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Studies in English Language & Literature 47.4 (2021): 119-137. Many questions come to mind when 

reading Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro, one of which is: Why don’t the students attempt to escape 

their fate? Scholars such as Maren Tova Linett utilizes Giorgio Agamben’s concept of the homo sacer to 

analyze the novel from a biopolitical stance. In my paper, I add on to the research done these scholars 

and shift the focus to the seemingly all pervasiveness of this ‘organ harvesting programme,’ as there is 

no clear explanation as to why the clones do not attempt to escape their fate. My first aim is to 

investigate the bio-political use of affect through the framework of Michel Foucault on the students in 

Hailsham and beyond, that establishes a seemingly unequivocal system of organ harvesting. Next, this 

paper examines the organ harvesting program’s parameters by examining deferrals through what Lauren 

Berlant calls ‘cruel optimism.’ Finally, I analyze Kathy’s narrative through Saidiya Hartman’s concept of 

everyday resistance, reading her care for the donors as a form of resistance. In this way, I argue that even 

in a system that seems all-encompassing, there are possibilities of transient resistance. (Ewha Womans 

University)
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I. Transient, Quotidian Resistance to Biopolitical Systems

While the notion of deferrals hangs like a tempting, ripened fruit throughout the 

second half of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005). The affect of fear, and its 
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relation to the forbidden, is an all-encompassing disciplinary apparatus, and for the 

clones the concept of deferrals is the last representation of hope. Nevertheless, 

deferrals, even in the rumors, do not prevent the inevitable. It is just a mirage that 

the students hold on to as a way of quenching their thirst for hope. This paper 

investigates affect and its utilization in the biopolitical system of ‘the organ 

harvesting programme’ and how an individual may resist such a system.

Kazuo Ishiguro, the author of the Man Booker Prize winning The Remains of the 

Day (1989), is a British novelist who was born in Nagasaki, Japan. Like The 

Remains of the Day, Never Let Me Go begins with the internal thoughts of the main 

character ‘Kathy H.’ as she looks forward to retirement at the seemingly early age 

of 31. While Kathy takes pride in how good she is at her job as a carer, she is 

clearly ready to move on. The reader is unknowingly introduced to the system 

through Kathy‘s account, only to realize in horror that what Kathy accepts as her 

reality is cloning for the sole purpose of organ harvesting. Kathy is considered one 

of the fortunate clones as she is raised in Hailsham, an experiment in which clones 

are given a relatively good childhood in a place that resembles a boarding school 

before they are sent out to complete what the society believes is their purpose in 

life. 

The narrative form of the novel leaves no room for the reader to doubt the 

humanity of the clones. However, it is also revealed that Hailsham was an 

experiment to prove that the clones had souls, and deserved to have humane, even 

if short, lives. This drastic contrast between reader experience and the reality of 

Never Let Me Go makes us question who our world defines as human. Prior 

research into Never Let Me Go analyzed the novel with this question in mind. 

Maren Tova Linette reads into the animalization of cloned human beings by utilizing 

Giorgio Agamben’s concept of the homo sacer. When describing this concept 

Agamben utilizes the two words for life that were used by the Greeks, zoe and bios. 

While before, there were political life, bios, and bare life that is common to humans 

and animals, zoe (Agamben 1), modern democracy created the subject of political 
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power that was also an object of it (9). Linette argues that the ideological 

foundations on which Hailsham is established and run in the novel treat “the cloned 

human beings as bios, and yet maintaining their killability exposes a similar 

contradiction at the heart of humane farming” (italics added, 145). While Linette 

focuses on the correlation between the organ harvesting program and animal 

farming, her assessment of the discrepancy of the bios of life inside Hailsham and 

zoe in the system outside sheds light into the ethical boundaries that we set. 

Through this biopolitical examination of the text, we come to face other questions 

such as why these clones, called ‘students’ at Hailsham, encouraged to value 

themselves as human beings and have relationships with one another, seem to accept 

their fate without complaint.

Roberto del Valle Alcalá cautions against a “system of value extraction that [ ] …

may effectively rest of the redefinition of the body as constant or fixed capital” 

(47). In his analysis of Never Let Me Go using the biopolitical forms of “social 

subjection” and “mechanic enslavement” by Deleuze and Guattari, del Valle Alcalá 

explores subjectivity in a modern capitalist society, interpreting the bodies of the 

clones in the novel as labor that is disconnected from their individuality. While 

Tommy, Ruth, and Kathy are all clones that were raised in Hailsham, their reaction 

to the disciplinary tools of affect are vastly different. Interestingly, the paper 

contrasts Tommy’s refusal to conform to the creative expectations of Hailsham and 

his fits with Kathy’s “humanizing effects” of memory and narration as a disturbing 

force that works against Hailsham’s attempts to prove that the students have souls. 

My paper argues for an analysis that deviates from this reading of Tommy and its 

relation to Kathy’s affective labor as a continuation of the ideology instilled into 

them. Instead, this paper focuses on the understanding the absolute power that this 

system has on the clones and searching for possibilities of resistance, no matter how 

limited, in this system.

Affect plays a pivotal role in Never Let Me Go, as indescribable and forbidden 

feelings circulate around Hailsham and dictates the actions of the students. Even 
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after leaving Hailsham, these indescribable feelings follow, by then transformed into 

the unspoken response to the fate that awaits them. Gregory Seigworth and Melissa 

Gregg start off on their examination of affect with the statement: “[a]ffect arises in 

the midst of in-between-ness: in the capacities to act and be acted upon” (1). First, 

this quote identifies what used to be indescribable, the force in-between objects and 

objects in-between conditions that can act and be acted upon. While it can be 

argued that this gap could be filled in part by the word emotion, it is hard to say 

that emotions arise in the capacities of objects, especially when these objects do not 

necessarily mean human beings. Second, affect in this definition underscores the 

vulnerability of the objects that affects latch on to and are transmitted between. This 

definition of affect is useful in my analysis of Never Let Me Go, not only because 

the characters are always considered human adjacent and in the process of becoming 

completed, but also because there is always an indescribable feeling that is 

transmitted in the moments before anything significant happens in the novel.

The use of affect in Never Let Me Go as a biopolitical apparatus is linked to 

Ahmed’s Promise of Happiness, as the history of happiness is a manipulation of 

fantasies as “happiness is associated with some life choices and not others, [and] a 

certain kind of being” (2). This idea of happiness illustrates that promise of an 

affect can drive people to make life choices that are more closely associated with it, 

in this case, happiness. When read in association with Lauren Berlant’s Cruel 

Optimism, we can understand how certain ‘positive’ affects, such as optimism, 

happiness, and hope, can be used as disciplinary tools. 

While there has been ample research of the novel from an ethical standpoint, I 

would like to focus on how the unethical practice of organ harvesting is carried out 

without backlash from those who are sacrificed. My research answers this question 

by analyzing Never Let Me Go by drawing on Michel Foucault’s biopolitical 

concepts of disciplinary power, analyzing how affect is used as a mode of asserting 

these powers over the students. I highlight the power of unspoken affect in Never 

Let Me Go through its use by Hailsham guardians to make students into docile 
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bodies, and how affect is used as a means of turning students against each other to 

maintain the status quo. Moreover, I analyze the rumor of deferral with Lauren 

Berlant’s concept of cruel optimism to highlight the flawed ideology behind 

Hailsham. Lastly, I argue that Kathy’s outward compliance, and the limited agency 

granted to her because of this compliance illustrates the possibility of resistance even 

in such absolute situations of precarity.

II. Affect as a Disciplinary Tool in Hailsham

In the dystopian world of Never Let Me Go that Ishiguro paints, the organ 

harvesting program is run primarily by the government, with only a few privatized 

institutions such as Hailsham that are run through donations for a certain cause. 

Hailsham is only a part of the system, with a network of development institutions 

(Hailsham and government centers), transition sites (Cottages) and rehabilitation 

centers that are implied to be all over the nation. The clones start off as students, 

then carers, until they receive notice to report to their first donation. This enclosure 

of the system not only keeps the clones out of sight as conceptually far entities, but 

also becomes a space that isolates the clones even in plain sight so that there is no 

conceivable way to escape. 

Although the clones are free to move around after they leave the institution they 

grow up in, given cars and transportation, they are followed by the thought that they 

are ‘special’ and different from ‘normal’ humans that is ingrained into them when 

they are young. As Foucault puts it, “Discipline sometimes requires enclosure, the 

specification of a place heterogeneous to all others and closed in upon itself” 

(Discipline and Punish 141). Human clones are made to be the containers of organs 

that are harvested out of sight in this self-contained cycle, and the only deep 

interaction that the students have with people outside of the donation system are 

through the keepers of these factories and cottages, and ‘guardians,’ the people who 
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run and teach in Hailsham. 

There are moments of silent, mutual understanding of affect throughout the novel 

between the clones and between the clones and guardians. Because the guardians are 

the only adults in the school, the transmission of these affects are clearly imbalanced 

in power. Although these unspoken rules are upheld by the students of Hailsham as 

a mechanism to block out things that they are not ready to understand, it is not the 

students who determine these rules. The power that the guardians have over the 

students is reflected in Kathy’s account, as these unspoken rules were made because 

the children instinctively blocked out things that made the guardians uncomfortable, 

especially concerning how they as clones were different from their guardians.

We certainly knew though not in any deep sense that we were different from our 

guardians, and also from the normal people outside; we perhaps even knew that a long 

way down the line there were donations waiting for us. But we didn’t really know 

what that meant. If we were keen to avoid certain topics, it was probably more 

because it embarrassed us. We hated the way our guardians, usually so on top of 

everything, became so awkward whenever we came near this territory. It unnerved us 

to see them change like that. (69)

Kathy retells the story of why the students ostracized a fellow student named 

Marge K. after she asked, “Why? Why is it so much worse for us?” (69) when they 

were talking about smoking with their guardian, Miss Lucy. The feeling of 

embarrassment is transferred from the guardians to the students, and this is the 

origin of these unspoken rules. Kathy and the other students do not know what the 

guardians are struggling to hide or why they became so awkward when the students 

asked something concerning the differences between them. The feeling of 

embarrassment becomes the conduit for the uncertainty of the future in which the 

guardians do not provide the answers and solutions.

Marge K. is taken to face “the woods” where it was rumored that a student died 

there, because she asked about something related to donations. This broke an 
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unspoken rule and because what Marge did was forbidden, she was punished 

accordingly by being taken to the forbidden woods. Although it is not explicitly 

said, it is implied that although the guardians outwardly try to discourage the 

rumors, “[ ] the older students would tell [the younger Hailsham students] that was …

exactly what the guardians had told them when they were younger, and that [the 

younger students would] be told the ghastly truth soon enough, just as they were” 

(50). If the guardians were the ones who had started or even just encouraged the 

rumor, it indicates that they are able to use rumors to control what is spoken of 

and/or forbidden. The concept of smoking is tied to another rumor about it as Kathy 

narrates, “[ ] some classic books like the Sherlock Holmes ones weren’t in our … — —

library because the main characters smoked too much, and when you came across a 

page torn out of an illustrated book or magazine, this was because there’d been a 

picture on it of someone smoking” (68). In this way, it is implied that censure and 

expulsion of things considered to lower the ability and utility of the student’s organs 

are powerful tools in Hailsham.

Since all of the students in Hailsham were cloned and do not have parents in the 

conventional sense, they are attached to their guardians and look to these guardians 

for guidance in their life. This gives enormous power to the guardians, as indicated 

by the ostracization of Marge K. and Tommy. Although there are other reasons 

posed, such as the fact that Tommy does not contribute anything creative to the 

Exchange, it is because they stood out in class when a favorite guardian was 

teaching. Tommy began to be bullied in art class when Miss Geraldine compliments 

the drawing of an elephant that he did as a joke. According to Kathy, “It was 

unlucky for Tommy that it was Miss Geraldine taking art that day and not, say, Mr. 

Robert or Miss Emily herself [ h]ad it been either of those two, [ ] the worst … …

the others would have thought was that it was a feeble joke” (19). This illustrates 

the power dynamic of Hailsham and the power that the guardians, especially those 

who showed special attention to the students, had over the students.

Thus, instead of criticizing the way that students accept their fate, their 
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conformity should be taken as an indication of the biopolitical regulation and 

discipline (The History of Sexuality 139) that thoroughly brainwashed them into 

becoming “docile bodies” (DP 138). There are obvious links of the various parts of 

the organ harvesting program to the disciplining mechanisms mentioned by Foucault 

in his chapter on “Docile Bodies” such as the reformation of schools according to 

the systems that were developed in British colonies. One of these is the ‘Lancaster 

Method,’ as the colonizers would establish schools to indoctrinate natives with the 

utmost efficiency, thanks to this method. Also called the ‘monitorial system,’ “[ it …

is an educational system] in which each pupil, each level and each moment, if 

correctly combined, were permanently utilized in the general process of teaching” 

(DP 165). In other words, students of the higher classes will be indoctrinated with 

certain cues as knowledge that will be passed on to the students of lower grades. 

This self-sufficient system reflects not only the school atmosphere of Hailsham, the 

teaching of unspoken social cues from older to younger students in the school 

through stories and rumors, but also the future that lies outside for them as donors 

and carers. As seen with the ostracization of Marge and Tommy, each student, each 

member of the grade and school becomes the enforcer of these affective cues.

Another important unspoken rule is against the mentioning of Madame’s “gallery” 

(31). This rule is in connection to the transmission of fear that Madame feels for the 

students when they approach her.

As she came to a halt, I glanced quickly at her face as did the others, I’m sure. And 

I can still see it now, the shudder she seemed to be suppressing, the real dread that 

one of us would accidentally brush against her. And though we just kept on walking, 

we all felt it; it was like we’d walked from the sun right into chilly shade. Ruth had 

been right: Madame was afraid of us. But she was afraid of us in the same way 

someone might be afraid of spiders. We hadn’t been ready for that. It had never 

occurred to us to wonder how we would feel, being seen like that, being the spiders. 

(35)
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The “shudder” is indicative of the fear that Madame and the other guardians have 

towards the students because of their origin. The students are genetically human, and 

therefore not different from the guardians in essence and there is no reasons for the 

guardians to fear the students. As Ahmed explores the affect of fear in The Cultural 

Politics of Emotion, “fear is not simply before us, or in front of us, but impresses 

upon us in the present, as an anticipated pain in the future” (65). Through the 

passage of Black Skin White Masks by Fanon that Ahmed quotes, she argues that 

while the affective response seems immediate, the anticipation of this affect stems 

from societal narratives which manifest as fantasies of histories of past association 

(63). In this context, the object to which this fear “sticks” does not possess the 

affect inherently. The students do not possess anything inherently that warrants 

Madame’s fear. This fear is pushed upon the bodies of these students, and becomes 

the catalyst for the students of Kathy’s year to avoid the topic of Madame just as 

they did with the donations, because they were not ready yet (37).

Like boiling a frog in a pot by slowly raising the temperature of the water, the 

“students” are made to slowly internalize the thought that their sole purpose in life 

is to donate as many organs as they could before dying. In essence, what Kathy 

considers Tommy’s conspiracy theory is true: “Tommy thought it possible the 

guardians had, throughout all our years at Hailsham, timed very carefully and 

deliberately everything they told us, so that we were always just too young to 

understand properly the latest piece of information” (82). The information that is 

spoken and unspoken is illustrative of the flow of affect and the power relationship 

in Hailsham. Students act according to the affective cues that are taught to them, 

whether it was intended or not by the guardians. These affects such as the 

uncertainty that stemmed from fear discipline the body even more than the constant 

medical checkups, so that the students not only act as the enforcers of these rules 

to other students but internalize these rules when they leave Hailsham. In fact, every 

step of the process in the organ harvesting program leads the students closer to 

accepting what the world of Never Let Me Go deems as their fate and purpose in 
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life: to maintain their health enough for four major organ donations, with the last of 

which they “complete” the purpose they were created for. 

III. The Cruel Optimism of Deferrals

Rumor of deferrals, postponing the process of becoming carers, donors, and 

completion for three years “[if they] could prove they were properly in love” (153), 

are first mentioned by clones at the Cottage, a couple named Chrissy and Rodney. 

They mention the rumor to Ruth and Tommy, because it is known that the 

possibility is only open to the students of Hailsham. This brings to the fore the 

question of the effects that the ideology of humane organ harvesting propagated by 

Madame and Miss Emily and put into action in Hailsham. While clones of other 

institutions could not even imagine that such a deferral mechanism could exist, it is 

implied that the creativity and relationships that were encouraged in Hailsham made 

it possible for the students to conceive of such hopes. It is an unintended 

consequence of Madame’s endeavor to prove that the clones also had souls, no 

matter how they were created. This is the only hope that the ‘students’ have of 

extending their lives and living with the one that they love.

When Kathy and Tommy visit Madame with the intention of asking about and 

for this deferral, Miss Emily states that she believes there is no one origin of this 

rumor: “I came to believe that this rumour, it’s not just a single rumour. What I 

mean is, I think it’s one that gets created from scratch over and over. You go to the 

source, stamp it out, you’ll not stop it starting again elsewhere. [ ] It’s something …

for them to dream about, a little fantasy. What harm is there?” (257). She states that 

there have been many couples over the years, since the beginning of Hailsham until 

Kathy and Tommy, that came in search of being granted this deferral. Yet, whether 

or not this rumor is harmful or not is not as simple as Miss Emily off handedly 

shrugs off. There is a correlation between the naïve and thoughtless idealism that 
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started Hailsham and the fantasy of the deferral. 

As mentioned earlier, “the discrepancy of the bios of life inside Hailsham and zoe

in the system outside” (Linett 145) is a question that looms in the mind as we read 

the text. If the art and poetry that the students create denotes the existence of their 

soul, the organ harvesting program would become the horrific transgression of 

human rights in the eyes of the public that it is already to the reader. The students 

are genetically human and it is implied that the tenuous reason that justifies their 

use in the program is that they were created artificially by humans, not by a higher 

power, so they do not have souls and therefore are not humans. If the students do 

not exist as “[s]hadowy objects in test tubes” (261), there would be no legitimate 

reason to treat them differently. However, it is clear by Madame’s fear of the 

students and Miss Emily’s disgust towards the way that the students were created 

that even those who are proponents of the humane harvesting ideology works only 

within the parameters of the program.

The rumors of deferrals are no different. Although deferrals are the only hope 

that the students have, even if it were true, it would not take them out of what the 

society believes is their fate: donation and death. After the three to four years, they 

would have to continue on to become donors and complete. When Miss Emily says 

to Tommy and Kathy, “But this dream of yours, this dream of being able to defer. 

Such a thing would always have been beyond us to grant, even at the height of our 

influence” (261), it underscores the fact that this deferral would have to be ‘granted’ 

by a person of power as well. There is no world for neither the students nor the 

guardians where the students are treated as equals and are liberated from the 

program. In addition, Miss Emily’s attitude concerning this rumor also emphasizes 

the fact that no one has thought of the implications of the ideology behind 

Hailsham.

The ideology of humane organ harvesting is not only contradictory in concept, but 

also a double-edged sword for the students. While the students reminisce on their time 

in Hailsham and feel that they are a cut above other clones as Hailsham graduates, 
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they are part of a system that condones their murder so that others may live. It is 

because of this precarious situation in that the students of Hailsham use the fantasy 

of deferrals as a way to consolidate the two drastically contradictory ideologies they 

were indoctrinated with in Hailsham. According to Berlant, this attachment to fantasy 

because of precarity has become the norm and “the present moment increasingly 

imposes itself on consciousness as a moment in extended crisis an ongoing … 

condition [ ] in which extensive threats to survival are said to dominate” (7). As …

with many others, the students choose to build their world around this fantasy of 

deferral as an object of optimistic attachment, as “the subject leans toward promises 

contained within” (Berlant 24) these objects. 

A factor that makes the fantasy of deferral cruel optimism can be seen in the 

relationship between Ruth, Kathy, and Tommy. Although Ruth and Kathy were close 

friends in Hailsham, it is hard to see from Kathy’s account how Ruth and Tommy 

became a couple. When Kathy recollects of their time in Hailsham, she only 

remembers the times when Ruth and the other members of their group were against 

Tommy and then they are suddenly introduced as a couple who had already been 

public for six months (95). The suddenness of this revelation can be explained by 

the attitude that the students of Hailsham at that time have of sex, as indicated by 

the sex ed class that they take. Miss Emily lectures them directly about the physical 

aspects of sex, but she implies at the end that sex should mean different things to 

the students compared to the people “in the outside world [ ] who weren’t …

students” because “the people out there were different from us students: they could 

have babies from sex” (84). However, this is problematic in multiple ways if we 

look at what Miss Emily is basing this argument on. 

Miss Emily’s warning to the students begins with the statement, “sex affects 

emotions in ways you’d never expect” (83), but she goes on to state that they 

should “respect the rules and treat sex as something pretty special” (84) if they were 

to have sex outside of Hailsham. Interestingly, Miss Emily’s lecture suggests that 

people who can reproduce are more affected emotionally by sex. Since all of the 
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students at Hailsham were sterilized, Miss Emily’s lecture stresses that although she 

thinks sex means nothing to the students, they should behave on the outside as if it 

means something to them. This is another indication of Hailsham’s contradictory and 

confusing messages it sends to the students. More importantly, it alludes to the 

impossibility of any deferral based on love, as it is predetermined in the eyes of the 

people in the outside world who weren’t students, that clones cannot love. Miss 

Emily’s attempts to assimilate them to the outside world, the fact that the students 

look no different from people outside, actually harms any possibility that the 

students have of proving their love. Any action that may imply that two students are 

in love can only be seen as credit to Hailsham for teaching clones to pretend that 

they feel the same emotions that real humans feel.

This is the snare of Hailsham’s contradictory teaching. The students are 

encouraged to be creative, to behave as if they have emotions, but they are only 

seen as performing these actions as taught by the school. So, while the clones raised 

in government institutions cannot even dream of deferral, any couple made of 

Hailsham students that meet the imagined criteria would only be seen acting the way 

that the school taught them to act, to act as if they were not clones. This can be 

seen in the Cottages when the rumors of deferrals spread like wildfire, as it is only 

the couples who are trying to imitate the couples that they see on TV. Ruth attempts 

to copy these gestures, in what is an unnatural fashion, to which Tommy rebels and 

Kathy points out. One of the reasons why Ruth kept Kathy and Tommy apart in the 

Cottages is in part because of the rumor of deferral. It is only when Ruth sees no 

hope in convincing anyone that she breaks up with Tommy. Towards the end of the 

novel, Ruth confesses that “it should have been you two” to Tommy and Kathy 

(232). It implies that while Ruth was performing these gestures, such as leaving 

after tapping their partner (120-22), she along with the other couples by extension, 

felt like they were pretending, and in effect, getting farther away from what they 

wanted to achieve.
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IV. Kathy’s Quotidian Resistance

The enclosed world that is occupied by the clones in Never Let Me Go has no 

escape, as not only are the students disciplined into internalizing what society deems 

as their purpose in life, there is no conceivable way for the clones to be seen as 

human by the people who were not clones because the preconceptions that cloud 

their judgement are beneficial to them. The novel states through Miss Emily’s voice 

that it is important for the ‘outside’ society to believe that they are “less than 

human, so it [doesn’t] matter” (263). Since the clones do not have souls in the eyes 

of these people, it means that the clones could not feel emotions as regular, born 

humans do. This is in contrast to the affective power dynamic that was used in 

Hailsham, but without this line of thought, it is hard to understand of any idea 

crueler than the use of clones as carers. 

While it is not intentional, an important factor in the disciplining of these clones 

is that as carers, they are exposed first-hand to their future as donors until it wears 

them down and they welcome their changed status as donors. In this context, I 

argue that Kathy’s outward compliance can actually be seen as a form of resistance 

to the system. Although the novel does not give out the logic behind who is chosen 

as priority for donation, all of the Hailsham student donors imply or explicitly state 

that it “felt right” when the notice for donation came as Ruth remarks, “I think I 

was a pretty decent carer. But five years felt about enough for me. I was like you, 

Tommy. I was pretty much ready when I became a donor. It felt right. After all, it’s 

what we’re supposed to be doing, isn’t it?” (227). Likewise, and Tommy says much 

of the same when he asks Kathy, “don’t you get tired of being a carer? All the rest 

of us, we became donors ages ago. You’ve been doing it for years. Don’t you 

sometimes wish, Kath, they’d hurry up and send you your notice” (281-282). 

Tommy, as well as the other donors, are worn down by seeing their futures in their 

work as carers to the point that they give up and are relieved to receive the notice 

of their first donation.
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When we are introduced to Kathy’s narration in the beginning of the novel, there 

is a level of distance that we put in between us as the reader and Kathy, as she 

takes pride in her job as a carer. This feeling of estrangement is hightened when we 

come to find out that she is part of a system that kills, and it seems that Kathy is 

just making it easier by keeping the victims as calm, docile bodies: 

But then I do know for a fact they’ve been pleased with my work, and by and large, 

I have too. My donors have always tended to do much better than expected. Their 

recovery times have been impressive, and hardly any of them have been classified as 

“agitated,” even before fourth donation. Okay, maybe I am boasting now. But it means 

a lot to me, being able to do my work well, especially that bit about my donors 

staying “calm.” I’ve developed a kind of instinct around donors. (3) 

There is no question that Kathy is a part of the ‘donation programme’ which is 

a euphemism for mass organ harvesting from clones. However, as a clone raised in 

this biopolitical system, Kathy sees no way out. She will always be part of the 

program whether it be as a student, carer, or doner. The clones who cannot adjust 

to the life as carers are not outside the system. Moreover, Kathy and the other 

clones who have grown up in these institutions were disciplined to internalize their 

fate. Even their fantasies are limited by these created realities and the prejudices 

instilled into them.

“Radical Care: Survival Strategies for Uncertain Times” examines the invisible 

nature of domestic care that women provided and the lack of structural care for 

racial minorities to analyze radical care. In their project, the authors Hobart and 

Kneese opens up the discourse for radical care, and proposes care as quotidian 

resistance, even as the authors state that there are more facets to study in radical 

care as more than just a form of resistance. 

There are vital ways that Kathy cares. She uses her memories and stories to calm 

the donors that she is responsible for.
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At first I thought this was just the drugs, but then I realised his mind was clear 

enough. What he wanted was not just to hear about Hailsham, but to remember 

Hailsham, just like it had been his own childhood [ .] the line would blur between 

what were my memories and what were his. That was when I first understood, really 

understood, just how lucky we’d been Tommy, Ruth, me, all the rest of us. (5-6)

By offering up her memories for use by her donors, Kathy gives a part of who 

she is, so that the donor could have final moments of peace. This is in line with the 

way that she was taught, and it is read as a form of compliance to the biopolitical 

forces in other studies. In “Redressing the Pained Body,” Saidiya Hartman’s concept 

of the pained body is complex because it signifies more than just the physical pain 

that comes with being a slave. It also refers to the history and “the perpetual 

condition of ravishment” (51) of the enslaved body, the “the life of property,” living 

as a “thing” with “tentative” and conditional humanity (51) that pains the body. In 

this context, Kathy’s attempt to imbue her past of humane treatment in Hailsham to 

her donor so that he could feel human in his last moments can be read as a form 

of redressing the pained body.

More importantly, Kathy’s recollection of her time in Hailsham could be a seen 

as a way that she heals herself and gets through her trying work as a carer. The job 

of a carer is not only emotionally taxing, but also physically brutal. Carers live 

lonely existences as they “spend hour after hour, on [their] own, driving across the 

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

to about [their] worries, no one to have a laugh with” (207). There is also “never 

much time [ .] or else you’re too exhausted to have a proper conversation” until …

“the long hours, the travelling, the broken sleep have all crept into your being and 

become part of you” (207-208). Living in such circumstances, just surviving and not 

giving up can be considered a feat. 

Hartman’s concept of quotidian resistance does not state that comforting the 

pained boy can start a revolution of completely redressing the pained body (50). 

Instead, this self-care is just a way to survive and maintain a sense of self, which 
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cannot be outside of the system but still differentiated. Taking care of the donors, 

not limited to but including Ruth and Tommy, Kathy treats them as fellow human 

beings in the face of death as a way of respecting the little agency that they are 

given. This is not only a way to caring for the donors, but also caring for herself 

as well. 

In contrast to the rumors of deferrals that depend upon some sort of higher 

power, Kathy’s comfort does not come from others. Thus, even though this 

quotidian resistance to the system may be transient, it is something that gives Kathy 

an undeniable power. This power is very limited, and it is not enough to break the 

system or even just change Kathy’s fate as a clone. Nevertheless, there is a certain 

level of agency that Kathy illustrates through her narrative that come from this 

power. Kathy does not give up on her job as a carer, and the unintended result of 

her persistence is that she has lived longer than a majority of other clones. The 

rumors of deferral consisted of a time span of three to four years in which the 

couple would be allowed to defer their fate as donors. When compared to the 

fantasy of deferral, Kathy’s life may have been hard as a carer, but she was able to 

‘defer’ her status as donor by staying as a carer for twelve years. In those twelve 

years, Kathy was able to care for her friends Ruth and Tommy. She was able not 

only start a romantic relationship with Tommy, but she was also able to be there for 

Ruth in the end. Thus, not only did she live more than the three or four years a 

deferral would have bought her, she was also able to find closure in her complex 

relationship with Ruth.

V. Caring as Resistance

The bio-dystopian theme of Never Let Me Go invites biopolitical analysis, and as 

such, there has been in-depth research into the various systems of the novel as 

medical, military, political, and educational institutions of discipline. In contrast, this 
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paper focuses on the use of affect, whether with a modicum of intent as seen in 

Hailsham, or without as it as it is in the Cottages and rehabilitation centers outside, 

as a disciplinary tool. This paper argues for a possibility of resistance by examining 

the way affect is utilized in the organ harvesting ‘programme,’ and how Kathy fits 

into the system. 

Kathy’s quotidian resistance, caring for her donors and herself, is not outside the 

program, and there are clear limitations. There is no liberation for the students, 

because the use of affect as a disciplinary tool slowly and continuously transforms 

them into docile bodies that feel as if they are fundamentally different from the 

humans who are not cloned. Nevertheless, in such all-encompassing biopolitical 

environment, life gives birth to hope. In the case for the clones, it is in the form of 

deferrals. However, these deferrals are even more cruel as this hope is not only just 

a rumor, but one that exists within the biopolitical system that is instilled into the 

clones. Moreover, this cruel optimism deprives the clones with even the last shred 

of hope when they learn the truth. It is only by finding a way to comfort one’s 

pained body, a way that does not depend on anyone but oneself, that Kathy is able 

to live on. For Kathy, this comfort comes in the form of using her memories of 

Hailsham to calm others. Kathy does not try to break out of the system. She 

doesn’t have the power to after internalizing the teachings of Hailsham. Even so, 

limited forms of resistance, such as maintaining a sense of self, can become the 

comfort for survival. 
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