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In recent years, with the publication of, first, Oryx and Crake and later its companion 

novel, In the Year of the Flood,  Margaret Atwood, has famously has been at pains to 

argue that these novels are not “science fiction.” For Atwood, science fiction means 

stories dealing “with technologies we don’t yet have:”  “Beam me up, Scotty,” she has 

said, “is not speculative fiction.  We don’t yet have the ability to disintegrate people and 

have them reassembled in some other place.” In contrast, she asserts, “speculative 

fiction” like Oryx and Crake and In the Year of the Flood is “when you have the material 

to do it,” and she insists that in both novels there is nothing that we don’t already have or 

are not developing. Thus, if we parse her definition of “science fiction,” we might say she 

defines it more by the “fiction” than the “science:”  her novels, she suggests, have the 

science; “science fiction” in contrast, is more “fiction” in the sense of “not real.” 

 While Atwood might distinguish her use of science from “science fiction” by 

comparing which has more “fiction,” I want to suggest in this paper that what is truly  

central to Atwood’s project in Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood is precisely 

“fiction,” or modes of storytelling.  Through the two novels, and more specifically 

through their different narrative styles, Atwood, I suggest, explores the centrality of 

storytelling itself, and suggests that “science” is above all a mode of storytelling. 

Within Oryx and Crake, I argue, Atwood explores the idea of art and storytelling through 

debates between the main characters, Crake and Jimmy, about the role of art in relation to 

science and the human.  On the one hand, Crake suggests that all human behavior is 

grounded in biology, in genes shaped by evolutionary competition:  in this narrative, art 

is simply a utilitarian tool for the survival of the fittest, “a stab at getting laid”(168). By 

eliminating the violent, competitive elements from the genetic code, Crake argues, myth, 

religion and art itself will be eliminated.  On the other hand, Jimmy suggests that art and 

language, far from being the products of biology, in fact separate the human from the rest 

of nature, and have their own justification as creative expression beyond biology.  Both 

of these narratives are challenged as Crake’s genetically modified, docile “Crakers” begin 

to construct their own mythology, complete with prayers and symbols, with Jimmy, 

Crake and Oryx at their center.  So on one hand, the novel serves as a vehicle for a debate 

over a “scientific”—that is, genetic, biological, materialist—view of the human, vs. the 

view that the human is defined by storytelling.   

With In the Year of the Flood, however, it becomes clear that what is at stake is 

not simply “science vs. storytelling,” but different modes of storytelling, or narrative 

strategies.  Put simply (a simplicity that I will seek to explore more complexly as the 

paper unfolds), in Oryx and Crake the novel unfolds “speculatively,” or as a kind of 

debate, in which characters like Jimmy and Crake explicitly debate their views of 

biology, art, the human, etc.  In the Year of the Flood, however, approaches similar 

questions but from a different narrative angle:  the main characters of that novel don’t so 

much debate these questions as objects of knowledge; rather, they experience these 

questions through the unfolding of the plot, shaped and driven by the way these questions 

are being worked out “in the background” (where Crake and Jimmy are at work).  This 

different narrative mode is itself an “answer” to the questions Crake and Jimmy debate: 



“God’s Gardeners,” of course, are “outside" the process of scientific exploration and 

creation that drives the events in both novels because that is their answer to these 

questions “in action.”  Given the particular main characters in each novel however –two 

men in Oryx and Crake, and two women in In the Year of the Flood—Atwood also 

suggests a connection between particular modes of storytelling, knowledge, and gender. 

 


