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Science fiction’s position within the English literary canon has always been a difficult subject to define,
not so much literally, as in terms of its acceptance as a literary genre worth studying. The difficulty of this
task is largely emphasized not by the science fiction genre itself. Instead, it is the way it is received by
both the general public and literary academics who generally consider it an example of mass consumption
and cheap entertainment. Indeed, the origins of the genre reveal a certain inclination toward juvenile
themes and motifs, simplistic and cliché characters, as well as a superficial approach to the scientific
progress of that time. In many ways, the science fiction genre does embody these stereotypes that are
associated with it today, but one must also take into account that it is a still relatively new literary genre,
whose concrete origins can be found only at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth

century.

At its origins, science fiction was a genre intended to entertain the public, or in some cases served a
teaching purpose. As a result, we can observe a recurrence of various narrative events, themes, motifs and
even types of characters between similar works. However, this begins to change in the context of the late
twentieth century with science fiction literature approaching themes much more seriously, thanks to the
scientific and industrial progress that characterizes this period. While scientific progress was perceived as
a path toward a better and more beneficial future for society and humanity on a large scale, the twentieth
century, especially the second half, introduces a certain degree of cynicism into science fiction. For
example, the fantastic journey, which was one of the most popular themes in the genre, disappeared
almost completely from the consciousness of writers during that century. They no longer considered the
possibility of discovering lost worlds or regions as a viable notion due to the discoveries and explorations
that had taken place in previous centuries. Instead, for writers of this century what really matters is the

impact these discoveries have on society itself.

One can particularly observe the influence of authors such as H. G. Wells and Edgar Allan Poe, who
address topics such as alien invasions, biological changes on the human body, and military influence on
scientific progress. Other authors such as Arthur C. Clarke would expand more upon these topics, along
with writers such as Isaac Asimov and Theodore Sturgeon. Thus, although this period would leave an
impact on the literary genre which would last to this day, it was eventually replaced by a tendency toward
cynicism that emerged after the first World War, and then reinforced by World War II, as well as the
launch of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. These historical events would leave a deep stain
on this literary genre, turning it into an exploration of the effect of not only science but the scientist upon

not just their creations, but also on society itself.



Many novels, films, video games and other works falling under the umbrella of the science fiction genre
tend to explore the ethical and moral impact of science on human life and ethics. Specifically,
post-apocalyptic scenarios show not only the effect human influence has on the environment, but also the
serious consequences of pollution and global warming. In fact, among the most widespread contemporary
images in this literary genre is that of a famous city, left in ruins and overrun by lichens, plants and forest
moss. The absence of human presence is one of the most important characteristics in such images, as it
becomes a central symbol, adding a moral dimension to the representations and suggesting a critical

commentary on the effects of capitalism and society on nature.

Thus, the academic approach to this subcategory of the science fiction genre is not only limited to its
literary merits, but also analyzes its social benefit, highlighting important topics for understanding
humanity’s impact on the environment. In order to fully understand the evolution of science fiction from
the beginning of the twentieth century to the present day, the historical events that have contributed to the
way present society is shaped must also be taken into account. This means that this literary genre is not
limited to just anticipating the future, but also questions the risks that the pursuit of scientific and
technological innovations can have on humanity. Science fiction brings up themes of profound
complexity, such as “What does it mean to be human?”, “How can humanity be measured?”, “What role
does humanity play in preserving or destroying the environment?” and “What could be the consequences

of these influences?”

This paper addresses these topics from both a literary and sociological perspective, with the aim of
discovering the merits that science fiction can have in the contemporary context. The study uses Margaret
Atwood’s “MaddAddam” trilogy as reference material, as well as William Gibson’s “Sprawl” and
“Bridge” trilogy. Gibson, considered the “father of cyberpunk,” explores topics related to artificial
intelligence, urban development, and the dilemma of humanity in a capitalist environment. Meanwhile,
Margaret Atwood's trilogy combines climate fiction with biopunk elements, creating a bridge between the
two to discuss genetic manipulation, experimentation on animals and humans, and apocalyptic scenarios

that may result from such scientific advances.

To provide a more general view of these novels and the themes presented, the thesis paper is divided into
several chapters, such as: “Posthumanism,” “Defining ecocriticism,” “Brave New Worlds,” “ The Polluted
Wastelands of Atwood’s and Gibson’s Trilogies,” and “Man as the Measure of Things.” Each of these
chapters was subsequently split into subchapters, dedicated to exploring various aspects of
post-apocalyptic literature, the authors' contributions to this genre and its impact upon the shared cultural

consciousness of the masses.



The first subchapter, “Defining Posthumanism,” explores the notion of posthumanism, which refers to the
literary movement that emerged as a reaction against classical Humanism. The latter is a current that casts
man as the central figure in the food chain, influencing the manner in which we think of literature, society,
laws, religious movements and scientific thought over the centuries. This Humanism, rooted in the Italian
Renaissance and the Enlightenment period, defines the idea of "humanity" in a rather narrow way. The
ideal model of the "universal man" imposed by these periods ends up excluding and marginalizing
individuals who do not fit within this conception. Posthumanism, thus, appears as a critique of this
limiting vision, raising fundamental questions about what it really means to be human. This ideology
suggests that the “human being” should not be reduced to the restrictive model of Humanism, but rather
includes marginalized identities and bodies. In this thesis, posthumanism is essential for the exploration of
the environment, because they are not populated by the figure of the “man” from the traditional humanist
view, but by that of a posthumanist view, in which the human being embodies a diversity of traits, often
contradictory. This diversity illustrates and emphasizes the influence the environment has on human

identity, showing how different contexts can help define it.

In the second subchapter, which is called “Bioethics and Post-Anthropocentrism,” we will discuss how
posthumanism has contributed to the development of bioethics, a relatively new field that has its origins
in the medical sphere. Created only a few decades ago, bioethics aims to address in-depth issues that
cause controversy within the medical and philosophical fields. Topics such as abortion, human and
animal experimentation, and genetic modifications of the human body even before birth are the most
important subjects that bioethics seeks to address. They aim to redefine the intervention of science and
medicine with regard to the integrity of the human body and of society at large. In this thesis, approaching
these two subjects was crucial in order to be able to explore the way in which we think of the human
figure. Both Margaret Atwood and William Gibson explore humanity from a biological or scientific

perspective, whether it be through genetic manipulation or simply cyber-augmentation.

In the second great chapter of this thesis called “Defining Ecocriticism” we will address the idea of
ecocriticism more thoroughly. Although it is a relatively new notion within the literary sphere, it
embodies certain echoes from a much older literary tradition. Ecocriticism itself refers to this idea of
approaching environmental issues from a critical standpoint and exploring how they are presented in
literature. Literary studies of contemporary literature are extremely important because they reveal a new
side of the relationship between man, society and nature despite the fact that the origins of
environmentalism are found even in British Romanticism. The environment as a subject itself receives

more attention from ecocritical studies done within the contemporary period, so the interest of this thesis



in the subject is defined by an interest in current trends and the way we understand the relationship

between man and nature.

The focus on the urban environment that characterizes much of modern and contemporary literature has
also been observed by critics who focus on the portrayal of the ecosystem. They draw attention to the
tension between the urban and the natural environment, and to the fact that scientific progress has brought
about many changes in our understanding of humanity. But at the same time, it cannot replace the human
tendency to form connections with nature. This is best seen in Atwood's novels which highlight the
complicated relationship between man and nature when the urban environment is removed from the
equation. When only the two remain, man is forced to recreate his relationship with nature, but now from

a subservient position and not from one in which they dominate over nature.

Chapter three, “Brave New Worlds,” is divided into three subchapters and addresses several issues related
to our understanding of science fiction. The first subchapter, “Science Fiction and Speculative Fiction”,
tries to define these two literary genres, a topic that has caused a lot of controversy and many debates
within the literary sphere. Because of its origin to pulp magazines, defining science fiction has caused a
great deal of trouble among literary critics. Moreover, while this literary genre has not been taken
seriously, its root in Anglophone literatures is in Thomas More’s Utopia. Its purpose was to criticize,

explore and ask questions regarding scientific progress.

This genre is explored in more detail in the second subchapter of this chapter, namely “Defining Utopia
and Dystopia”, which discusses the two visions of the future that authors and readers may have regarding
the evolution of society. Utopia is defined as the ideal society where scientific progress is beneficial to the
human race. Utopia argues that the improvement of the world is intrinsically connected to technological
evolution, but as can be seen in contemporary literature this perspective has declined greatly since the
twentieth century due to the two World Wars and the Cold War. However, humanity’s perception of
technology would be radically changed by the two atomic bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. Because of these events, utopia could no longer exist in a post-war world and was replaced by
dystopia, a literary genre that focuses on the negative consequences of scientific progress due to various
totalitarian regimes. Thus, the ultimate result is the creation of countless worlds in which the human

figure becomes an asset that can be bought or sold.

The third subchapter, entitled “Cyberpunk and Biopunk”, mainly explores the definition of these two
subgenres and how they relate to dystopias. The “punk” from biopunk and cyberpunk originates from the
punk subculture which focuses on ideas of resistance against authority, independence and self-expression.

Within the biopunk genre, society is described in such a way that nature becomes a symbol of punk



rebellion, while in cyberpunk, technology dominates the urban space excessively, providing a vision of a

hyper-technological future.

Chapter four, entitled “The Polluted Wastelands of Atwood’s and Gibson’s Trilogies,” explores in detail
the environmentally-focused discussions that appear in science fiction novels. The chapter will look at the
various representations of the relationship between man and nature, which reflect not only the
consequences of human influence on the environment, but also how it impacts human identity. The title of
the chapter already suggests one of these representations, more specifically, that in which the
human-nature relationship is marked by pollution and mutual destruction: the degradation of nature,
determined by human actions, ultimately leads to the loss of the Self, transforming the human into a mere

"machine" subject to capitalist values.

The destruction of the environment gives birth to anxiety within the human figure, who experiences a
rupture between the Self and nature. Nature becomes an entity perceived as an abandoned and forgotten
“ancestor” because it no longer embodies the characteristics considered valuable in modern society. Thus,
it is seen only as a “wilderness”, placed on the same level as the animal kingdom, without being
recognized as a stand-alone entity. Instead, it is demoted to the ranks of support for the existence of

human civilization.

This perspective is further detailed in the first subchapter, titled “Dangerous Technologies,” which
examines how humanity perceives the consequences of technological development beyond human
control. If technology was initially viewed as a support for humanity, this vision evolved, prompting
society to rethink the benefits and risks it brings. In science fiction, this theme is best reflected in “A.lL.
takeover” scenarios, which refer to scenarios where artificial intelligence takes control of humanity and

where technology comes to dominate society.

Often, this takeover is not sudden or violent, but gradual, with technology bringing many immediate
benefits to a society that largely ignores the ethical or moral issues associated with scientific progress. In
such scenarios, technology becomes a manifestation of capitalism, in which only results matter, without
giving any importance to how they are achieved. These scenarios do not necessarily provide us with a
lesson about the dangers of technology, but rather a picture of the relationship between technology and

humanity.

In the second subchapter, entitled “Reclaimed by Nature,” the infiltration of technology into human
society ultimately leads to the destruction of civilization, cities and the notion of urbanism. The cities,

once called only “concrete jungles,” gradually become true jungles, being completely covered by moss,



trees and various plant species. The image of a flower piercing the cement ceases to symbolize hope, and
instead becomes a symbol of the destruction of humanity. In the case of Atwood, this destruction forces a
return to a primitive way of life, which is not perceived as a salvation, but rather as an inevitable
consequence of human arrogance. For Gibson, on the other hand, the lack of nature is equivalent to a loss
of connection with humanity itself, and regions covered by nature become the last bastion of humanity.
Thus, the two authors present different views on our connection with the environment, but start from the

same basic idea: our relationship with nature is deeply influenced by our relationship with technology.

In the third subchapter, entitled "'Dead Zones': Hyper-Technological Environments," we examine the
"dead zones," a biological notion that refers to those oceanic regions unable to support organic life due to
lack of oxygen. Similarly, dead zones in Gibson's literature refer to those territories where human
presence is in decline, that is, areas where the influence of technology has profoundly affected human
existence. In contrast, in Atwood's novels, hyper technological areas become sterile, leaving no room for
human error and therefore humanity itself. This distinction is essential because the image of the

environment informs that of humanity.

Chapter Five, entitled "Man as the Measure of Things," addresses, in the first subchapter, "The
Commercialization of Man," existence within a capitalist environment. In this context, the human being is
reduced to an object of consumption, without intrinsic value, which allows them to be modified both
genetically and psychologically. In Atwood's novels, the genetic aspect is highlighted by the presence of
characters who can buy certain traits to become more valuable in society. On the other hand, Gibson is
interested in the influence of A.l. upon the human being. For example, we see the presence of Japanese
digital singers and the dilemma of achieving the ‘real’ in a society where it can be bought and turned into
reality TV shows. The commercialization of human life becomes a calling in itself, to which not many
manage to answer. But those who succeed fall into two subcategories that will be explored in the final two
subchapters, "Genetically Modified Species" and "The Limits Between A.l. and Technological

Augmentation".

They represent a bigger image of the problems caused by technological intervention on humanity. In the
second subchapter we can observe the differences between the three trilogies in terms of the genetic
changes experienced by the characters. In Atwood's case, these changes are the result of a capitalist
society that pushes for technological progress regardless of the consequences it may have. Consequently,
they are not limited to just modifying already existing humans, they are required to go further and create
new species of humans that are biologically far superior to previous ones. For Atwood, this is explored

through the existence of a new species, called the Crackers who are the bridge between humanity and the



animal kingdom because they exhibit traits from both species. Consequently, they become beings that
cannot be accepted either in human society, or in the animal one, for they merely represent a consequence

of what the capitalist society wishes to achieve but does not want to recognize as its own.

As far as Gibson is concerned, biological changes refer only to those of a pragmatic or aesthetic nature.
Change in the human body can only take place if it is beneficial or as an expression of the Self. We can
see this much clearer in the third subchapter which focuses on the influence of technology on the human
being, but with regards to how technology imitates mankind without managing to capture their essence.
This is demonstrated by characters like Wintermute and Rei Toei, both of whom are A.l. which seek a
gateway through which they can achieve a connection with the human spirit. This attempt to become
human ultimately leads to a much larger discussion about what reality actually means. A similar question
is asked by Atwood in her own trilogy in which the technological changes to which certain posthuman
characters are subjected end up contributing to a much larger view of their relationship with the
environment. Ultimately, with no place to call home, these posthuman characters end up infiltrating the

ranks of human society or choose to hide within nature, failing to be welcomed into either one.

In the last chapter of this thesis, we try to answer the question "Where then does the posthuman dwell?"
which basically refers to the notion of belonging to an environment that is constantly changing, or to one
trying to mould to a constantly changing individual. The answer we find in this study may not be the
desired one, because the only conclusion we can draw is that the posthuman individual, the one who
criticizes and questions the current system, does not have a way to replace the society in which they live.
Many literary critics see their work as simply highlighting how pollution, capitalism, and the lack of
human intervention regarding conservation efforts have affected our relationship with the environment.
However, the call for action arising from these observations remains only at the theoretical level and does

not materialize into practical measures.

Consequently, our complicated relationship with the environment defines us as posthuman beings who
seek a deeper connection with it, but who are instead bound to contribute, sometimes directly and
sometimes indirectly, to the destruction of the environment by simply existing in it. Thus, in Atwood's
and Gibson's novels, their final stance on the subject suggests that this state of the world cannot be

changed or avoided, but merely accepted as another side of humanity itself.
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