked in bioethical literature exposes the dominant conservatism 
behind the use of sf language and imagery in bioethical debate.

In her analysis of sf ’s potential to assist in comprehending “new bio-
political subjectivities,” Squier claims sf is now “only a grim commen-
tary on life as we must live it; no longer fantasy, but documentary.”88 
However, I argue that utopian narratives are unique in that they serve as 
powerful persuasive tools shaping how we imagine and pursue possible 
futures. Sargent claims utopia “is at the root of all radicalism . . . the 
archetype and harbinger of social change,” and that visions of the future 
can have a tangible effect on social and political realities.89 Thus, uto-
pian sf has both persuasive and subversive power, fostering an interest 
in “social questions” among readers, and providing a palatable form of 
political instruction.90 Redressing the underutilization of sf references 
to also promote liberal, pro-technological political agendas, represents 
an opportunity for sf to be engaged in more balanced discussions of 
future reproductive biotechnologies.

Conclusion

Necessarily concerned with the sociopolitical aspects of an altered 
world, utopian sf yields a rich source of hypotheticals for bioethicists 
to explore. Ideas and images from utopian sf texts feature prominently 
in many bioethical debates, particularly those connected with the arti-
ficial creation or manipulation of human life. This demonstrates that 
sf authors may be in a unique position to inf luence public opinion 
in these areas, by providing a common language to mediate between 
scientists and the public, and producing fictional “worlds of reference” 
for bioethics to explore. As an exploration of the scientific imaginary, 
I argue that sf has a distinct role to play in biopolitics, but one that 
has only been fully exploited by one side of the technoscience political 
divide. As such, there exists an opportunity for engaging the public 
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with more positive representations of future reproductive biotechnolo-
gies, including cloning, ectogenesis, and genetic engineering. I believe 
that the use of sf language in bioethics highlights an opportunity for sf 
to be involved in the re-enchantment of science and technology, while 
also bearing a social responsibility for providing meaningful philo-
sophical and political debate on the potential impact of emerging tech-
nologies on society.
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CHAPTER 5

Decolonizing the Future: 
Biopolitics, Ethics, and Foresight 

through the Lens of Science Fiction

Selena Middleton

Science fiction is a genre that straddles the divide between pres-
ent and future. It is a genre that gathers the dust of present-day 
issues, concerns, and questions, molds them into human form and 

breathes into them a life that is compelled onward into a speculative 
future. While science fiction often bends the rule of the plausible, dip-
ping a toe into the fantastic, the genre remains rooted in present systems 
and social structures. In this way, science fiction inspires a relationship 
with the future that necessarily questions the present structures that 
will inevitably inf luence it.

Bruno Latour highlights one important element in this relation-
ship, referencing the iconic scene wherein Mary Godwin, Percy Bysshe 
Shelley, and Lord Byron engage in a contest to create the most chill-
ing ghost story. This contest became the point of origin of the story 
that would become Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. This story would, in 
turn, become a kind of creation mythology in humankind’s f ledgling 
relationship with technology. Frankenstein set the tone for a continuing 
fear of and nonengagement with the products of scientific knowledge. 
In addressing the human response to future technologies—in this case, 
an immortalizing biotechnology—Mary Shelley tapped into a profound 
fear of technology that confounds humanity’s relationship with nature 
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in Dr. Frankenstein’s response to his own creation. Latour points out 
that

Dr.  Frankenstein’s crime was not that he invented a creature through 
some combination of hubris and high technology, but rather that he 
abandoned the creature to itself. When Dr.  Frankenstein meets his cre-
ation on a glacier in the Alps, the monster claims that it was not born 
a monster, but that it became a criminal only after being left alone by 
his horrified creator, who f led the laboratory once the horrible thing 
twitched to life. [ . . . ] Frankenstein foresees that the gigantic sins that 
were to be committed would hide a much greater sin. It is not the case 
that we have failed to care for Creation, but that we have failed to care 
for our technological creations. We confuse the monster for its creator 
and blame our sins against Nature upon our creations. But our sin is not 
that we created technologies but that we failed to love and care for them. 
It is as if we decided that we were unable to follow through with the 
education of our children.1

If our technologies will eventually make their way in the world and 
their very existence leads to the creation of new technologies that will 
also exist in and affect the world we live in, then the creators of these 
technologies certainly have a responsibility toward their “children.” 
That responsibility extends not only into the future—demanding an 
ongoing relationship with the technology—but also into the past (or, as 
we are thinking of the impact of future technologies, the present). What 
should we have been doing to ensure a functional relationship with our 
creations? What should we be doing now? These questions suggest the 
very problems with which science fiction is preoccupied; namely, that 
while we may not be able to predict the technological advances that the 
future will bring, we can prepare ourselves and our social structures to 
receive them.

Relevant to the idea of negotiating between the present and future 
is the current relationship (or lack of relationship) between art and sci-
ence. Latour asserts that “Science is the shibboleth that defines the right 
direction of the arrow of time,” because science is able to deftly define 
the two oppositional forces of human progress, the “morass of ideology, 
emotions, and values on the one hand, and, on the other, stark and 
naked matters of fact.”2 Christina Bieber Lake counters this separa-
tion with an insistence that instead of maintaining the stark division 
between fact and affect—or, as the debate has recently been framed, the 
sciences and the humanities—these two disciplines need to come into 
conversation with each other in order to ensure a balanced approach 
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to future technologies. The limited engagement that literary studies 
now maintains with science and technology prevents a very real and 
important aspect of the human experience from coming into lasting 
and meaningful contact with the technological experience. Bieber Lake 
insists that this was not always the case; a return to serious engagement 
between literature and science would, indeed, be a return to the classi-
cal understanding between philosophy and society:

For [ancient readers like Seneca and Augustine], the hard work began 
after the text was read, in applying its vision to gain self-awareness and 
to grow in the virtues. From that position individuals could make mean-
ingful contributions to the polis. The modern reader, on the contrary, 
locates the work to “some form of interpretation, that is to expound-
ing, clarifying, or explaining the text.” The ancient question of the good 
life is left behind, and “interpretation has become the only widespread 
postreading activity.”3

The result of this deferral to interpretation rather than an insistence 
upon a direct engagement with technology-through-literature via the 
question of ethics has resulted in important philosophical questions 
being delegated to scientists and politicians, who are not trained to 
interpret narrative to arrive at the answers to ethical questions.4 For 
Bieber Lake, narrative is the key to an ethical approach to technol-
ogy, to not only taking care of our “children” as they make their way 
in the world in their various and ever-changing forms, but ensuring 
that we are suitable parents. “Narrative does not visit ethical questions 
abstractly; it lives them, because it lives in the realm of ethos, of persons 
as persons engaged with one another.”5

Through narrative we are able to live out the scenarios into which 
we will be (or are already in the process of being) thrust into by tech-
nology. Through narrative, we experience the emotional lives made 
possible by technology and live both the problems and solutions 
brought into being by that technology. Science fiction narratives espe-
cially, by launching the reader into futures and technologies that may 
as of now exist only as tiny ink blots, contemplative pauses in the sci-
entist’s notebook, demand an engagement across the spheres of fact 
and feeling. This chapter will demonstrate the link that science fic-
tion creates between present and future, specifically in the realm of 
biotechnology and food security. Bringing the environmentalism of 
Vandana Shiva—and its awareness of the effects of Western imperial-
ism, colonialism, and capitalism—to the Marxist implications of the 
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death of the commons in the increasingly interior spaces of genetic 
material, this chapter examines current struggles in environmental-
ism and anticapitalism in the work of Paolo Bacigalupi, whose science 
fiction speaks to future manifestations of our present imbalances of 
power. In this way, this discussion establishes science fiction as a genre 
that demands a critical engagement with both lived experience of a 
future society and the present experience that points to it. Through an 
engagement that thoroughly considers the foundations that we, as the 
mothers and fathers of the technologies of the future, are establishing, 
we may be able to ascertain with greater accuracy whether that tech-
nology will itself be the parent of a utopian or dystopian world.

Before examining the work that science fiction does to map the tra-
jectories of the present, it is first necessary to establish the best-case 
scenario for the future: if we heed literary warnings about our current 
course into the future, what futures are possible? What utopias fuel 
the hope of the science fiction writer? Utopian fiction as a science fic-
tion subgenre was prevalent in the 1970s, with ecological and feminist 
futures envisioned among writers such as Marge Piercy and Ursula K. 
Le Guin. Raymond Williams groups these science fiction utopias into 
four distinct groups:

(a) the paradise, in which a happier life is described as simply existing 
elsewhere; (b) the externally altered world, in which a new kind of life 
has been made possible by an unlooked-for natural event; (c) the willed 
transformation, in which a new kind of life has been achieved by human 
effort; (d) the technological transformation, in which a new kind of life 
has been made possible by a technical discovery.6

While the optimism of the 1970s has largely dissipated, Williams’ cat-
egories remain relevant in their ability to isolate distinct elements of 
utopia that contemporary science fiction writers indirectly address. 
For the purposes of this chapter, we can discount Williams’s second 
example, which is arrived at through serendipity; this utopia does not 
arise from anything that human beings have explicitly done themselves. 
The third and fourth utopias fit nicely together; indeed, Latour insists 
that this combination is likely the only possible salvation for a world in 
crisis. What are we to make of that classic model of utopia, the para-
dise that in many science fiction novels transports humanity away from 
otherwise persistent problems? I argue that all other utopias—and espe-
cially human-made utopias—are not possible without the mythological 
foundation of the paradise, a utopia that expresses the base elements of 
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successful sociality: equality between the sexes, equilibrium in envi-
ronment, and overall relational harmony. It is this utopia upon which 
all others are built. The paradise injects hope—that vital ingredient—
into the social projects that work toward practical, human-made (and 
therefore f lawed) utopia. With this utopia (and its working versions) in 
mind, we proceed to discuss the ways in which narrative connects the 
human creations of technology to the futures that they make possible.

There are currently many who are doing the work to bridge the gap 
between art and science in order to divert a dystopian trajectory, link-
ing powerful symbols with their social manifestations and, in this way, 
provoking conversation with emergent technology. Vandana Shiva, the 
mother of an environmental movement that engages directly with the 
foundations of the society into which agricultural-biotech monoliths 
are releasing the products of their technology, connects imperialist and 
neoliberal politics with current biotechnologies. Shiva draws a parallel 
between the Columbus expedition and its resulting centuries of colo-
nialism-via-religion to a more insidious colonization project that is cur-
rently ongoing through patents and intellectual property rights.7 Just as 
Columbus and the Portuguese, French, and British who came after him 
viewed the Americas as an empty land that had not been claimed by 
the people who lived there, biotechnology firms are finding ostensibly 
unclaimed space in increasingly interior locations—inside the cells of 
plants, inside the human body, inside the DNA that makes up all life-
forms. Shiva asserts that

the takeover of native resources during colonization was justified on the 
ground that indigenous people did not “improve” their land. [ . . . ] The 
same logic is now used to appropriate biodiversity from the original own-
ers and innovators by defining their seeds, medicinal plants, and medical 
knowledge as nature, as non-science, and treating the tools of genetic 
engineering as the yardstick of “improvement.”8

Thus, the colonialist logic, that if a space is left in its natural state it 
is unclaimed property waiting to be possessed and plundered, is being 
applied to natural life-forms, which are then modified and claimed as 
property and through that process removed from the commons of bio-
logical diversity. Shiva goes on to say that

through patents and genetic engineering, new colonies are being carved 
out. The land, the forests, the rivers, the oceans, and the atmosphere 
have all been colonized, eroded, and polluted. Capital now has to look 
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for new colonies to invade and exploit for its further accumulation. 
These new colonies are [ . . . ] the interior spaces of the bodies of women, 
plants, and animals.9

These colonized interior spaces become sites of violence, much like the 
violence that marks the colonial project in the Americas. “Patenting 
living organisms encourages two forms of violence. First, life-forms are 
treated as if they are mere machines, thus denying their self-organizing 
capacity. Second, by allowing the patenting of future generations of 
plants and animals, the self-reproducing capacity of living organisms is 
denied.”10 When intellectual property rights are applied to the genetic 
material that makes up plant, animal, or human life, that life becomes 
analogous to a factory that produces a specific product—a gene that 
has been modified for a singular purpose. “Some biologists have gone 
far into exalting the gene over the organism and demoting the organ-
ism itself to a mere machine. The sole purpose of this machine is its 
own survival and reproduction, or perhaps more accurately put, the 
survival and reproduction of the DNA that is said both to program 
and to ‘dictate’ its operation.”11 Shiva identifies reproduction—and the 
bodies of women—as a site of colonial violence. It is not any life that 
the new colonialism requires—it is fecund, reproductive life, life that 
will increase capital and thus power. For corporations whose product is 
rooted in the genetic manipulation of life, the ability to not only repro-
duce their product but also to have a monopoly on the reproduction of 
the product is essential to the expansion of empire.

Largely due to the work of decolonization and anti-GMO activists, 
biotechnology firms have had to slow their expansion into the internal 
realms of the modified genome and work around the sensitive issue of 
controlled reproduction. In 1999, biotechnology behemoth Monsanto 
announced that it would not commercialize their “terminator seed” 
technology12—a technology that prevented farmers from saving seed 
from one season to plant the next, thus chaining farmers to the cor-
poration by the links of modified DNA that controlled reproduction 
and removed genetic material from the commons. Wilhelm Peekhaus 
describes this mechanism, through which capitalism becomes self-
perpetuating. He states that “enclosing the commons augments the 
disciplinary processes of capital because such practices render greater 
numbers of people dependent upon the market in order to reproduce 
their livelihoods.”13 In light of this function, the announcement that 
Monsanto had abandoned its terminator seed technology was applauded 
by biotechnology critics who had projected the idea of the terminator 
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seed into the future and envisioned a world in which formerly free tech-
nologies—the biological mechanism by which nutrients from the earth 
are transferred to human beings through seeds that are planted, ger-
minated, grown, harvested, and eaten—are appropriated by corporate 
interests and thus are suddenly out of reach for a large section of the 
world’s population.

The “terminator seed” technology, however, is alive and well in cur-
rent agricultural biotechnology research. For example,

Novartis, a Swiss biotech firm and the world’s top seller of agrochemi-
cals, was recently awarded a patent for a gene technology that would 
tie a whole set of plant development processes, including germination, 
f lowering, and fruit ripening, to externally applied chemicals—perhaps 
even to Novartis’s own proprietary chemicals.14

In this process, control over genetic material is ensured not through the 
genome itself, but in reaction to a chemical that one corporation holds 
like a key. Gabriela Pechlaner states that

while agricultural biotechnologies deepen and extend the potential for 
appropriationism and substitutionism in agriculture, there are indica-
tions that this is not the only means by which they are facilitating capi-
tal accumulation. Jack Kloppenburg argues that capital accumulation in 
agriculture has been impeded by nature’s obstruction to the commodifi-
cation of the seed (that is, its reproducibility). As a consequence, capital 
has attempted to commodify the seed through two routes: one technical 
(i.e., physical impediments to reproduction, such as hybrid technology) 
and the other social (i.e., legislation to protect plant breeders, such as the 
Plant Variety Protection Act).15

Both technical and social routes to commodification are a concern not 
only for Western farmers, but also for developing countries where—if 
the reproductive aspect of plant life is removed from their control—
agricultural production “could become wholly dependent upon for-
eign exports of critical chemical inducers. [ . . . ] Thus, genetic trait 
control technology could become a biological weapon used for agro-
terrorism.”16

It is essential then that, in the face of these threats to food security 
and human welfare, this colonization of life itself is resisted. Vandana 
Shiva insists that a resistance against patenting of genetic material is a 
resistance of imperialism, a resistance that stands between the commod-
ification of life and “the future of non-Western traditions of relating to 
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and knowing nature. It is a struggle to protect the freedom of diverse 
species to evolve. It is a struggle to protect the freedom of diverse cul-
tures to evolve. It is a struggle to conserve both cultural and biological 
diversity.”17 Any successful resistance movement draws from the ico-
nography of the struggle and uses certain fecund images to reproduce 
and cultivate ideologies necessary to maintain the momentum of the 
movement; in the resistance of genetic imperialism, the only appropri-
ate symbol is the seed. Shiva writes that

the seed has become the site and symbol of freedom in the age of manip-
ulation and monopoly of its diversity. It plays the role of Gandhi’s spin-
ning wheel in this period of recolonization through free trade. The 
charkha (spinning wheel) became an important symbol of freedom not 
because it was big and powerful, but because it was small; it could come 
alive as a sign of resistance and creativity in the smallest of huts and 
poorest of families. In smallness lay its power.

The seed, too, is small. It embodies diversity and the freedom to stay 
alive. And seed is still the common property of small farmers in India. In 
the seed, cultural diversity converges with biological diversity. Ecological 
issues combine with social justice, peace, and democracy.18

The seed is a symbol of freedom because it has for so long—since the 
dawn of life on this planet—been free. It is a symbol of something 
that is available to all, not shut away in laboratories and accessible only 
to those with the means to pay for access. The seed is a symbol that 
echoes throughout all life, whether it be plant or animal, like a fractal 
that reaches each mimetic tendril into every facet of life as we know 
it, and into a future that becomes difficult to imagine without the 
seed. As such, it is a potent symbol that recurs in life and literature and 
allows for speculation that projects the technologies of the past—the 
simple agricultural implements that have fed humanity for thousands 
of years—into the possibilities of the future. The technologies that are 
being developed now in laboratories across the world will be born into 
the world. What can literature—the medium that is so often a conver-
sation between symbol and materiality—say to its reception? How can 
science fiction bridge the gap between the seed and its emergent life?

When the question is one of the effects of biotechnology on the 
future of life, the narratives of speculative fiction can provide a kind of 
answer. These are the grounds on which science and imagination meet 
to discuss ethics, the landscape over which characters struggle in very 
real ways with the world they have been given. Nicola Griffith makes a 
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comparison between science fiction and science itself: “Both are narra-
tive,” she stresses. “They are stories we tell to make sense of the world. 
Whether we’re talking equation or plot, the story is orderly and elegant 
and leads to a definite conclusion.”19 Griffith asserts that science fiction 
engages readers not only with future worlds, but also with future selves. 
Science fiction often extends current social structures into frameworks 
of future possibility. Importantly, however, Griffith states that on a fun-
damental level, the best science fiction is about economies of love: love 
that enables conversation between the reader, the author, and a shared 
future—and a willingness to be changed by that experience. “Science 
fiction changes more than the world, more than our place in the world, 
it changes us [ . . . ], change[s] the discourse on what it means to be 
human. Through tall tales of human cloning, prosthetics, genetic engi-
neering, it introduce[s] us to the notion that the nature of body and 
mind are mutable.”20

Nancy Kress duly notes, however, that science fiction is not only 
a genre of possibility, but also a genre of risk. As a genre that relies 
mostly on plot-driven narratives, there is a negative bias in science fic-
tion against scenarios that do not drive the narrative forward; in other 
words, science fiction readers do not want to read stories about success-
ful technologies with only positive impacts on humanity.21 It could be 
argued, however, that despite a focus on the negative impact of some 
technologies on the future world, positive technologies are seamlessly 
integrated into extra-narrative story elements, such as setting. These 
positive technologies, then, become a part of the considerations of both 
reader and character, as both are immersed in positive technology in a 
way that depends on the mutability of the human body and mind in 
much the same way as negative technologies, as a reality of that world.

Narrative, however, demands a problem to be solved; in science fic-
tion, that problem is often one of a conf lict between technology and 
humanity. In the biopunk subgenre of science fiction, these elements 
combine with the additional force of the natural world. Here we return 
to the seed as a symbol. The short stories and longer fiction of Paolo 
Bacigalupi take current ideas—in this case, Vandana Shiva’s concern for 
intellectual property rights, colonialism, and resistance—and project 
them into the future. Bacigalupi begins with a seed—a small thing that 
nonetheless embodies the immense ideas of diversity and freedom—and 
through this symbol explores the details in relationships as intricate as 
the exchange of a single unit of energy. In many of the offerings from 
Bacigalupi’s short story collection Pump Six and Other Stories and in his 
novel The Windup Girl, a colonized interior world presents the reader 
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with a worst-case-scenario look at current biotechnology practices and 
the politics that surround them, and demands that we, the parents 
of this future world, answer for the transgressions of our technologi-
cal children. Through science fiction, Bacigalupi holds up a mirror 
through which we can see not the negative consequences of advancing 
technology, but the alarming effects that current social structures have 
on increasingly powerful and complex science.

The world that Bacigalupi created for The Windup Girl first appeared 
in Pump Six in two short stories titled “The Calorie Man” and “Yellow 
Card Man.” All three works present a world in which easy and cheap 
carbon-based energy sources are long gone and energy is measured in 
calories and joules—energy units consumed to support human life and 
energy units expended to maintain the machines that support the func-
tions of a greatly diminished society. While “Yellow Card Man” and The 
Windup Girl detail a post-oil life in and around Bangkok, Thailand, 
“The Calorie Man” takes place in America, heading south along the 
Mississippi River, where fields of genetically modified SoyPRO and 
HiGro stretch verdant fingers tantalizingly to the horizon. It is a setting 
not unlike what one might encounter in many rural American spaces 
today. In fact, at first the only indication that this landscape is colonized 
space is the propaganda posters that the main character, Lalji, encoun-
ters: “One said: ‘Unstamped calories mean starving families. We check 
royalty receipts and IP stamps.’ [ . . . ] The other poster was AgriGen’s 
trademarked collage of kink-springs, green rows of SoyPRO under sun-
light and smiling children along with the words ‘We Provide Energy for 
the World.’”22 The posters identify the control that agricultural mega-
corporations exact over the land, power moving from their jurisdiction 
on the surface to the resources hidden in the interior spaces.

In “The Calorie Man,” Bacigalupi focuses on the very element that 
Vandana Shiva finds so troubling; IP (intellectual property) agents 
patrol the areas surrounding the fields of SoyPRO and HiGro, collect-
ing royalties on patented and highly regulated genetic material, thus 
colonizing not only the land but also the foundations of life. Lalji and 
his partner Creo take a job transporting a “generipper” (an extrapo-
lation of the digital pirates that are ubiquitous today and universally 
loathed by media monoliths) downriver to safety so that he might 
restore fertility to the tightly controlled corporate fields. While the gen-
eripper, Bowman, represents a resistance movement that stands against 
the utter domination of an imperialist agricorp monopoly, “The Calorie 
Man” points to a colonization of ethics and morals—a colonization of 
the human soul—that is significantly more insidious. While biotech 
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corporations clamp down on the creative force through the patenting 
of genetic material, the resulting loss of control on the ground level—
where Lalji, Creo, and the generipper Bowman are precariously bal-
anced between starvation and subsistence—produces a parallel effect of 
closing off to others just as the corporations close off the commons of 
the seed. When Lalji and his partner Shriram discuss taking Bowman 
onto their boat, the closed nature of relations in this world of colo-
nized external and internal spaces becomes apparent. Lalji simultane-
ously recognizes the need for resistance and succumbs to an insular 
protectionism. Lalji questions, “‘And just because he is an enemy of 
AgriGen I should help him? Some former associate of the Des Moines 
clique? Some ex-calorie man with blood on his hands and you think 
he will help you make money?’ Shriram shook his head. ‘You make it 
sound as if this man is unclean.’”23 The use of the word “unclean” in the 
context of a society that is outwardly multicultural but also thoroughly 
colonized hints at a tentative acknowledgement of the spiritual realm 
and seed of the human spirit. Lalji’s hesitancy points to the effect that 
such environmental manipulations have on the soul and its extensions 
of compassion, love, and understanding. Lalji cannot empathize with 
Bowman because the powers of the world he lives in have a monopoly 
on the creative force. The colonization of the seed—and by extension 
the source of life—by biotech firms results in a stunted expression of 
humanity and, thus, inadequate human reactions. The soul, like the 
seed, cannot resist colonial powers. The patenting of genetic material 
has a cascading effect, resulting in an insular, individualistic society 
that can no longer rely on the creative commons.

While “The Calorie Man” extends the idea of genetic patents and 
their effects on humanity to one small group of people, Bacigalupi’s 
The Windup Girl develops this idea further by bringing it into an arena 
of intricate international politics. Again, Bacigalupi projects current 
political movements—the increased inf luence of Monsanto and other 
agrochemical corporations on the developing world—onto the land-
scape of a future world. A 2009 article in The Economist cites that while 
“America has 250,000–300,000 active farmers[,] India has 15 [million] 
cotton farmers alone, several million of whom Monsanto says it has 
reached already” spreading not only their GM seed, but also a “new 
Violator Exclusion Policy [that] denies farmers who break the terms 
of its licences access to all its technology for ever.”24 It is not in the 
breadbasket of rural America, then, that biotechnology will make (and 
is already making) its greatest inroads, but in developing countries like 
India or, as in The Windup Girl, Thailand.
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Likewise, it is not in the developed world that colonial powers can 
find resources ripe for exploitation, but in the developing world to 
which megacorporations have not yet extended their power. Indeed, the 
premise of The Windup Girl—that Anderson, a “calorie man” (a spy and 
scout for a big agricultural corporation), is stationed in Bangkok under-
cover as a kink-spring (or electrical generation facility) owner while 
secretly searching for the untampered genetic material of Thailand’s 
National Seed Bank—suggests that not only is the developing world 
essential for the new colonial project, but that this project is undertaken 
entirely covertly while maintaining a structure in support of old powers. 
When Anderson, who scours the Bangkok markets in search of “new” 
fruits and the seeds they contain, discovers the ngaw (rambutan) which 
was previously thought to be extinct, he is quick to claim his discovery. 
Bacigalupi writes,

[Anderson] hands over a hemp sack without bothering to bargain. 
Whatever she asks, it will be too little. Miracles are worth the world. A 
unique gene that resists a calorie plague or utilizes nitrogen more effi-
ciently sends profits sky-rocketing. If he looks around the market right 
now, that truth is everywhere displayed. The alley bustles with Thais 
purchasing everything from generipped versions of U-Tex rice to vermil-
ion-variant poultry. But all of those things are old advances, based on 
previous genehack work done by AgriGen and PurCal and Total Nutrient 
Holdings. The fruits of old science, manufactured in the bowels of the 
Midwest Compact’s research labs.25

Anderson’s search for the National Seed Bank exemplifies corporate 
colonialism’s insatiable drive to possess, to modify, and to claim for 
its own the internal spaces where life itself resides. Anderson turns his 
nose up at “old advances,” the already claimed territory that is no longer 
under contest. Biotech colonialism is hungry for fresh genetic material; 
and when Anderson tastes the ngaw he finds the fruit to be “a fist of 
f lavor, ripe with sugar and fecundity.” He staggers in “the shell-shocked 
moment of f lavor—real f lavor—after a lifetime devoid of it.”26

Indeed, it seems that the wild, uncontrolled genetics offered in 
the ngaw provide an experience that more closely maps to Anderson’s 
remembered childhood experience of food, tapping into a nostalgic past 
that seems more real than the lived present. Even while recognizing the 
power of this “old science,” however, Anderson pursues the enclosure of 
this genetic commons. He buys the sack of ngaw from the market not 
to enjoy what it has to offer, but to more easily track down the source of 
its genetic material, to move a step closer to uncovering the untapped 
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resource of the seed bank. For Anderson and the other “calorie men” 
the value of the ngaw and, by extension, the seed bank, is not the 
association to the unfettered sensations and affect of childhood—or 
even a distant, mythical past wherein human freedom is expressed 
through interactions with a likewise autonomous environment—but 
through the power a select few can gain by locking down genetics with 
both  technology and a new colonialist policy. Bacigalupi’s narrative, 
then, serves as a warning against not only current corporate practice, 
but also the ways in which these practices have so thoroughly infil-
trated and been accepted by Western culture.

The Windup Girl ’s explicit condemnation of agricultural biotech 
within the context of neocolonialism extends into the speculative with 
a commentary on similar technologies applied to human DNA. While 
the struggle between Thai nationals and the Western colonial project 
is expressed in The Windup Girl through control over the genetic pos-
sibilities contained in the Seed Bank, the long knives of colonialism 
have already sliced into the human genome to produce the New People, 
a race of beings used for tasks ranging from household servants and sex 
slaves to military-grade killing machines. Despite the fact that the title 
of the book suggests a mechanical nature for the new cyborg race, the 
New People are not mechanical, but a techno-biological manipulation 
of human and animal genes to create a physically superior people that 
will simultaneously be utterly but willingly enslaved by the physically 
inferior “old science” human beings.

Emiko, the only New Person directly in the novel, provides the 
reader not only with a view to the disturbing applicability of current 
technology in future worlds, but also signifies a commentary on cur-
rent immigration policy and the devaluation and dehumanization of the 
other through capitalist commodification. Emiko is a household model 
who is abandoned by her Japanese master in Thailand when he discov-
ers that it will be too expensive for him to bring her back to Japan upon 
his return. Emiko is no Harawayian cyborg; she struggles with both her 
identity and the duality of her nature. She simultaneously recognizes 
herself as a person deserving of rights and freedoms and also feels com-
pelled to subjugate herself before others. She is at once disgusted by the 
biological functions of her genetically manipulated body and knows 
that she is biologically superior to all beings around her.

Unlike Haraway’s cyborg, which “is not made of mud and cannot 
dream of returning to dust,”27 Emiko does dream of Eden—an isolated 
place where New People can live free; though she doubts that the mani-
festation of this dream will ultimately satisfy her. Emiko’s Eden—the 
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mountains in which there is rumored to exist a colony of New People—
provides an example of a society free of stratification, the single element 
that keeps Emiko and many others in Bacigalupi’s world perpetually 
indebted and enslaved. Perhaps Emiko’s conf licted nature serves to 
demonstrate, paradoxically, how remarkably human Emiko actually is; 
she is a more perfect expression of human nature than the humans that 
surround her, and there exists a hope that New People are capable of 
creating a world less prone to the corruptions of the old one.

Emiko’s contradictions are also an indication of the violent war going 
on both around and inside her; just as Shiva points to the bodies of 
women as sites of colonial violence, Emiko’s very body is a battleground 
in the colonial war. In conversation with Anderson about the technol-
ogy of her genesis, Emiko recognizes that the colonial project has been 
built into every cell of her body. Bacigalupi writes,

“Mmm, yes.” Emiko’s brow wrinkles thoughtfully. “[The genetically-
modified cheshire cats] are too much improved for this world, I think. 
A natural bird has so little chance, now.” She smiles slightly. “Just think 
if they had made New People first.”

Is it mischief in her eyes? Or melancholy?
“What do you think would have happened?” Anderson asks.
Emiko doesn’t meet his gaze, looks out instead at the circling cats 

amongst the diners. “Generippers learned too much from cheshires.”
She doesn’t say anything else, but Anderson can guess what’s in her 

mind. If her kind had come first, before the generippers knew better, 
she would not have been made sterile. She would not have the signa-
ture tick-tock motions that make her so physically obvious. She might 
have even been designed as well as the military windups now operating 
in Vietnam—deadly and fearless. Without the lesson of the cheshires, 
Emiko might have had the opportunity to supplant the human species 
entirely with her own improved version. Instead, she is a genetic dead 
end. Doomed to a single life cycle, just like SoyPRO and TotalNutrient 
Wheat.28

Just as Bacigalupi’s “calorie companies” manipulate the food sup-
ply through the genetic control of the reproductive qualities of seed, 
Emiko’s genetics ensure that she and others of her kind provide a source 
of labor that will never supplant its human origins. Control over life is 
maintained through the curtailing of the reproductive impulse; even if 
Emiko were to find the secret colonies with which Anderson beguiles 
her, that freedom is a dead end without both the ability to reproduce in 
kind and nurture life into a quintessentially new way of thinking and 
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being; without this capability, Emiko’s people can have no lasting effect 
on the world. With total control of the production of New People, the 
expression of their personhood cannot reach its apex through a genome 
expressing its qualities in the wild.

John Harris suggests that a new breed of person is defined most 
clearly through reproductive capability. Harris states that status as a 
“breed” in and of itself “rests clearly but decisively on the fact that 
they could pass on this new constitution by normal reproduction with 
other members of the same ‘breed.’”29 Emiko’s sterility, therefore, is a 
mark of the colonial project and its control over not only labor but also 
over the internal landscapes of both human and animal bodies. The 
fact that Emiko is made to submit to sex as part of her indentured labor 
that ensures her survival in Thailand is an expression of the colonialist 
hold over both internal and external bodily landscapes. That Emiko is 
used so brutally and so utterly without compassion for her personhood 
demonstrates the ways in which colonialism strips life down to its barest 
meaning and leaves nothing but resources to be consumed, spaces to be 
filled.

We need not, however, wait for technology advanced enough to 
bring New People into the world in order to see these effects already 
at work in the population. Control over reproduction of not only life 
but also of values and ideas meets little resistance in some segments of 
the population today. The combination of structures and circumstances 
are already in place, with some experiencing something very much like 
Emiko’s degradation already in their own lives. These are themes, prob-
lems, and structures that Bacigalupi weaves into narrative repeatedly 
in both The Windup Girl and Pump Six. Even in stories that do not 
take place in the colonized space of the Post-Expansion world—such as 
in “The People of Sand and Slag” and “The Fluted Girl”—Bacigalupi 
revisits the ways in which biotechnological manipulations of the body’s 
internal spaces amount to a loss of freedom that inhibits expressions of 
humanity, adeptly demonstrating how our present-day social structures 
have already ensured that these horrors will happen; we are simply wait-
ing for the technology to catch up with us. For Bacigalupi, then, there 
is a danger that biotechnology could do the very opposite to what is 
most often posited; that is, the insidious and unchecked combination 
of biotechnology with neocolonial-corporate interest enslaves the bod-
ies of plants, animals, and people, all while convincing us that what we 
drink so thirstily is progress and, thus, freedom.

While Bacigalupi’s fiction does indeed present the negative bias 
that Kress warns about, it is not necessarily against the advances of 
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biotechnology. Biotechnology has given Bacigalupi’s world the cures to 
several plagues and blights and has created the New People, exemplified 
in Emiko, a physically superior being that demonstrates sensitivity and 
emotional depth that, in line with a classic cyborg trope, often outstrips 
that of the human beings around her. While Bacigalupi’s treatment of 
biotechnology is certainly meant to inspire caution, that hesitancy is 
rooted not merely in the technology itself but also in the social sys-
tems into which the technologies are released. Read closely, it is not the 
future of biotechnology that provokes a fear response, but the future of 
that technology grafted onto neoliberal structures. One of the questions 
posed in both Pump Six and The Windup Girl is not only the effect 
of technology on our current social foundations, but also how such a 
grafting can be avoided. What ethic can help us to prepare our social 
infrastructures for the future that technology has to offer?

Here it is appropriate to return to the question of engagement with 
both the human experience of the emotional life and the rational adher-
ence to fact demanded by work in scientific and technological fields. 
The balance of both these aspects of modern life necessarily requires 
an equally active conversation with the ethical questions requisite to 
meaningful involvement in both spheres. One cannot ethically engage 
in the work of bringing technological children into the world without 
also engaging in educational projects. Any such project should engage 
with both historical and present structures into which technologies will 
be inserted. Can technology lead us into a utopian society if it is merely 
grafted onto the old foundations that have produced wealth and pros-
perity for some, but slavery, starvation, and death for others? Perhaps in 
responding, it is wisest to begin by requiring an answer to the question 
“How should one live?” The use of the ambiguous pronoun here leaves 
open the position of subjecthood; in this opening one can see past an 
ethic of autonomy—a concern for a personal, individualistic freedom—
to something more inclusive.

Bieber Lake enters into this conversation with Emerson and his ethic 
of individual freedom. She states that

it is as if Emerson is saying, “what matters most is that I go forward with 
my freedom to change the world by starting with myself. Perhaps others 
have real claims on me, perhaps not, but let us go ahead and assume them 
to be real, and treat them well.” But in a world where biotechnology is 
giving us startling new powers to literally and permanently shape the 
next generation, what does it mean to treat people well now? If I value my 
personal freedom highest, what happens to my neighbor? Can we simply 
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lay aside, as Emerson does here, the question of how real the other is? 
If we do, what in this philosophy will teach me what it means to treat 
someone well—to want for them the good life?30

Bieber Lake asserts that it is not autonomy that should act as the ethi-
cal rule by which to measure the technologies that we release into the 
world. The ethic of autonomy, unless purposefully extended to include 
the other, is myopically focused on the subject. It is this ethic, fixated 
on the power and aff luence of Western economies, that drives the colo-
nial project and any new colonialism to come. The higher ethic of love, 
on the other hand, engages both the I and the you, making subjects of 
both. Citing Habermas, Bieber Lake stresses that love as the guiding 
force of ethics has the ability to direct care and consideration toward 
the other. She stresses that “it is not genetic engineering that is the 
issue, but the attitude with which the interventions are carried out. In 
gene therapy, for instance, we have the correct attitude because we are 
thinking about the person the embryo will be. How we see the other 
person is the main thing that determines how we ascertain our duty to 
them.”31

Perhaps most importantly, the ability of the love ethic to consider the 
other allows for the considerations of other-selves and other-futures that 
we simply cannot know with any precision at this time. Derek Parfit, in 
“Personal Identity,” explored the idea that a person is comprised of mul-
tiple, separate selves and thus future selves take up the position of object 
rather than subject. This is a position that was confirmed in 2008 by 
Pronin et al. when experimental subjects committed their future selves 
to more arduous tasks in the name of science than they would commit 
to in the immediate present. This interesting quirk of human psychol-
ogy suggests that it may be especially hard to consider future others 
in the projects we commit to today, as these are twice removed from 
our present selves. Adding to the difficulty are other factors such as 
the removals of geography, culture, religion, and sex that prevent an 
autonomy ethic from being an effective rule by which to measure the 
future of an increasingly globalized human experience. How, then, can 
love address the dangers that we may or may not face as we stand on 
the precipice of our biopolitical future? If, as Latour suggests, we must 
love our monsters and care for the technology we release into the world, 
we must also care for those whom our technology affects. This care 
demands that we exert ourselves today in examining and altering dam-
aging social structures in preparation for our future children, techno-
logical or otherwise.
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CHAPTER 6

“All Day, All Week, Occupy 
Wall Street!”: Space, Biopower, 

and Resistance

Elena L. Cohen

The defining feature of the so-called Occupy movements that 
emerged worldwide in 2011 is implicit in the name itself: these 
protests are a call to occupy physical spaces. Indeed, the origi-

nal f lyer for Occupy Wall Street bore only one instruction: “BRING 
TENT.”1 Following this call to action, an encampment was established 
in Zuccotti Park, in New York City’s Financial District.2 In both aca-
demic and popular writings, “Zuccotti Park” has been synonymous 
with Occupy Wall Street, and after its “eviction”3 many question(ed) 
whether the movement even still exists.4 However, before and after the 
raid on Zuccotti Park, many large Occupy Wall Street actions occurred 
in spaces apart from the park, and continue presently and into the 
foreseeable future.5 The relationship between Occupy Wall Street and 
space is therefore a complex one, revolving around issues of knowledge, 
power, resistance, sovereignty, security, discipline, governmentality, 
and biopolitics more generally. Thus, Foucault’s intricate views of these 
topics as they relate to space may be seen as an ideal lens through which 
to analyze Occupy Wall Street.

Foucault’s discussions of space have been utilized previously in order 
to analyze other social movements, in particular the 2004 Republican 
National Convention protests and the 1999 Seattle World Trade 
Organization protests.6 However, much of this work focuses exclusively 
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on Foucault’s discussions of the relationship between biopolitics and 
space, without raising the ways in which Foucault sees space as hav-
ing the power to liberate and function as anti-hegemonic spaces where 
difference(s) can (co)exist.7 This limited application of Foucault’s views 
on space is perhaps unsurprising, as it ref lects the similarly limited scope 
of works that discuss Foucault’s views of space in more general senses.8 
Yet Foucault does argue, repeatedly and explicitly, that space, as both a 
tool and object of analysis, can be part of resistance and freedom,9 and 
these views of Foucault can therefore be used to explore the liberatory 
possibilities of space in general, and Occupy Wall Street in particular. 
One particularly useful concept for understanding the positive abilities 
of space is that of “heterotopias,” which Foucault defines as real places 
through which hegemony and domination can be resisted and differ-
ences can be affirmed.10 Indeed, as will be argued below, Occupy Wall 
Street may be considered precisely one of these hegemony-challenging 
heterotopias of resistance.

To this end, the section “Space is Fundamental in Any Exercise of 
Power” will first brief ly explain Foucault’s views on the relationship 
between space and biopolitics, and will explain how the spatial dimen-
sions of biopolitics have been used by those seeking to suppress protest 
movements and by protest movements themselves. The third section, 
“As a Sort of Simultaneously Mythic and Real Contestation of the Space 
in Which We Live,” will lay out in detail Foucault’s work on heteroto-
pias and other ways in which space may be seen as liberatory. This sec-
tion will then argue that Occupy Wall Street can best be seen as a space 
of resistance in general, and more specifically as a heterotopia. This 
chapter concludes that not only may Occupy Wall Street, and other 
protest movements like it, be considered non-hegemonic heterotopias, 
but may also, in accord with Foucault’s views, be able to provide some 
sort of liberation or freedom.

“Space Is Fundamental in Any Exercise of Power”:11  
Michel Foucault on Space and Biopower

Michel Foucault raises concepts of space, architecture, and place in 
many of his works, both as primary areas of concern12 and in further-
ance of other inquiries of study.13 While much of his theorizing about 
space revolves around the exertion of power and discipline, impor-
tant aspects of Foucault’s work on space highlights its interplay with 
resistance and possibly liberation. As such, the next section highlights 
Foucault’s discussion of space as it relates to biopolitics and the ways in 
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which Foucault’s ideas have been applied to political and social move-
ments. The following section explores Foucault’s work on the relation-
ship between space, resistance, and liberation.

Space, Biopolitics and the Suppression of Occupy Wall Street

Foucault writes often and explicitly of the link between biopower and 
space, stating points that a “whole history remains to be written of 
spaces—which would at the same time be the history of powers”14 and 
that discipline is “above all an analysis of space.”15 As such, space is an 
important element of Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, in which indi-
vidual bodies are subjugated and entire populations are controlled.16

Foucault’s ideas of space as they relate to discipline and power have 
been widely used to analyze the response of the police and the legal sys-
tem to social and political protests.17 Much of this literature has sought 
to show the ways in which US First Amendment doctrine is f lawed 
for considering space to be a neutral, static factor when regulating free 
speech, thus allowing most restrictions on space, as it relates to political 
speech, to be found constitutional.18

First Amendment jurisprudence, which defines the contours of how 
expressive activity may be regulated, focuses on what speech and actions 
are protected from government regulation, and why the government 
seeks such regulation.19 Where expressive activity occurs is generally seen 
to be unimportant, with all spaces broken up into a binary of “public 
forum” versus “non-public forum,” with speech (potentially) protected 
by the Constitution only in the former.20 Even within traditional public 
fora, courts typically find that the government’s (often poorly devel-
oped) interests outweigh the rights of an individual to express herself 
in a particular place, and/or that there are alternative places where the 
individual could express herself without any effect on the message.21

Instead of this neutered view of space, some legal scholars have urged 
that the courts take into account Foucault’s view of space as a dynamic 
and active force that can control and discipline bodies and popula-
tions.22 For example, attention has been drawn to the ways in which free 
(political) speech has been “disciplined, controlled, and even suppressed 
through a variety of special tactics.”23 As evidence, attention has been 
drawn to the confinement of protesters away from the events that they 
are protesting in the forms of “free speech cages,” “restricted zones,” 
and “frozen zones,” and to the widespread use of metal barricades, nets, 
and laws regarding the use of the sidewalks to control the movement 
of protesters in general.24 These tactics have been used against Occupy 
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Wall Street protesters, perhaps most infamously and recently with the 
example of the “1st Amendment Rights Area” / “freedom cage” in front 
of Federal Hall (see Figure 6.1).25

Indeed, the suppression of Occupy Wall Street illuminates many of 
the ways in which Foucault posits that space can be a tool of biopolitics. 
For example, in Discipline and Punish, Foucault discusses the relation 
between “power of place” and biopolitics, focusing on “spatial tactics.”26 
The primary method of the modern state’s exercise of control with place 
is its “spatial canalization of everyday life,” that is its “binary division 
and branding,”27 which allows the state to maintain order,28 neutralize 
dissent,29 and generally to create docile bodies.30 As such, space func-
tions for Foucault within a disciplinary society to provide “order, con-
trol, surveillance, separation, and branding.”31 This is achieved partially 
through the knowledge gained by the “categorization, classification, 
order, division, and hierarchy” of bodies, which generates knowledge 
that “establishes a regime of truth in which power is guaranteed.”32 
Relating this to Occupy Wall Street, the New York Police Department 
(NYPD) and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) engaged in 
binary division and branding by classifying the Occupiers as “domestic 
terrorists” (as opposed to citizens exercising rights to protest), and was 
able to justify monitoring the Occupiers on the basis of this division 
and branding.33

Space also enters into Foucault’s conceptualization of biopower in his 
lectures published as Security, Territory, Population, in which he argues 
that sovereignty, discipline, and security all share problems of space. 34 
Turning first to sovereignty, this concept is perhaps most clearly linked 
with space as it is “exercised within a territory.”35 Sovereignty played a 
complex role in attempts to end the encampment of Zuccotti Park, with 
the NYPD unable to evict the protesters earlier, as the park was zoned 
as a “privately owned public space” that must remain open to the public 
for 24 hours a day.36

Turning to discipline, this concept is also spatial for Foucault, but 
moves from control over a space to the structuring of a space,37 best 
seen within a framework of construction.38 Discipline involves an empty 
space, or the purposeful emptying of a space, in order to ensure ideal 
functioning in four main areas: (1) hygiene, (2) trade within the town, 
(3) trade outside of the town, and (4) surveillance.39 This discussion of 
Foucault’s conceptualization of discipline as the purposeful emptying 
of a space is incredibly germane to the response to Occupy Wall Street, 
as the mayor of New York City, the NYPD, and the owners of Zuccotti 
Park repeatedly attempted to evict the protesters, and, once evicted, 
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put in place myriad regulations (backed by city officers and privately 
hired security guards) to ensure that the Occupiers could not return 
to the park. The four goals of discipline are all also present within the 
response to Occupy Wall Street: hygiene concerns were the purported 
reason why the park had to be cleared; business concerns both within 
and without New York City were clearly at issue; and, as discussed 
above, surveillance of Occupy Wall Street was a constant reality and 
concern.40

For Foucault, security also has important spatial aspects, and can be 
contrasted with the spatiality in four main ways: security (1) works on 
already existent spaces,41 (2) is concerned with achieving goals similar 
to discipline, but without aiming at ideals,42 (3) is concerned with 
polyfunctionality,43 and (4) looks to the future, concerned with the tem-
poral and uncertain, which Foucault refers to as the “milieu.”44 Security 
can be seen as having functioned as an apparatus within Zuccotti Park 
in these ways, as the response was to an already existent space (an 
Occupied Zuccotti park), with the same the goal of the disciplinary 
measures (ending the protest), but without complete idealism. Mayor 
Bloomberg knew that in clearing Zuccotti Park of protesters it would 
likely deal a heavy blow to the Occupy movement, but it is doubtful 
that he (or anyone else) thought that by controlling this space all pro-
test and dissent in New York City would come to an end. Lastly, the 
response to Occupy Wall Street looked to future biological concerns in 
asserting its claims of security. Tellingly, at a press conference the morn-
ing after the eviction from the park, the then mayor, Bloomberg, stated 
that he ordered the park to be cleared because he had “become increas-
ingly concerned—as had the park’s owner, Brookfield Properties—that 
the occupation was coming to pose a health and fire safety hazard to 
the protesters and to the surrounding community.”45 Clearly, then, one 
way in which the suppression of Occupy Wall Street can be understood 
is through these spatial dimensions of biopolitics.

Occupy Wall Street’s Use of Spatial Biopolitics

However, Occupy Wall Street’s decision to set up an encampment of 
protesters can be seen as an attempt to use spatial tactics of their own: a 
form of self-branding that exploited the gaps of a First Amendment that 
finds space to be neutral, stymieing the efforts of law enforcement offi-
cials to neutralize the protest through their spatial tactics, and allowing 
the occupation of an area in an incredibly busy part of one of the busiest 
cities in the world to remain for almost two months.
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If, as is argued above, space functions for Foucault within a dis-
ciplinary society to provide “order, control, surveillance, separation, 
and branding,”46 then Occupy Wall Street, in (partially) separating, 
branding, and opening itself up can be seen as having used the spa-
tial tactics of a disciplinary society, but for its own ends.47 Certainly, 
the encampment of Zuccotti Park may be considered a type of self-
separation, a call for people to physically leave their houses and instead 
remain within the park’s confines, a place that would be filled exclu-
sively with “Occupiers.” Similarly, Occupy Wall Street can be seen as 
having branded itself, declaring the Occupiers to be representative of 
the “99%,” as opposed to the “1%.”48

In terms of surveillance, Occupy Wall Street publicized the meet-
ing times of every working group both on boards in the park and on 
its website, and anyone was allowed to attend General Assemblies (see 
Figure 6.2). As Occupy Wall Street was not allowed to use amplified 
sound because they lacked the requisite city permits, they used a human 
microphone system, referred to as “the people’s mic,” in which one per-
son would speak, and all others within earshot would repeat.49 This 

Figure 6.2  Zuccotti Park.
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system ensured that important discussions of the group could be eas-
ily heard by all present—from fellow Occupiers and passersby to the 
massive number of police officers constantly circling Zuccotti Park. 
Combined with this massive militarized police presence around the 
park at all times, all involved were likely aware that all major decisions 
and actions of the group were being closely watched (see Figure 6.3).50 
There was, additionally, a large degree of control on those Occupying the 
park: meals were served at certain times and a quiet hour was enforced. 
In these ways, Occupy Wall Street varies from other large protests that 
have faced suppression. Nets, cages, and metal barricades were not able 
to neuter dissent and prohibit expressive activity when used against a 
movement that had (metaphorically and physically) set itself up within 
its own freedom cage.51

However, classifying Occupy Wall Street as self-branding, self-
separating, self-revealing, and self-controlling is not the best way to 
understand either the movement or its relation to Foucault’s concepts of 
space and power. While calling for the “99%” to Occupy Zuccotti Park, 
anyone was (theoretically) allowed into the park during its encamp-
ment. Similarly, although the “99%” versus “1%” concept is a type of 

Figure 6.3  Homeland security intelligence document.
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branding, there had been (and continues to be) a diversity of messages 
and modes of messaging within the movement.52 Surveillance is a com-
plicated notion as well, as it relates to Zuccotti Park, due to the presence 
of many tents, which made possible undetected and unobservable meet-
ing spaces. Additionally, the in-person (as opposed to online) meetings 
perhaps made police surveillance more difficult, as an undercover offi-
cer would have to be physically present at each meeting.

In sum, the relations between Occupy Wall Street and the spatial 
tactics (usually) used to exert power over protesters are complex, and 
perhaps inverted in so far as the movement and in particular its encamp-
ment at Zuccotti Park actually did reappropriate tools meant to stif le 
dissent in order to allow dissent to f lourish. What is clear from this dis-
cussion, though, is that much as the state has been charged with “actu-
ally, in some cases, creating places for the express purpose of controlling 
and disciplining protest and dissent,”53 Occupy Wall Street created a 
space of its own for dissent and resistance. However, rather than exam-
ine it as a space of biopower (albeit used by protesters along with those 
seeking to suppress them), Occupy Wall Street can be better understood 
as a space of resistance, to which this chapter now turns.

“As a Sort of Simultaneously Mythic and Real Contestation  
of the Space in Which We Live”:54 Foucault on  

Space and Resistance

An Introduction to Heterotopias and Resistance

In addition to his musings on spatial tactics at the intersections of space 
and biopolitics, Foucault writes of space in relation to resistance and 
freedom.55 Crucial to understanding Foucault’s position on the libera-
tory possibilities of space is his elucidation of a concept that he terms 
“heterotopias,” which are non-hegemonic real places existing within the 
network-like modern world and, as will be discussed below, are an ideal 
framework within which to view the Occupation of Zuccotti Park.56 
In Of Other Spaces, Foucault contends that the twentieth century may 
be considered an “epoch of space,” concerned with “simultaneity,” as 
a “network that connects points and intersects with its own skein.”57 
Tracing the Western history of space, Foucault posits that the Middle 
Ages exhibited a “space of emplacement,” which was hierarchical and 
about localizing things into their places.58 This view of space was upset 
by the work of Galileo, who cast space as infinitely open, with “a thing’s 
place . . . no longer anything but a point in its movement,” thus creating 
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a “space of extension” that would be prominent throughout the sev-
enteenth century. 59 This in turn gave way to the twentieth century’s 
understanding of space, as the “space of the site,” with sites being “rela-
tions of proximity between points or elements,” concerned primarily 
with demographics, that is the problem “of knowing . . . what type of stor-
age, circulation, marking, and classification of human elements should 
be adopted in a given situation, in order to achieve a given end.” 60

Minor to Foucault’s discussion on heterotopias, but quite relevant 
to the encampment at Zuccotti Park, is his observation that in the 
move from the space of emplacement to the space of the site via the 
space of extension, “contemporary space is perhaps still not entirely 
de-sanctified.”61 In other words, despite today’s omnipresent networks 
of relations that challenge finiteness and circumscription, space in the 
twentieth century retains “a certain number of oppositions that remain 
inviolable, that our institutions and practices have not yet dared to 
break down,” such as public versus private space and spaces of work ver-
sus spaces of leisure.62 Instead of being challenged, these oppositional 
views of space are, Foucault argues, “nurtured by the hidden presence 
of the sacred.”63

Turning to heterotopias themselves, Foucault posits that the spaces 
in which we live are neither empty nor homogeneous.64 Instead, con-
temporary spaces are heterogeneous and ref lect our age of space as 
sites, in so far as “we live inside a set of relations that delineates sites 
which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not superimposable 
on one another.”65 These spaces may be seen as heterotopias, contrasted 
with utopias in that they are real places that actually exist, but are out-
side of all places, in that within them the “other real sites that can be 
found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and 
inverted.”66 As will be discussed below, this composition of heterotopias 
by separate sites that remain distinct from each other while being in a 
complex set of relations with each other and with the heterotopia as a 
whole is crucial to understanding the dynamics of Occupy Wall Street.

In order to elucidate the most salient aspects of these heterotopias, 
Foucault suggests a “heterotopology” of six main principles. First of 
these is that heterotopias exist in every culture, but in different forms, 
and have shifted from being dominantly “crisis heterotopias” to the 
current domination of “heterotopias of deviation.”67 While the former 
reserves spaces for those seen as in a state of crisis within the culture 
(such as children or pregnant women), the latter is where “individuals 
whose behavior is deviant in relation to the required mean or norm 
are placed” and includes spaces like prisons and psychiatric hospitals.68 
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Second, each heterotopia has a “precise and definite function within a 
society,” but this function can change and can be different for similar 
heterotopias within different cultural contexts.69 Third, within a het-
erotopia there can be other real sites that are otherwise “incompatible” 
and “contradictory” with each other.70

Fourth, heterotopias are often linked to specific moments in time, or 
what Foucault refers to as “heterochronies,”71 and they begin to operate 
fully only when “men [sic] arrive at a sort of absolute break with their 
traditional time.”72 There are two major ways in which heterotopias 
are related to time: (a) those that are concerned with the “perpetual 
and indefinite accumulation of time in an immobile place,” which seek 
to archive “ all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the idea of constituting a 
place of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to its rav-
ages”;73 with the prime examples of these being museums and libraries, 
Foucault sees these accumulative heterotopias as integrally related to 
Western modernity, and (b) those that are more ephemeral and tran-
sitory, in the “mode of the festival.”74 Crucially for the discussion of 
Occupy Wall Street below, Foucault notes that these spaces of festival 
and accumulation can come together, in some cases abolishing time as 
they rediscover it.75

Fifth, heterotopias are usually not freely open and accessible, but 
“always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates 
them and makes them penetrable.”76 Entrance into a heterotopia is, 
according to Foucault, premised on the passage of some rite, of getting 
permission, of going through certain motions. Even heterotopias that 
appear to be fully open are illusions, hiding the secret ways in which, 
although one believes one has entered, one is actually excluded.77 Lastly, 
heterotopias have one of two functions “in relation to all the space that 
remains”: they are either “heterotopias of illusion,” which reveal that 
all “real” sites where human life is partitioned are actually illusions, or 
“heterotopias of compensation,” which strive to create idyllic states of 
planned perfection that are sharply contrasted with our more common 
disorderly and unkempt everyday sites of life.78

Foucault concludes this article with what comes across as plea for 
the establishment of many heterotopias across many societies and 
cultures.79 Although throughout the work many of the heteroto-
pias described by Foucault seem to be imbued with negativity (pris-
ons, nursing homes, hospitals), at the end of this piece Foucault posits 
the ability of heterotopias to be much more positive entities, through 
which hegemony and domination can be resisted and differences can be 
affirmed.80 Commentators to this work have therefore referred to these 
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heterotopias as “lived utopia[s],”81 and “place[s] where alternatives are 
considered, ‘common sense’ is questioned and business as usual stops 
for a moment.”82 Indeed, as will be argued below, Occupy Wall Street 
may be considered precisely one of these hegemony-challenging hetero-
topias of resistance.

The notion that a place can serve a liberatory function is raised by 
Foucault in other works as well.83 Although Foucault did not believe 
that the architecture of a place could lead to a lasting freedom, he 
argues that structurings of space can have a liberatory effect, if com-
bined with actual and constant practices of liberation within this con-
structed space. In response to a question posed by Paul Rabinow as 
to whether architecture can itself “resolve social problems,” Foucault 
responds that “architecture can and does produce positive effects when 
the liberating intentions of the architect coincide with the real practice 
of people in the exercise of their freedom.”84 Liberty, for Foucault, is 
therefore a practice, and only exists in places where liberty is actively 
exercised. 85 Yet, in this view, freedom can exist in a space constructed 
for that purpose—so long as it is coupled with active efforts in the pur-
suit of this freedom.

Additionally, Foucault argues that even space exercised in a disciplin-
ary manner can be co-opted by those over whom the power is exerted. 
“Spaces of captivity,” he writes, “can be reversed: the inside outside.”86 
That Foucault sees a space as able to liberate, at least in part, is crucial 
to understanding Occupy Wall Street’s encampment of Zuccotti Park. 
Indeed, the liberatory function that Foucault offers in a limited way 
to space gives weight to the claim advanced below that not only did 
Occupy Wall Street form a sort of heterotopia of resistance, but that 
this occupation could, in reality, have a lasting and positive impact on 
freedom.

Occupy Wall Street as a Liberatory Heterotopia

Occupy Wall Street is a protest movement. Although it has been 
accused of not having “demands,” one dominant characteristic is clear: 
all involved in the Occupy movements are in some way opposed to the 
current practices of the society around them.87 As a space of resistance 
and deviation from society, Occupy Wall Street can be seen as a het-
erotopia, the non-hegemonic sites where difference can exist described 
above. Indeed, representation, contestation, and inversion of other real 
sites from the dominant culture offer an ideal way in which to view the 
activities inside of Zuccotti Park and the Occupy movement.88
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Before moving through Foucault’s heterotopology, it is interesting 
to note that Occupy Wall Street moved relatively far from a space of 
emplacement to a space of the site, through its explicit challenge of 
many “sacred” boundaries.89 The “inviolable” division between pub-
lic and private can be seen as being challenged, for example, by the 
encampment of Zuccotti Park, in which Occupiers slept, ate, and occa-
sionally had sex—core “private” activities in our culture.90 Similarly, 
the seemingly sacrosanct space between work and leisure is challenged 
through the Working Groups, ranging from Campaign Finance Reform 
group and Queer Caucus to the Kitchen, Medics, and Finance, in which 
participants are involved with unpaid, self-selected activities that they 
are often personally interested in, but often with large time commit-
ments and in lieu of other “occupations.”91

Turning to Foucault’s principles of heterotopias, under the first 
principle, Occupy Wall Street may easily be seen as a heterotopia of 
deviation, which is characteristic of contemporary heterotopias, in so 
far as these heterotopias are ones in which “individuals whose behav-
ior is deviant in relation to the required mean or norm are placed.”92 
As discussed above, the core uniting factor of Occupy Wall Street is 
that, despite divergent specific goals and beliefs, all share a common 
resistance to the status quo.93 It is of immense importance, however, 
that the Occupiers have placed themselves into this space of common 
deviance.

Further, under Foucault’s second principle of heterotopias, Occupy 
Wall Street can be seen as having a “precise and definite function within 
a society,” albeit one that is open to change, in much the ways antici-
pated by Foucault.94 Indeed, Occupy Wall Street has the precise and 
definite function of calling into question the economic, social, and cul-
tural factors that underlie a system in which 1 percent of the population 
controls a grossly disproportionate amount of the society’s resources.95 
This function of questioning the status quo shows how, as Foucault 
explains, similar heterotopias can function in different ways in different 
places: the occupation of Wall Street arguably had different functions 
than the occupation of Tahrir square.

As for Foucault’s third principle of heterotopias, Occupy Wall Street 
encompasses the precise sorts of “incompatible” and “contradictory” 
other sites that Foucault contemplates.96 In this movement, “black bloc” 
anarchists occupy alongside those who advocate reform of the system 
along with those who would simply like this system to function fairly, 
along with those who are not sure exactly what they want yet hold the 
conviction that the status quo is not it.97 In this way, much like the 
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Oriental gardens in which the four corners of the world, and their dis-
parate symbols and meanings, were meant to converge, Occupy Wall 
Street can be seen as the “smallest parcel of the world and then it is the 
totality of the world.”98

Continuing with Foucault’s heterotopology, Occupy Wall Street 
works well with the fourth principle of heterotopias, which discusses 
temporality. As with other heterotopias, Occupy Wall Street began “to 
function at full capacity when [people] arrive[d] at a sort of absolute 
break with their traditional time.”99 Foucault posits that heterotopias 
can be either (1) perpetual, immobile places or (2) more temporal, fes-
tival like spaces, both of which were present in Occupy Wall Street’s 
encampment of Zuccotti Park. Occupy Wall Street’s immobile and per-
petual aspects include its library, which sought to accumulate an indefi-
nite number of works,100 and its website that stores an ever-expanding 
network of information related to the movement.101Additionally, the 
movement has continued to thrive after its eviction, drawing tens of 
thousands to marches across the Brooklyn Bridge, a “Re-occupation” in 
December, and the May Day protests the following year.102

Turning to the latter mode, however, Occupy Wall Street also exhib-
its its f leeting and spectacular qualities. Indeed, “mode of the festival” 
would likely be a term that many would find appropriate to describe 
Occupy Wall Street, even if uninitiated with the Foucauldian sense.103 
This blending of modes is not a challenge to its classification as a het-
erotopia, as Foucault allows for this occurrence, himself referring to the 
example of “exotic” vacation villages that have been invented to “offer 
a compact three weeks of primitive and eternal nudity to the inhabit-
ants of cities.”104 So too can Occupy Wall Street be seen as giving a 
crash course in activism, particularly when the encampment at Zuccotti 
Park was still in existence, in which people with all sorts of activist 
and non-activist backgrounds could literally eat and sleep within the 
movement.

The fifth principle, that of non-free entry, is perhaps the most obtuse 
with regards to Occupy Wall Street, as it is not clear that the movement 
requires a type of permission or rite of passage to enter.105 However, 
there are certain motions that must be practiced in order to partici-
pate with the movement, among them the literal hand motions used 
to vote in general assemblies.106 The final principle of heterotopias has 
a much cleaner fit with Occupy Wall Street, as the movement may be 
seen as both a heterotopia of illusion, in that many of its actions seek 
to reveal that all “real” sites where human life is partitioned are actu-
ally illusions,107 and as a heterotopia of compensation, that strives to 
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create a space that is planned to be ideal in relation to our broken status 
quo.108

Therefore, not only does Occupy Wall Street fit well in Foucault’s 
heterotopology, but the examination of the movement from this perspec-
tive elucidates many of its major aspects. Thus, an analysis of Occupy 
Wall Street within the context of Foucault’s discussion of heterotopias 
provides an ideal way within which to bring to light its anti-hegemonic 
and pro-difference character. Coupled with the discussion above of 
Foucault’s view that, with continual practice, a space can provide free-
dom,109 the continuous actions of resistance by Occupy Wall Street may 
be able to deliver just such a liberation.110

Conclusion: Of Gardens, Boats and Protest Movements

Foucault concludes his essay on heterotopias by turning to boats. He 
writes:

If we think, after all, that the boat is a f loating piece of space, a place 
without a place, that exists by itself, that is closed in on itself and at the 
same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that, from port 
to port, from tack to tack, from brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the 
colonies in search of the most precious treasures they conceal in their 
gardens, you will understand why the boat . . . has been . . . the greatest 
reserve of the imagination. The ship is the heterotopia par excellence. In 
civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, espionage takes the place of 
adventure, and the police take the place of pirates.111

After the eviction of the Occupiers from Zuccotti Park, Occupy Wall 
Street may be seen as just this type of “place without a place”: Occupy 
Wall Street is in Union Square, it is on the front steps of the CUNY 
Graduate Center, it is in Chicago, it is in over 80 countries on every 
continent, including Antarctica.112 As with Foucault’s heterotopic boat, 
Occupy Wall Street exists by itself, simultaneously enclosed within 
its chants of the “99%” and sparkle fingers, yet able to occur in an 
indefinite and infinite series of locations. In this way, Occupy Wall 
Street, and movements like it, are not only heterotopias that, through 
their consistent practice of liberty might themselves be able to liberate, 
but are also heterotopias par excellence. Occupy Wall Street is in ways 
a physical occupation, but, crucially, it is more an occupation of the 
political imagination: a small ship sailing somewhere across an infi-
nite sea. Perhaps one day it will be widely acknowledged that without 
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movements like Occupy Wall Street, dreams will dry up and espio-
nage will continue to take the place of adventure. Or, perhaps, through 
these movements, we will be able to envision a world without police or 
pirates.
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valesque as Protest Sensibility,” 30 e-flux (2011), available at http://www.e-flux. 
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82.	 See Caroline Baillie, Jens Kabo, and John Reader (eds.), Heterotopia: Alternative 
Pathways to Social Justice (Hants, UK: Zero Books, 2013), 2.

83.	 For a further discussion of space and freedom in Foucault’s work, see Elden and 
Crampton, Space Knowledge and Power (n 9), 9–10.

84.	 Foucault, “Space, Knowledge and Power” (n 13), 246.
85.	 Ibid., 245 (emphasis in original).
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accompaniment in the southeast corner. On the western end, three girls Hula-
Hooped with illuminated hoops.”). See also Tancons, “Occupy Wall Street” 
(n 82), arguing that “OWS might well be another Carnival Against Capital—a 
tactical re-territorialization of public space and political discourse, of social 
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111.	 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” (n 1), 124.
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Atlantic (October 17, 2011), http://www.theatlantic.com/infocus/2011/10/
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CHAPTER 7

Eating for the Future: Veganism and 
the Challenge of In Vitro Meat

Rasmus R. Simonsen

Introduction

Who hasn’t fantasized about the end of the world? There is something 
about the destruction of all conventions and physical and ideological 
structures that fascinates the human imagination. David Agranoff ’s 
novel The Vegan Revolution . . . With Zombies sets out specifically to 
imagine what a world without the agricultural food industry would look 
like. In Agranoff ’s imagining, the vegan revolution is brought about 
by a regular zombie apocalypse. A new drug has been introduced that 
allows the meat industry to create what in the novel becomes known as 
Stress Free Food. Making animals immune to suffering, this drug has 
the unfortunate side effect of making any human who consumes Stress 
Free Meat into a zombie, craving a different meat altogether: human.1 
Presumably, the drug is administered not only to cows but also to all 
other animals in the agriculture industry, and, as such, vegans2 are the 
only ones not affected by the zombie virus. As a consequence, vegans of 
the world are now left to fend off the hordes of rampaging and hungry 
undead that will not be satisfied by a Big Mac.

The novel is imbued with biopolitical references. At one point, the 
protagonist wonders why her boyfriend’s particularly vile and obese 
neighbors were ever “allowed to breed.”3 Most of the novel details the 
beginning of the end and the battle to overcome the main obstacle 
standing in the way of the new meatless food utopia: zombies. In an 
obvious homage to George Romero’s classic horror film, Dawn of the 
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Dead, the tagline of the book reads: “When there’s no more meat in 
hell, the vegans will walk the earth . . .” After taking the reader through 
scenes of bloodshed and carnage, Agranoff ’s otherwise somewhat silly 
novel ends on a poignant note, as the author considers what the world 
would look like after the vegan revolution has run its course. At the end 
of the book, the aged protagonist, Dani—being the last person alive to 
have lived through what effectively became the dismantling of civiliza-
tion as we know it—asks a group of school children if they “know the 
word vegan.”4 As they have never lived in a world of animal exploita-
tion or factory farming, veganism is an obscure term to them. Agranoff 
writes: “[the children] looked at each other confused. Dani smiled. ‘I 
suppose you wouldn’t know that word, would you.’ Dani closed her eyes 
and took in a deep breath. ‘Good for you.’”5

Dani can die knowing that enduring change has been made—and 
all it took was a grand-scale zombie bloodbath that only the purest of 
vegans had a chance to live through. Dani’s death, at the same time, 
also signals the end of veganism. When everybody is vegan, no one 
is. This leads us to ask the following questions: Can vegans be happy 
only after veganism as such has disappeared? What is the relationship 
between Agranoff ’s fictional Stress Free Meat and the dawn of in vitro 
meat, which is now in the beginning stages of production? What are 
the ethics involved, and how is the vegan consumer to respond to this 
new development—one that might make veganism irrelevant for the 
future of food? Subsequently, exploring the material, economic, and 
philosophical circumstances of in vitro meat, this chapter looks at how 
advances in food science affect the discussion of biopolitics and uto-
pia. Throughout, references will be made to different contemporary 
thinkers and artists in order to understand how the tradition of utopian 
thinking inf luences ethical questions concerning the consumption of 
animals. In Utopia in the Age of Globalization: Space, Representation, and 
the World-System, Robert T. Tally defines utopia as “a fundamentally 
cartographic activity.”6 I will show how in vitro meat as a potential of 
cruelty-free consumption has been “mapped” onto vegan discourse in 
order to redefine the future of veganism. Finally, the chapter will return 
to the notion of future happiness as it relates to veganism and ethical 
consumerism.

Creating Artificial Meat

In 2008, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) offered 
a prize of $1 million to anyone able to make the first in vitro chicken 
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meat and sell it to the public by June 30, 2012; they even provided their 
own recipe for fried “chicken,” which contest participants were asked 
to follow. Since nobody submitted a piece of artificially grown chicken 
in time for the deadline, PETA decided to extend it to January 1, 2013, 
and then again to March 4, 2014. Despite the fact that to date no one 
has submitted a piece of in vitro chicken meat to PETA’s contest, the 
organization’s website still declares the contest “a smashing success!”7 
PETA does not claim this “success,” but rather attributes it to scientists 
such as Dr. Mark Post who, ignoring PETA’s taste for chicken, in 2013 
produced the first in vitro hamburger. The burger was served up at an 
event in London and cost about $325,000.8 Although the production of 
in vitro meat products is clearly not economically viable at this point,9 
compared to contemporary standard meat production, “cultured meat 
involves approximately 7–45 percent lower energy use (only poultry has 
lower energy use), 78–96  percent lower GHG emissions, 99  percent 
lower land use, and 82–96 percent lower water use depending on the 
product compared.”10 In other words, the potential environmental bene-
fits of replacing traditional meat with in vitro meat cannot be ignored.11 
But, how exactly is in vitro meat created?

In their rush to support this new advancement in food science, which 
they purport to be violence-free, PETA appears to have overlooked cer-
tain details of how in vitro meat is actually produced. The dream of 
“pure” meat being created ex nihilo in the lab is a fiction, since, as the 
creators of The Tissue Culture and Art Project, Oron Catts and Ionat 
Zurr explain in the essay “Towards a New Class of Being: The Extended 
Body,” “important ingredients in (mainly) the nutrients provided to cells 
and tissues are derived from other living beings. One such ingredient is 
foetal [bovine] serum, which is used across the board to feed cultures 
of many cell types and origins.”12 Foetal bovine serum (FBS) is derived 
from fetuses that “are collected . . . from those animals deemed fit for 
human consumption,” as William Siegel and Leland Foster point out, 
and as such FBS should be considered as “a by-product of the meat pro-
cessing industry.”13 According to Humane Research Australia, “more 
than one million bovine fetuses [are harvested] annually.”14

As a product, the strength of FBS is that, as Siegel and Leland note, 
“no other supplement has been found to provide the same degree and 
universality of cell growth stimulation. This cell growth stimulation 
comes from the abundance of blood-associated biochemicals responsible 
for the rapid cellular development inherent in fetal maturation.”15 FBS 
is habitually used in cell-based research, vaccine production, and now 
also in producing the first batches of in vitro meat. To produce FBS, 
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blood is collected from bovine fetuses harvested from pregnant cows at 
the slaughterhouse. In order to ensure the quality and quantity of the 
product, the blood from the fetal heart must be collected while it is still 
beating, and the fetus expires as a result of exsanguination.16 In other 
words, bioengineered meat is far from cruelty-free, as its production 
depends on the death of adult cows as well as their unborn offspring.

It is this matrix of life and death that generates the biopolitical impe-
tus of in vitro meat. In Animal Capital: Rendering Life in Biopolitical 
Times, Nicole Shukin expands on Michel Foucault’s by now well-known 
thesis on biopower in the first volume of History of Sexuality. According 
to Foucault, since the seventeenth century (or what he calls the “clas-
sical age”), the top-down hierarchy of sovereign power was gradually 
replaced by a “great bipolar technology—anatomic and biological, indi-
vidualizing and specifying, directed toward the performances of the 
body, with attention to the processes of life—characteriz[ing] a power 
whose highest function was perhaps no longer to kill, but to invest life 
through and through.”17 Tracing the reevaluation and transformation 
of Foucault’s original argument through the writings of Antonio Negri, 
Michael Hardt, and Giorgio Agamben, Shukin points to a blind spot 
in the biopolitical canon: in their rush to characterize the prolifera-
tion and technologies of invasive and subtle powers seeking to control 
entire human populations, these authors, Shukin argues, “are con-
strained by their reluctance to pursue power’s effects beyond the pro-
duction of human social and/or species life and into the zoopolitics of 
animal capital”;18 in response, Shukin’s book crucially augments our 
conception of biopower to include “the ideological and affective func-
tions of animal signs [and the] material institutions and technologies 
of speciesism.”19 Speciesism is a way of thinking that orders the world 
according to an artificial divide separating human from animal, and 
speciesism is therefore similar to racism and sexism. Deeming all ani-
mals inherently inferior to humans, speciesist thinking thus allows for 
the willful exploitation of animals for human gain, whether in terms of 
consumption, entertainment, or research.20

In a strange sense, laboratory-engineered meat seeks to erase the ani-
mal sign that nevertheless lies at the origin of its production. As Shukin 
has pointed out, biopolitics “operates through the power to hegemon-
ize both the meaning and matter of life”;21 biopolitics, in other words, 
strives to create a system that values specific biological characteristics 
at the expense of other “inferior” elements related to sex, race, and spe-
cies. In vitro science clearly shows this at work: the composite parts of 
in vitro meat combine, discursively, to mean free of cruelty. Even as the 
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circumstances of producing FBS voids the cruelty-free designation, the 
discourse surrounding the production of in vitro meat gives shape to 
a hegemonic signification that ignores the actual material origin of in 
vitro meat. Invoking the second hegemonizing impetus of biopower, 
the matter of in vitro meat is hereby ordered according to a discourse of 
presence and absence. On the one hand, the end product is presented 
as a food object that, as if by magic, can boast all the same nutrients as 
regular meat, but retains none of the negative connotations that mar the 
latter—the animal origin, or sign, has been effaced. On the other hand, 
however, as a consequence of the discursive effacement of suffering, the 
hegemonizing signification of in vitro meat must include a forgetting 
of that small, yet vital, ingredient—FBS—that cannot be obtained in 
a way that would bypass the suffering or death of pregnant cows. As 
Thomas Lemke has pointed out, in the current era of bioengineering, 
life has largely been redefined as text: “The body is increasingly seen 
not as an organic substratum but as molecular software that can be read 
and rewritten.”22 Read textually, FBS can then be referred to as a dual-
synecdoche, in the sense that it constitutes a (past) part of the dead fetus 
as well as a (future) part of in vitro meat. Conceptually, FBS straddles 
two temporalities (past/future) and two ontologies (life/death).

Contextualizing Shukin’s theory of “rendering”—understood both 
in the sense of “economies of representation (the ‘rendering’ of an object 
on page, canvas, screen, etc.) and resource economies trafficking in ani-
mal remains (the business of recycling animal trimmings, bones, offal, 
and blood back into market metabolisms)”23—we see how in vitro meat 
has been rendered, in a first sense, as a phrase that designates the pos-
sibility of consuming meat with a clear conscience; whereas, in a second 
sense, the dead bovine fetus has been rendered into a liquid ingredi-
ent that guarantees the physical integrity of the cultured meat product. 
Extending Shukin’s notion of rendering further, we should not forget 
the economic aspect involved in rendering fetal blood into FBS. Since 
FBS is a by-product of the beef industry, it appears logical that the 
pricing of FBS should follow the economic f luctuations of this indus-
try. Depending on the supplier and the geographical factors involved, 
500 ml of FBS can be had for about $200.24 According to Siegel and 
Foster, the vagaries of the beef industry, while independent of the FBS 
market, nevertheless affect the pricing of FBS. The following events 
may inf luence the FBS market: (1) cattle sell-offs as a result of drought 
and harsh winters; (2) cattle retention due to ecological and economic 
changes in the agricultural industry; (3) dairy cow buy-outs to reduce 
milk production; and (4) shifts in milk and meat demand due to global 
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weather or animal health conditions.25 Furthermore, the geographical 
origin of the serum plays a big part in pricing. As some places in the 
world experience greater risk of viruses such as foot-and-mouth disease 
(FMD) and “mad cow disease” (BSE), the quality and pricing of FBS 
from these areas will be affected.

The bovine fetus, initially a wasteful remainder of the animal agri-
culture industry, is turned into a profitable serum that not so much 
supplements as completes the in vitro meat production process, thereby 
proving Shukin’s point that the expansive “rendering industry scouts 
out an internal frontier ensuring capitalism will be able to continue 
its restless drive for economic expansion, training a new gaze inward 
on itself to cannibalize its own second nature.”26 If/when in vitro meat 
reaches an industrial scale of production, more and more fetuses will 
be needed in order to produce sufficient amounts of FBS. This kind of 
expansion, then, will either need to make available a segment of preg-
nant cows specifically for the harvesting of fetuses (cloning might also 
become a factor here), or an alternative will have to take the place of 
FBS. In time, FBS could require the establishment of a separate indus-
try, which would mean that FBS could no longer be counted as simply 
a by-product of the beef industry.

Utopian Eating?

One basic tenet of utopia is freedom from scarcity; in this regard, the 
projected scope of in vitro meat can be considered utopian, as it aims 
at creating a food base that will no longer need to rely on the mas-
sive harvesting and processing of valuable resources such as water. An 
additional, if not primary, objective of in vitro meat is to remove pain 
and suffering from the equation by shifting the site of production from 
the slaughterhouse to the laboratory. So far, researchers have managed 
to move in the direction of completing each stated objective, without 
actually succeeding at either. This section deals primarily with the lat-
ter utopian aspect of in vitro meat: eliminating negative affect from the 
process and practice of meat consumption.

In order to address the ethical implications of the production and 
potential consumption of in vitro meat, in 2003 Oron Catts and Ionat 
Zurr constructed an art installation called Disembodied Cuisine in 
Nantes, France. As they describe it on their website, “the installation 
played on the notion of different cultural perceptions of what is edi-
ble and what is foul.”27 Two frog steaks were produced in vitro during 
the installation, but, as the artists are more than willing to point out, 
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this “fake meat” was less than animal-friendly, as FBS was needed to 
give shape and texture to the frog meat. In general, Catts and Zurr 
are savvy to the inherent, yet productive, limitations of their art. In 
relation to their effort to produce “victimless leather” from cell materi-
als, they note that, “[Victimless Leather] also presents an ambiguous 
and somewhat ironic take into the technological price our society will 
need to pay for achieving ‘a victimless utopia’” (“Victimless Leather”).28 
Catts and Zurr’s work is important since, as Susan McHugh points out, 
it “give[s] the lie . . . to animal-friendly fantasies of real artificial meat, 
and, more importantly, [it] expose[s] the complex, multi-species agri-
cultural and laboratory systems underpinning them.”29 In other words, 
Catts and Zurr’s art aptly shows how in vitro meat, at its current stage, 
fails to meet the goal of utopian veganism as the complete absence of 
suffering.

It is namely the absence or negation of any “place” of suffering that is 
inherent to utopian veganism.30 What we might also refer to as futural 
veganism attempts to modify or supplement the conventional under-
standing of utopia as a place exclusively concerned with “human needs 
and human f lourishing.”31 Here we should note that, as Jean-Luc Nancy 

Figure 7.1  “Disembodied Cuisine”— growing the steaks

 



Figure 7.2  “Disembodied Cuisine”

Figure 7.3  “Disembodied Cuisine”

 

 



Figure 7.4  “Disembodied Cuisine”—dinner

Figure 7.5  “Victimless Leather”
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has pointed out, the word “utopia”—as conceived of by Thomas More 
in 1516, combining the Greek word τόπος (“place”) and the negative 
prefix οú—“arose out of nothing in language as though by an act of 
creation ex nihilo [and is thus] given the task of designating a nothing-
of-place, a non-place.”32 But how might one “conceive of a topos beyond 
all topoi?”33 What we could call the meta-utopian art of Catts and Zurr 
taps into the “temptation”34 central to the idea of utopia: the possibility 
of representing in language, or art, a point of completion where antici-
pation transforms into a concrete reality, unbounded by ideological or 
material strictures. However, the artists resist that temptation by point-
ing out the irony that at once undercuts and allows for an opening in 
their work to appear. The Tissue Culture and Art Project does not project 
a world without suffering; rather, by recognizing and discussing the 
presence of the negative elements that finally disrupt the dream of pain-
less meat or victimless leather, Catts and Zurr construct a space that 
allows creator and spectator alike to both participate in and criticize 
what Gianni Vattimo has referred to as the fetishization of progress.35 
Setting the table for an ostensibly new relation to the consumption of 
animal products, Catts and Zurr with their installation have created a 
place masquerading as utopia; it is utopian in guise only, since, by rely-
ing on FBS to produce their meat, they secure an enduring link to the 
animal products industry.

Addressing the f luid boundaries of attraction and disgust (what 
is “edible” and what is “foul”), Catts and Zurr’s installation is not 
based on the ethics of eating as such. It is therefore not surprising that 
McHugh should focus on Catts and Zurr’s practice of “‘scavenging 
leftovers’ from research laboratories, as well as from food production, 
[in order to] create what they call ‘semi-living sculptures.’”36 McHugh 
is not immediately concerned with what their work might say about 
the ethics of eating, insofar as this touches on animal-free diets. In her 
article “Real Artificial: Tissue-cultured Meat, Genetically Modified 
Farm Animals, and Fictions,” McHugh does not mention veganism, 
other than to say that “vegans should care more about the imper-
iled future of the world’s pollinators than about what other people 
are eating.”37 To make up for McHugh’s thin discussion of veganism, 
John Miller takes up the question of vegan identity politics in rela-
tion to the potential of “real fake meat” in his article, “In Vitro Meat: 
Power, Authenticity and Vegetarianism.” He sees in vitro meat not 
as an alternative to current meat production, but rather as a “further 
symptom” of the “violent subjection of nonhuman animals.”38 As we 
have seen, the most obvious sign, or symptom, of violence underlying 
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the production of in vitro meat concerns the harvesting of blood from 
bovine fetuses. According to Miller, since FBS is paramount to the 
engineering of artificial meat, it would be disingenuous to call it an 
“alternative” to regular meat.

Viewing in vitro meat as a symptom of already established pro-
cesses of consumption and violence is important to consider further. 
We can explicate the symptomatic quality of in vitro meat by way of 
Slavoj Žižek’s discussion of utopian socialism. In The Sublime Object of 
Ideology, Žižek discusses the utopianism of Marxian socialism, which he 
defines as the belief “that a society is possible in which the relations of 
exchange are universalized and production for the market predominates, 
but workers themselves none the less remain proprietors of their means 
of production and are therefore not exploited.”39 The utopian element 
here constitutes “the possibility of a universality without its symptom, 
without the point of exception functioning as its internal negation.”40 
The “symptom” is the surplus value of labor, that which negates the 
“equitable exchange” between labor and capital. The fact that, in the 
modern system of wage labor, workers must “sell on the market their 
own labour instead of the products of their labour,”41 thus becomes 
symptomatic of capitalism as such; simply put, it is the excess of this 
process that produces capital. When we transpose this insight onto the 
production of in vitro meat, from a vegan point of view, the addition of 
FBS constitutes the “internal negation” of the utopian potentiality of 
“painless” artificial meat; in other words, the simulacrum, or counter-
feit meat product, fails exactly because it is not “fake” enough. FBS, in 
Žižekian parlance, is the symptom that disrupts the ethical motivation 
or outcome of in vitro meat.

Veganism itself inhabits an awkward position in relation to what we 
generally might call the “natural” order of things. Miller notes how the 
very artificiality of in vitro meat—which is no more unnatural than 
cheese or wine, we should add—is more disgusting to some than the 
violent reality of current practices in meat production; in this regard, 
he cites the “perceived opposition between authenticity and technic-
ity” as the root cause of people’s visceral reactions to in vitro meat.42 
Furthermore, he goes on to say that, “the popular cultural trope of a 
generalized science reversing the order of nature (as in the carnivalesque 
figuring of the ape as the master of man) has significant bearing on the 
initial reception of in vitro meat.”43 Commenting on George Orwell’s 
novel Coming Up for Air, McHugh indeed suggests that fake meat is 
“nature’s perversion in industrial society.”44 The following section 
will consider the binary of nature/artificiality and the extent to which 
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FBS can be said to inaugurate a post-animal basis for food production 
altogether.

Beyond Nature and Species

What is natural and what is not appears not only to be the question 
determining how one reacts to the prospect of eating in vitro meat, but, 
even more importantly, what it means to participate in the consump-
tion of “real” meat. Carol Adams, in her inf luential work The Sexual 
Politics of Meat, deems the human consumption of meat unnatural, 
based on “the effects of high-fat diets on one’s susceptibility to cancer 
and heart disease,” and claims that, therefore, meat eating is “not con-
sonant with the human body.”45 She then poses the following rhetorical 
question: “If meat eating is natural, why do we not do it naturally, like 
the animals [my emphasis],”46 without using tools and heat to prepare 
the meat?47 Of course, Adams’s rhetorical question is disingenuous, 
insofar as were we to eat uncooked or raw meat, we would become 
susceptible to a number of adverse health effects. In Agranoff ’s novel, 
meat, especially bacon, is continually compared to the rear end of the 
animal from whence it came; thus, his preferred moniker for bacon 
is “ass shavings.”48 This crude allusion to the animal’s behind—as an 
abject site of waste—in a most material way signals the unnaturalness 
of eating meat.

A return to “natural” consumption, then, appears to be the driving 
force behind Adams’s and Agranoff ’s vision of veganism, whereas PETA 
is more than happy to jump on the in vitro wagon without properly 
ascertaining the actual “meaty” part of its production. Naturalness and 
artificiality emerge as the dividing terms of the debate. Looking beyond 
the materiality of in vitro meat, however, we should ask how the move 
toward artificially grown animal food products fits within a larger ideo-
logical or theoretical framework. Assuming that eventually researchers 
are able to make an animal-free growth serum for producing in vitro 
meat by the pound—made from either ground-up maitake mushrooms 
or blue-green algae, for instance49—when only the signifier remains of 
the “actual” animal we are consuming, what would this do to how we 
think about human and nonhuman relations?

Here, it will be helpful to consider what we might call the “post-
animal” aspect of in vitro meat. As Nicola Jones points out in an article 
for Nature, establishing an enduring production of in vitro meat relies 
on creating an “immortal” stock of stem cells that would never have to 
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be replenished; achieving this would mean that the species origin of the 
meat in question would no longer matter as such. Thinking beyond the 
limit of biological species is a stated aim of post-humanism as well. Very 
generally put, post-human theorists strive to abolish once and for all the 
binary thinking that is responsible for constructing and maintaining 
such divisions as human/animal, man/woman, hetero/homo, and so on. 
In Journey to the End of the Species, 1: Guide to Singular Metamorphoses, 
Thierry Bardini and Dominique Lestel specifically address the con-
cept of the post-human in biological terms: “man [sic] today belongs to 
the species which abolishes species.”50 Positing a theory for the end of 
humanity—taking “the side of the machine against the animal”—Bar-
dini and Lestel view the species as “a space of transition for the living 
being, who can thus live as several species throughout . . . life”;51 “spe-
cies,” in other words, no longer will need to recognize death as a horizon 
of finitude. The ideological and ontological difference between human-
ity and animality would cease to matter at this point as well. Since we 
have reached a point where we are “rerout[ing] biological evolution to 
[our] advantage,” the future maxim of post-humanity should read: “I 
can be what I am prepared to accept.”52 Immortality, in this instance, 
would be the final point of acceptance, that which would finally erode 
one of the chief concerns of the human imagination: the notion of an 
ending. Would in vitro meat not be a fitting component in an immortal 
post-human diet? After all, the post-human project shares with in vitro 
meat the same goal: achieving immortality on the cellular level. I can 
[eat] what I am prepared to accept.

Ironically, for Lestel, if not Bardini, species-less or post-animal food 
is not something he is prepared to accept, judging from his 2011 book 
Apologie du carnivore [In Defense of Carnivores]. In this book, Lestel 
chastises vegetarians for neglecting or disavowing their own animal 
nature, whereas he praises carnivores for insisting on ingesting other 
animals in order to maintain a level of intimacy with their own ani-
mal selves. Animality in this optic is equal to carnivorism, which quite 
obviously disregards the fact that the most commonly consumed ani-
mals are herbivores or omnivores. Lestel’s “apology” of meat eaters is 
strangely romantic, as he claims that, somehow, by ingesting animals, 
one is ingesting “wildness.” Carnivores, “instead of being limited to 
their ambition to want to live in peace with [animals], . . . want to blend 
[melanger] with them” by eating them.53 He goes so far as to say that 
eating meat is an ethical duty: “I call this the carnivorous imperative.”54 
Thus, Lestel’s logic goes, consuming animals is akin to consuming the 
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distance between the categories of “human” and “animal.” By quite 
literally effacing animals (eating them), Lestel imagines that we can 
efface the ontological priority of the human. Clearly, Lestel’s carnivores 
would lament the replacing of real meat with its in vitro counterpart, as 
the distance between the consumed animal and the consuming human 
appears complete at this stage; but not quite, since, as we have seen, for 
in vitro meat to take shape, animal ingredients must still be added to 
the process. Since FBS connects in vitro meat to the visceral element 
of the animal agricultural industry, we can only consider in vitro meat 
post-animal on the discursive level.

However, despite Lestel’s argument to the contrary, we should note 
that the logic behind in vitro meat is not fundamentally different from 
that of carnivorism: the consumption of meat relies on, if not a for-
getting, then an onto-ethical distancing by which the origin of meat, 
the animal, disappears or is obscured. What is left on the plate is nei-
ther wild nor brimming with the potential of becoming-animal (unless 
Lestel wants to make an argument for becoming-corpse).

Vegan or meat eater, there seems to be a race to judge the other side 
as being either unnatural or dogmatic. However, Lestel’s carnivorism 
can agree with veganism on one point: industrial farming is fundamen-
tally unsound. The reality of the industrial meat production complex of 
today can seem reminiscent of dystopian fantasy, and it is perhaps for 
this reason that much vegan discourse centers on utopian imagery as a 
counterpoint to the current system of production. This could also be 
the reason why organizations like PETA have been so quick to embrace 
in vitro meat as the answer to animal suffering and to the negative feel-
ings associated with veganism. However, as Miller points out, in vitro 
meat would most likely not replace regular meat, but rather it would 
seek out its own niche in the market place. Accordingly, it does not 
seem likely that we will find ourselves in a situation like what Agranoff 
describes in the final pages of his novel, where the question of vegan-
ism has become moot. We thus find ourselves revisiting the question 
of veganism’s affective dimension, and how this relates to its ethical 
component.

Happy Meals?

In order to approach an alternative to the fantasy of victim-less meat, 
and the idea that eating meat itself can somehow be disassociated from 
any notion of violence, this chapter ends by considering the concept of 
happiness that was alluded to at the beginning, since happiness (or the 
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absence thereof ), as it were, appears to be inseparable from the discus-
sion of veganism and the future of food. If, according to Sara Ahmed, 
“happiness is often described as ‘what’ we aim for, as an end point,”55 
when there is no end in sight is it then possible to be happy? As it seems 
impossible at present to glimpse an end to animal suffering, can there 
be such a thing as happy veganism—without resorting to naïve utopia-
nism, that is?

Perhaps the goal of veganism should not be to rid the world of nega-
tive affect. As Ahmed claims, “unhappiness [can be] a form of political 
action: the act of saying no or of pointing out injuries as an ongoing 
present affirms something, right from the beginning.”56 Specifically 
building on this, the vegan perspective is apt to make us look at how 
eating meat affects the place we occupy in the world. In this way, unhap-
piness becomes a form of resistance, understood in Foucauldian terms. 
Generally speaking, beginning with The History of Sexuality, Foucault 
sees power relations as mobile and changeable; resistance is thus part 
and parcel of power. In this regard, Foucault emphasizes the creative 
element of power. In our current context, this means that unhappi-
ness is not simply the negative obverse of happiness; rather, unhap-
piness engenders a range of possibilities and points of exchange that 
challenge the basis of what it means to be happy in the first place. In 
this final section, then, I will suggest that we view veganism as funda-
mentally unhappy, in the sense that negative affect becomes a means of 
resistance.

“Happy” food choices are linked to a history and teleology of con-
sumption. The tradition of what and how we eat immediately connects 
us to images of the past and fantasies of the future. It is interesting to 
note here that in the history of the Western family nexus, meat was 
typically considered the husband’s food, while children and wives up 
until recently had to content themselves with mostly vegetables at 
the dinner table. In his 1979 course on biopolitics at the Collège de 
France, Foucault explains how the market economy, the rule of supply 
and demand, has been exported to social spheres outside the economic. 
Advancing “a sort of economic analysis of the non-economic,”57 he sug-
gests that the mother-child relationship, for example, can be measured 
in time as the production of human capital:

concretely characterized by the time spent by the mother with the child, 
the quality of the care she gives, the affection she shows, the vigilance 
with which she follows its development, its education, and not only its 
scholastic but also its physical progress, the way in which she not only 
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gives it food but also imparts a particular style to eating patterns, and the 
relationship she has with its eating.58

Consequently, what Foucault calls human capital in this regard—as 
the potential of each human being to fill out a future place in the mod-
ern labor matrix, to “produce an income”59—is not only tied up with 
the child’s intellectual development, but also its physical and social 
memorization of distinct “eating patterns.” For the mother, the bottom 
line is measured in “psychical income”: “She will have the satisfaction 
a mother gets from giving the child care and attention in seeing that 
she has in fact been successful.”60 Eating patterns, therefore, to a large 
extent, follow gendered lines.

Part of the maturation process, especially for males, is directed 
toward the future promise of meat consumption and what it leads to: a 
place at the end of the proverbial table. Meat, in this instance, becomes 
“a means to happiness,” since, as Ahmed points out, “things become 
good, or acquire their value as goods, insofar as they point toward 
happiness.”61 It is clear from this that happiness is a horizon that we 
become directed toward through our interaction with certain objects. 
Here is Ahmed again: “For a life to count as a good life, it must take 
on the direction promised as a social good, which means imagining 
one’s futurity in terms of reaching certain points along a life course.”62 
But what happens when the direction is altered, when the path toward 
a proscribed form of happiness encounters an obstacle? Due to the vast 
changes that farming and animal rearing have undergone in the last 
century or so, the kind of meat consumed today is not the same as that 
of yesteryear; nor have the animals been treated in a similar manner. Be 
that as it may, contemporary meat-eating culture still takes for granted, 
Adams argues, “the normativeness and centrality of their activity.”63 
The advent of in vitro meat is not likely to change this, as new technolo-
gies are simply aimed at ensuring the prominence of meat as we move 
into the future.

Nonetheless, in recent years, we have witnessed a push toward so-
called ethical consumerism. At the forefront of ethical consumerism, 
we find the American grocery chain, Whole Foods Market. Since 1980, 
as Michael Serazio points out, Whole Foods “has grown to become the 
world’s leading retailer of natural and organic foods,”64 with close to 
300 stores in North America and Britain. Not exclusively vegan, Whole 
Foods nevertheless presents the modern vegan with an array of pro-
cessed soy products and other specialty items, which had hitherto been 
relegated to a niche market. But the sheer abundance of product (not 
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to say, lifestyle) choices found at Whole Foods (their website describes 
shopping at Whole Foods as a “transcendent experience”) has infused 
ethical consumption with bourgeois spectacle. As Serazio puts it,

the Whole Foods experience—titillating every sense at bourgeois 
prices— . . . may presage the luxurious future of the counterculture imag-
ination. It is the grocery store functioning as a kind of adult playland—a 
posh, almost lurid indulgence of food f lavor, texture, and scent. . . . It 
tries to appear as the utopia of ethos groceries, the temple of food on 
one’s path to consumption nirvana.65

The example of their “US$15 million, 80,000 square foot Austin f lag-
ship,” completed in 2007,66 perhaps most clearly emphasizes the fact 
that the Whole Foods brand of utopianism is located in a distinctive 
space-time, cut off from any motivation or action other than the impulse 
to shop; but shopping itself at Whole Foods is almost secondary to what 
Betsy Spethmann has termed the “linger longer” effect.67 Consumer 
time is slow time. Subsequently, the kind of veganism that Whole Foods 
stocks in their stores does not seem to differ radically from conventional 
consumerism.

When ethical consumption becomes too comfortable, bordering on 
the mundane, what is left of the original impetus to make a change in 
the world? For veganism to remain effective, it must continue to insist 
on disrupting or deviating from the central social directionality of con-
suming animal products that Whole Foods and the new herbivores with 
Michael Pollan at the helm have done nothing to radically challenge. 
Veganism allows us to confront, and even cultivate, a certain kind of 
productive discomfort. And in this regard, it is more helpful to think 
about a kind of utopian veganism that stresses “process” (movement) 
over “product” (destination).68

Discomfort and deviation, as their prefixes indicate, are negative 
processes. Discomfiture belongs to the group of affects that is typically 
viewed as what Sianne Ngai calls “syntactically” negative, which points 
to affective states that are “organized by trajectories of repulsion rather 
than attraction.”69 Deviation, while not itself an affect, seeks out what 
is rendered repulsive or at odds with the norm. Veganism, as an attitude, 
is directed away from human carnivorism, and, as such, it expresses a 
discomfort with meat and other animal products. This discomfort does 
not correspond to what Lestel calls vegetarians’ inherent anti-animal-
ism; on the contrary, veganism identifies with, or attempts to project, 
the suffering that animals experience in the global agricultural industry. 



184    l    Rasmus R. Simonsen

But deviation as a turn away from meat is not necessarily a negative pro-
cess; after all, turning away from one thing or path can propel us toward 
a different outcome by different means.

A century ago, meat was considerably more expensive and less fre-
quently part of the dinner meal; cutting out meat and other animal 
products, in this way, might for older generations be considered a step 
backward, part of a certain social and economic regression. Here we 
should remember that the meat with every meal tradition is class-based 
and part of a specifically Western bias. Even today, many socioeconomic 
groups around the world only rarely partake of meat. In Western societ-
ies, not least of all the US, different groups consume different kinds of 
meat. The poorest members of society tend to eat more processed meats, 
and the hierarchy of society, to an extent, is ref lected in the species, 
preparation, and cut of meat that a person consumes.

However, regardless of class, in Western, meat-dominated diets, the 
happiness space of the family is in danger of being contaminated by 
negative affect when veganism is introduced; in a sense, we can say that 
the space of the dinner table has been compromised by the addition of 
a “foreign” element. The social psychologist, Kurt Lewin, has written 
that the food habits of a given group “are the result of a multitude of 
forces. Some forces support each other, some oppose each other. Some 
are driving forces, others restraining forces. Like the velocity of a river, 
the actual conduct of a group depends upon the level . . . at which these 
conf licting forces reach a state of equilibrium.”70 What is allowed to 
pass, what is considered a “good” food object, depends on the ideol-
ogy of the group, in other words. The threshold to the dinner table is 
guarded by varying beliefs and values,71 and as the equilibrium of the 
family dynamic is upset, the temporal horizon of happiness as it per-
tains to the telos of the family can come to seem uncertain in turn. The 
genealogical affinity and continuity between past, present, and future 
no longer appear self-evident. And to refuse the preordained direction 
that the family as telos represents is at the same time “to cause unhappi-
ness,” as Ahmed intones, “whether or not you feel the unhappiness you 
are assumed to cause.”72

Feelings of discontent can fuel the engine of critical inquiry. As 
this chapter has shown, allowing in vitro meat to pass the threshold 
of human consumption reveals the industrial and ideological processes 
involved in rendering foetal bovine blood into FBS. The utopianism of 
bioengineered meat clashes with its own material actuality. Moreover, 
as a cultural, scientific, and capitalistic “force,” in Lewinian terms, this 
new constellation of meat product certainly clashes with veganism as 
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well. However eager we might be to inhabit a future free of suffering 
and unnecessary death, we cannot bypass the facts and circumstances 
of our present scientific capabilities of achieving this. Cruelty-free meat 
may simply be another element of the fantasy that humanity will ever 
be able to dwell with and among other species equitably.
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CHAPTER 8

Utopia and Biopolitics: The Need 
for an Ethics in Biotechnology

Cameron Barrows

Utopia and biopolitics have become integral to the sciences both 
in praxis and in theory. Since the Enlightenment, science has 
focused upon the improvement and categorization of the body 

but has seemed oblivious to its own utopian ideology. If scientism is the 
way of the future, then it is imperative that we understand the faults of 
it as an ideology and the way it approaches and perhaps distorts not just 
the physical body but also subjectivity.

The ethical dilemmas of modern-day science must be answered 
through an act of philosophy. This is of the utmost importance when 
we are discussing biotechnology and the role it plays in relation to our 
body. The practical methodology of modern science and biotechnology 
is to construct technological solutions to biological problems. In the 
blending of the bodily with the technological, we arrive at the state of 
a modified body, a modification that is essential to the development 
of a new ethics for understanding the body, biopolitics, and the Other 
in a world experiencing a paradigmatic shift in technology and its rela-
tion to the body. The body exists as an organic structure—a blending of 
nature and culture, human and nonhuman—and as a subjective entity 
that possesses consciousness and a mind that exists within the corporeal 
realm.

The body is both a physical and metaphysical object that has become 
objectified through the methodology of the modern sciences. There is 
no ethics if one sees the Other only as object. Ethics begins when we 
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view the Other as subject. But ethics is not just the acknowledgment of 
the subjectivity of Other, rather it is the sustained act of how to treat 
and interact with the Other. This understanding of the Other is crucial 
to our understanding and critique of science and biotechnology.

If future progress is toward biotechnology and the construction of 
the human body into that of a modified subject, both machine and 
human, we must examine and radically doubt the empirical sciences 
if they are to become more incorporated into our Being, that is, our 
ontology. The empirical sciences are unable to examine themselves; for 
example, the science of biology is conducted through observation, a 
facet of perception. But biology as a science cannot study the act of 
perception; it cannot step outside of itself and examine the act of per-
ception as a metaphysical act. This is the problem with the empirical 
sciences: they fail to understand the subjectivity of the subject and, 
because of this failing, the sciences cannot understand ethics. Ethics 
must be based upon the subjective experience of the Other. With the 
rise of biotechnology and the cult of science as the dominating order of 
the world and probably of our future, ethics should be the standard by 
which we determine our future actions toward other subjects.

In establishing an ethics concerned with technology and its relation 
to the body, we must first establish the politics of the body and the role 
of technology in this politics. A new ethics must first recognize that the 
vision of technology is not a vision of ethics but rather one of “prog-
ress.” The search for technological solutions is one that—incorrectly—
regards the body as an inherently f lawed object that must be fixed. 
But in order to understand the politics of the body as it relates to the 
scientific epistemology, we must first undertake an examination of the 
history of the body.

The rise of Rationalism led to a new understanding of the body, both 
physically and metaphysically. The body became detached from nature 
and this schism allowed for the viewing of the body as an object rather 
than a subject. This disregard for the subjectivity of the body has allowed 
science to develop the methodologies of today. If we examine the proto-
col for human subject research and clinical trials, there arises a litany of 
ethical issues; not just ones that pertain to physical or emotional harm 
per se, but rather the dehumanization of the trial participant that comes 
from divorcing the subject from his or her subjectivity.

Modern science views the world and the human being within it as 
objects that can be bettered. If we examine the history of science, we 
can observe that many scientific discoveries and inventions have been 
lauded as great because they are viewed, ideologically, as “progressive.” 
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This is not to suggest that scientific inventions such as vaccines, medi-
cine, and certain technologies have not saved countless lives. But science 
does not publicly recognize its progressive nature, and it is this progres-
sive nature within the ideology of science that must be accounted for. 
Without this acknowledgment, progress for the sake of progress has 
become the modus operandi of contemporary science.1 This modality is 
inherently political, for scientific methodology and epistemology con-
tains within it a utopian political ideology: that it will make the world 
and humanity better through scientific progress. This problem must 
be addressed explicitly if science is to further become a part of our 
ontology.

This utopian ideology begins within the scientific method itself. 
When an experiment is conducted, the subjects of the experiment 
(whether cells, animals, or humans) must become objects. This is where 
ethics begins to lose its connection with a care or concern for the Other. 
Even with the existence of such things as biomedical ethics and eth-
ics that must be strictly followed especially in experiments involving 
humans, the objectification of a human subject devalues human life 
and experience, merely making it a statistic within a study. Through the 
process of experimentation, the scientist begins to embody the ideology 
of the science. The scientist-experiment relationship is one that is based 
upon the objectification of the Other, an objectification that inherently 
exhibits a lack of concern for the Other. The problem is not the lack of 
ethics within individual experiments, but the lack of an ethical aware-
ness within the scientific methodology itself.

Since its inception in the Enlightenment, modern science has 
attempted to distance itself from the world of the real. It purports to 
provide an unbiased and objective view of the world and of humanity; 
this is simply not true. Objectivity cannot exist within a discipline in 
which the proponents of that objectivity are subjective themselves. The 
admittance of subjectivity into the scientific process would allow for 
the construction of a new and better ethics, especially if science and 
biotechnology become further engrained within our future ontology.

The ideology of science is often forgotten or ignored within the sci-
entific process. Yet, ideology is inescapable; every field of study is rooted 
in ideology. In examining the scientific community’s ideological roots, 
especially as it pertains to biotechnology, the ideas of Michel Foucault 
are most pertinent. Foucault’s approach to ideology is centered around 
the discourses of power and knowledge as they relate to the subjuga-
tion of bodies and the advent of bio-power. Louis Althusser, Foucault’s 
teacher and mentor, writes in his seminal essay Ideology and Ideological 
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State Apparatuses, “Ideology is a ‘Representation’ of the imaginary rela-
tionship of individuals to their real conditions of existence.”2 This the-
sis posits that the subject is only ideologically present in reference to the 
working conditions that surround him/her, a notion founded upon a 
central concept that ideology has no history of its own, but is instead a 
kind of historical distortion. Althusser writes, “Ideology has no history, 
for it is merely the pale, empty and inverted ref lection of real history.”3 
This conception of ideology as a distorting mirror of history offers con-
firmation for the idea of the history of science as progress for progress’ 
sake, even though it is never revealed as such.

How do we resist the current ideology of the state of science and its 
objectification of the universe? The teleology of science is an impossibil-
ity: the viewer, the subject, must exist, but within a world where all falls 
under the objective panopticon of science, the subject—the viewer—
does not exist. In order to resist such an absurd objectification, the 
subject must enter a state of suspension. This resistance is predicated 
upon an ethics. Yet within this ethics, one must resist the classification 
of existence that reduces the body to a mere label such as man, citizen, 
patient, and so on. This resistance is also futile, for we exist within the 
scope of science; it permeates the essence of our culture and therefore 
our ontology. The only true mode of resistance exists in the complete 
revolutionizing of the sciences in regard to both its epistemology and 
methodology.

With regard to the creation of a body politic in relation to ideology, 
the body of the political subject is constituted through the function of 
the state and is also constructed through the sovereign in the dialectic 
that occurs between the sovereign and the subject. Foucault writes in 
his essay The Subject and Power, “My objective, instead, has been to 
create a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human 
beings are made subject.”4 For Foucault, the production of the subject 
seems to arise from the relations of power and knowledge and also the 
relation between the sovereign and the Other. This is seen in the cre-
ation of the scientific subject, the subject that is created by science, the 
hysterical woman, the insane patient, and the pervert. This mode of 
objectifying beings and making them into subjected objects is another 
of Foucault’s means of producing the subjected. All of these modalities 
of production rely upon one notion though the creation of being as the 
Other: the political subject as Other in regard to the sovereign, the 
scientific subject as other to the scientist, and so forth. It is this mode 
of Othering that allows for the production of the subject in the modern 
state apparatus.
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Foucault writes further in his lectures at the Collège de France 
in January and April of 1978 in a book titled Security, Territory, 
Population:

By this I mean a number of phenomena that seem to me to be quite 
significant, namely, the set of mechanisms through which the basic bio-
logical features of the human species became the object of a political 
strategy, of a general strategy of power, or, in other words, how, starting 
from the 18th century, modern Western societies took on board the fun-
damental biological fact that human beings are a species. This is what I 
have called bio-power.5

This notion of bio-power is implicit within scientific praxis and method-
ology. It allows for control of the anatomo-politics of the human body, 
which is done through the regulation of populations and the control 
over the body of the individual through various means, whether medi-
cal, biological, or psychological experiments, or state medical practices. 
The body becomes not a place of the individual, but a space of the state; 
thus, it becomes a product of state egalitarianism in which all bodies 
are equal. This results in the body becoming a collective space in which 
the subject gets grouped into boxes, which in turn results in a situation 
that Foucault describes as “docile bodies.” This notion of the docile 
body in anatomo-political realm allows for what Foucault describes in 
Discipline and Punish, “Discipline sometimes requires enclosure, the 
specification of a place heterogeneous to all other and closed in upon 
itself.”6 This notion of space or place in regard to both the docile body 
and the anatomo-politics requires us to see that ideology is not just a 
coercive tool used by the state to inf luence the consciousness of the 
people, but also that it has very real physical implications and makes its 
mark upon the body in physical manifestations.

Within scientific discourse, the body has become separated from its 
subjectivity. This change in the discourse of the body is one that can be 
traced back to the ideas of the Enlightenment, which have also inf luenced 
our thinking on ethics. Immanuel Kant, a preeminent Enlightenment 
thinker, proposed that ethics arises from reason and that, through our 
use of rationality and logic as so-called rational beings, we can arrive at 
what are considered traditional Western ethics (the ethics of the Judeo-
Christian religious tradition). One proposed role of the body during 
the Enlightenment can be seen in the writings of the Marquis De Sade. 
Sade, in his philosophical discussions in Philosophy in the Boudoir, plays 
upon the notions of Enlightenment rationalism, especially its discourse 
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about the body. For Sade, the body is a vessel, a material tabula rasa; 
this is grossly significant in his description and understanding of the 
body and its role within the societal ethics of the Sadean universe. Sade 
sees the human body as broken or fragmented; he suggests that we must 
fill the body and plug the holes and gaps. The body for Sade becomes a 
metaphor for the world as seen through the eyes of scientific rationalism, 
the predominant methodology and epistemology of the Enlightenment. 
And, the body has continued to be viewed and treated in such a manner 
ever since. Science and medicine still approach the body as a fragment, 
not one divorced from the subjectivity of the human being, but one that 
is inherently f lawed.

This problem is rooted in the empirical sciences’ view that perceives 
objects and events as purely objective entities. If we assume that all 
events and objects are objective, then we must deal with the overarching 
presence of the human subject as subjective and not merely as another 
objective entity that happens to have subjectivity. The problem with 
the empirical sciences on this matter is that the human being becomes 
merely an object of inquiry that happens to possess subjectivity. This 
empirical understanding of the subject is one that must change in order 
for the empirical sciences to grow and begin to understand the bizarre 
nature and interactions between the subject and the world around, 
which we deem the object. It is this reliance upon the objective as truth 
or the objective as accurate that seems to put the subjective in the realm 
of inconsistencies and the lack of rigor. But how can we have objec-
tive truth without the cognizance of the subjective human mind? Truth 
exists only through our ability to recognize it and comprehend it. Truth 
is merely a subjective notion and a manner of organizing the world 
around us into axioms and theorems to which a collective group of 
individuals adhere, for there is no inherency to any object or even to 
our ordering of the world. The world is merely chaos within which we, 
through our subjective mindset, recognize a pattern; we assume that 
recognition of a pattern of events is truth.

The problem regarding what constitutes truth or knowledge is that 
we can never approach any knowledge from an a priori or truly objective 
standpoint. This means that all knowledge can only be known through 
the lens of subjectivity. It is only through this consideration that we 
are able to see knowledge as it truly is. The reliance upon the objec-
tive nature of reality or the universe as a central axiom of the current 
empirical sciences is one that still considers the event and time as objec-
tive entities. Time is seen as an objective field of inf luence in which we 
exist, but it is equally likely that we posit time as the sensation of dura-
tion through our experience of movement or change. This notion that 
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time is only an aspect of motion as perceived by the human intellect 
leads us to develop an epistemology of physics that is phenomenologi-
cally based and ultimately relies upon the subjective knowledge of the 
human subject. The idea that we can develop an understanding of the 
world that relies upon intuition rather than experimentation would be 
a major systematic and axiomatic change if we were to develop a new 
science, a new kind of scientific utopia best found in the practical meth-
odology of the sciences.

Contemporary science exhibits utopian ideals in a number of ways. 
One of these is the insistence that science can answer problems empiri-
cally, even if these problems do not fall within the paradigm of empiri-
cism. For example, the way in which science has tried to understand 
consciousness or morality seems reductionist at best and utterly asinine 
at worst. The issue with science trying to answer these problems through 
an empirical methodology is that it does not allow for an understanding 
of the full complexity of these issues. Science must adopt a dialectical 
approach, for the scientific paradigm is becoming increasingly narrow. 
The presupposition of certain axioms and hypotheses as objective truths 
has allowed us to construct the Borromean knot that is contemporary 
science.

Another problem that has arisen out of this muddled philosophical 
thinking and logic is our understanding of truth. For there are two 
types of truth: universal objective truth and local subjective truth. 
Universal objective truth is the one most of us recall when we define 
concepts such as truth, infallible, universal, or axiomatic. But the truths 
that we have come to rely on and that are common in our world are the 
subjective truths, those that are truth in regard to a certain situation, to 
a place we occupy, an ideology we hold.

Utopia exists within any ideology; the reliance upon hope and the 
betterment of the future is a very appealing thought for human beings. 
The utopian nature of science in both its methodology and epistemol-
ogy is one where the world can easily be ordered according to certain 
axioms and the postulates that follow the said axioms. But the world 
is infinitely more complex than that, and there are certain objects and 
interactions that cannot be reduced and explained by a set of axioms. 
One of these is ethics. The concern and care for the Other are what 
allow for the production of ethics; this ethics only exists within systems 
that see another human being as a subject rather than an object. Ethics 
is not contrary to truth. It does not confuse the relations to the phe-
nomena, for it is pre-philosophical in that it must be established before 
we construct a common ontology. Ethics is what allows for a movement 
toward truth. We need the relationship between subjects in order to 
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discern truth in the world. Ethics does not undermine the questioning 
of the self, but rather it extends the questioning of the self through the 
questioning of the Other. An ontology is either incomplete or inconsis-
tent if it cannot take into account the Other.

The ideology of science has lead to countless deaths and atroci-
ties. We dismiss these horrific acts (e.g., the Holocaust) and say “never 
again.” Yet we still adhere to the Enlightenment ideals that led to those 
acts, despite the massive damage and cost of human life it has accrued 
and the chance that these acts will be committed again. Modern science 
has moved beyond the ideals of its early, Enlightenment beginnings. 
The use of science now has become a weapon to be wielded against 
objects, and it allows for ordering, which is only partial understanding. 
Science has become a game of power and knowledge; it has been used as 
a means to exploit the poor and uneducated people of the world, which 
calls into question the very use and ideology of science itself. Can sci-
ence exist within an ethical paradigm? If it cannot, this must lead us to 
question the ethical validity of science in the first place. Science exists 
as both methodology and worldview, which relies heavily upon the ide-
als of logic and empirical thinking. But can logic and empiricism exist 
within an ethical framework? And if the above is not true, that science 
cannot coexist within the world of ethics, what does this tell us about 
the state of science?

The state of science must change in order for science to continue 
to ask questions and seek answers. If science continues in the trajec-
tory that it has set at the moment, more and more questions will arise 
that science will be unable to answer due to its narrow and specialized 
nature. Questions regarding ethics or our very ontology will remain 
unanswerable. However, perhaps it is best that they remain unanswer-
able within a scientific context, for this would allow science to develop a 
dialectical relationship with philosophy. This relationship would allow 
philosophy to critique science on a macro scale, whereas science could 
inform philosophy by further understanding the fundamental elements 
and systems that make up our world. The attainment of a certain sym-
biosis between science and philosophy would allow for a more complete 
and informed science and philosophy. It would allow us to move our 
thoughts into the world in a rigorous fashion. But this means ethics and 
the acceptance of subjectivity must become the new foundation for the 
science of the future.

With the increase in the role that science plays in relation to our lives 
and bodies, the ethical must become well-grounded within it. The ethi-
cal demand of science is not one that will tell us what action to take, 
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but rather that we must act. The subject actor is where ethics begins; 
it is the subject’s relation to the other, and the gap between them, that 
is the space where ethics must take place. Ethics is not certain and it 
never can be. Ethics is inherently an impossibility; it cannot take into 
account in its inception the chaos of the world. But this does not mean 
that we abandon ethics; rather, we must situate ethics in an essentially 
ontological manner. Ethics must become an inherent aspect of the sub-
ject’s being, for ethics must become established through the subject’s 
realization of a radical transcendental alterity. It is in this way that eth-
ics becomes part of the nature of ontology.
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