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Jani Ylonen

Negotiations about Reproduction
by Domestic Tables
— Space, Gender and Genetic
Technology in Ian McDonald’s
River of Gods and Ken MacLeod’s

Intrusion

When thinking about science fiction, ‘space’ often invokes the image of
the dark areas between star systems that often form the deadly yet neutral
backdrop to the actions that happen within starships and on the surfaces
of planets. However, following a general geographical turn it could be
argued that this perception of neutrality has been renegotiated and that
even the darkness between stars can be seen to be “charged with meaning
through discourses and practices™.! Science fiction has contributed greatly
to ideas about outer space by creating images of a location that is outside
most people’s experience. However, it has also used spaces that are part
of everyday human experience as its locations, such as business offices
and homes, which are connected to much older and varied discourses.?
Nevertheless, especially when discussing developing technologies, science
fiction can combine and expose connections between discourses of tech-
nology and space in a way that highlights undercurrents that philosophi-
cal or political discussions might not. For example, in Ken MacLeod’s
Intrusion’® and Ian McDonald’s River of Gods®, questions about genetic
reproduction are discussed in the context of domestic space, thereby con-
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necting them to concepts of public/private, gender and agency’® and high-
lighting the interlinks between issues of technology and control.

MacLeod’s and McDonald’s science fiction novels situate discussions
about prenatal genetic modification around the space of domestic tables.
However, while the settings have these clear similarities, some of the vari-
ables concerning gender, class and technological regulations are different. In
Intrusion, the kitchen table is a site at which the government seeks to enforce
its regulations on a pregnant mother, thus raising questions of agency, the
body and biopower. In River of Gods, the dining table of a middle-class fam-
ily serves as a setting for a patriarchal figure’s attempt to hold onto his fixed
ideas of identity and control by opposing his wife’s wishes for a modified off-
spring. The two scenes therefore discuss what Jurgen Habermas® introduces
as two possible paths for the regulation of genetic reproductive technology,
or normative regulation, where the responsibility falls on institutions and
individual choice, and where individuals or parents make decisions without
institutional supervision. Through these scenes these novels offer spaces for
assessing the ethical implications, with fictional settings acting as “moral
laboratories™” The two scenes also emphasise — both through the setting
and the dialogues between the participants — ideas about the distinction, or
lack of it, between public and private, which can be seen as an integral part
of the two regulations mentioned above. Through the novels I analyse how
the ideas of control concerning technology are connected and intertwined
with embodiment and gender in a space — the home — that is wrought with
their discourses. Therefore, in this chapter I demonstrate how the settings
reveal the ways in which discourses of space and identity interact with dis-
cussions about reproductive technology.

Recent developments in the field have meant that reproductive genetic
technology has become significantly more visible in the media.® However,
as Esa Viliverronen® has stated, gene technology only becomes interest-
ing when it is part of everyday life. While there is an apparent consensus
among several new publications that the issue is now much more topical,
the technology is still far removed from the lives of average houscholds.
Viliverronen!® claims that fictional stories can serve as tools for under-
standing abstract phenomena, and I argue that the two mentioned novels
are appropriate instruments for understanding how gene technology could
affect homes in the future. I assert that not only do they discuss issues that
the media has only recently shown interest in, but that they also connect

these questions to where the effects of the discussion and decisions are ulti-
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mately felt, namely in the domestic spaces and families that inhabit them.
While the settings are similar enough to be effectively discussed together,
they also offer contrasting contexts, such as different gender lines or modes
of regulation that correspond with those discussed by Habermas''. A close
reading of these novels can be used to address important factors that are
often overlooked in the public discussion about reproductive genetic tech-
nology, such as their connections to certain cultural dichotomies and social
constructions.

In this chapter I study how domestic space, and especially the catego-
ries of public and private, connects with questions of identity and genetic
reproductive technology. I first of all analyse how government regulations
and individual choice are connected to questions of a mother’s agency and
embodiment in Intrusion. Indeed, as I will demonstrate, matters concern-
ing the body and space are closely connected with technology and gender
in both novels. I then examine how similar questions are linked to middle-
class patriarchal identity in River of Gods. Finally, I conclude with a dis-
cussion about both novels and their overall implications for discussion on
reproductive technology and domestic space.

Connections between Space, Gender, and Science Fiction

In the West, public and private are often seen as a dichotomous pair.
The former is associated with the realm that is scrutinised by others and
includes politics and community, whereas the latter is connected to home
and the domestic space. Feminist theory has highlighted how the public
has been associated with masculinity and the private with femininity,
with the whole dichotomy being connected to questions of power.’? The
public is also connected to a more rapid conception of time and societal
change, while the home relates to a “slower, more organic sense of time”
and is regarded as a bastion of traditional values.”* Due to this associa-
tion, the public space has been seen as the major site for identity politics
and the construction of individual identities. However, as Andrew Gor-
man-Murray and Robyn Dowling'* have pointed out, home or domestic
space is where matters of identity are constantly negotiated. For example,
domestic space is where questions of gender, class and sexuality are con-
stantly processed. The domestic setting is thus a site where discourses that
are often associated with the public realm intersect and as such is impor-

tant for “cultural formations and transformations”." In other words, it is
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a site for identity politics and an arena for social change.

Iris Marion Young'® suggests that home is also “an extension of the
person’s body”, where “the basic activities of life” are performed. In similar
manner, Robyn Longhurst"” paraphrases Linda McDowell to indicate that
abody not only “exists in places”, but that bodies “are places” in themselves.
These ideas of the body are also connected to the concept of embodiment,
where “collective behaviors and beliefs [...] are rendered individual and
‘lived’ at the level of body”."® Young and Longhurst are also examples of the
attention that the body has received in human geography in recent decades.
Inarguably, the body as a concept has received significant attention not only
in human geography, but also in cultural theory, the social sciences, literary
scholarship and feminist studies”. While the Western philosophical tradi-
tion has presented the body as a static part of humanity and as a host to the
ever-developing mind, in contemporary scholarship it is seen as a major site
for the formation of identity that has been presented in various ways accord-
ing to different cultural and societal factors.?® Indeed, the body has been
examined in various ways as a political site. For example, Michel Foucault*!
famously examined how the body has been envisioned as an object of power
that has been regulated by policies of social and medical origin.

According to Patricia Melzer”?, feminist theory and science fiction
share an interest in the body and its relation to what Foucault refers to as
biopower: “scientific, discourse and technology’s systems, institutions, and
representations”. This has been especially visible in feminist technoscience
and cyborg feminism, which are often connected to Donna Haraway. Hara-
way has criticised the patriarchal origins of science and technology and seen
their potential to deconstruct these very structures as well as the potential
of science fiction in the related discussion. Feminist critique of science has
emphasised how scientific knowledge and technology have been used to
enforce patriarchal authority and power.?® Similarly, early feminist critiques
of science fiction argued that it historically reflected patriarchal values and
masculine concerns.** However, more recent critics have pointed out how
contemporary science fiction constantly explores gender and its relationship
to technology.” > While science fiction has served as what Istvan Csicsery-
Ronay Jr.?” calls “a propaganda arm of technocratic ideology”, it has also
critically engaged with technology and the cultures surrounding it. Due
to its speculative nature, it even has a special ability to negotiate questions
relating to emerging technologies. As Csicsery-Ronay Jr. observes,
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[Science fiction w]riters take known, plausible, or just widely entertained
scientific ideas and extend them speculatively into the unknown, exceed-
ing their contexts, revealing their fantastic dimensions, and undermining
obliquely their claims to universal applicability.?®

Gene technology is especially interesting for science fiction, as the two
novels by MacLeod and McDonald demonstrate. Several scholars agree
that genetic technology has an unforeseen potential to change the very
concept of humanity.? In what follows, I demonstrate how the two ana-
lysed novels not only extend the ideas of genetic reproductive technology
into the unknown, but also connect them to familiar discourses.

A Kitchen Table and a Government Ultimatum

Scottish author Ken MacLeod (born in 1954) is described by Graham
Sleight® as having a particular “interest in how societies structure them-
selves” and how individuals form groups and societies. In Intrusion, his
sixtieth novel, technology superficially appears to be an unproblematic
agent of progress for the society concerned, thereby following a role that
Roger Luckhurst® claims is common in science fiction. To the general
public of the novel’s future British technology appears to have solved
many problems in the world, for example by genetically enhancing trees
so that they clean the air and medical achievements that have cured many
diseases. Indeed, even Hope and Hugh, the couple at the centre of activity
in the novel, have faith in society at the beginning of the narrative. How-
ever, the medical enhancements, or rather how society seeks to control
them, start to undermine the idea of progress and highlight its problems.

In many ways, the elements of dystopia are already in place in the lives of
Hope and Hugh. For example, women’s lives are limited, and these limita-
tions are justified by the benefits that they will apparently have for women
and children alike. According to Hope, the changes have been progressively

unveiled:

[T]hey’d come to stand in her mind for a larger failing on her mother’s
cohort, who’d somehow let their guard down for a moment of post-femi-
nist frivolity and found a whole shadow sexist establishment just waiting
to pounce [...] and before you knew it, the tax advantages of having one
parent home were so significant it was more than it was worth not to do
it unless you were something like a lawyer — like, for instance, all those
lawyers who’d dreamed up all the ostensibly child-protective legislation
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that had put so many workplaces outside the home off limits for women of
childbearing age whether they ever intended to have children or not, which
meant that nine times out of ten the parent at home was the mother.*

In the novel, society has created limitations for women through what
are seemingly advantageous and good intentions. These limitations have
gradually restored a patriarchal structure that is often associated with
the 1950s. The society in question has not walked the path suggested by
Adrienne Rich¥, where choices about reproduction have led to a decon-
struction of social gender norms. “The child-protective legislation” is a
classic way of justifying limitations that directly affect women, although
at the same time uses children to shield the legislation from accusations of
sexism. In this case, society has used children as an excuse to reinforce the
gender barrier between public and private. As Burman and Stacey* claim
with reference to research by Yuval-Davis, Anthias and Ueno, the cultural
and biological aspects of reproduction have been used to “render [them]
targets of social policy”. Furthermore, in connection to space, due to their
ability to reproduce, in other words, their embodiment, women have been
locked inside what Iris Marion Young® refers to as “private spheres” that
confine “some persons to a certain realm of activity and excludes them
from others”. The society has bypassed other possible options to restrict-
ing where people can go, such as dealing with the root cause of the dan-
ger. Restricting women from certain spaces, especially in a society that is
technologically advanced, can be seen as a political choice that is compa-
rable to those made in recent times outside fiction.*

Although there are several examples in the novel of how technology and
legislation are used to control women, in this chapter I concentrate on one
specific scene and its location. As this scene depicts, and as narrated from
Hope’s point of view and set in the family kitchen, it is not enough for the gov-
ernment to limit the public spaces in which women can work. Its legislation
also invades traditionally private spaces. The scene is set when Fiona, a social

worker/visiting nurse arrives and sits down to talk in the couple’s kitchen:

Hope stared across the table at Fiona: friendly, businesslike, almost moth-
erly. In the grey light from the window and the white light from the led
fixture, she sat in a halo in which she looked serene, concerned, informed,
everything a visiting nurse should be.””

62



It is noticeable how the setting affects Hope’s perception of Fiona. Her
composure is highlighted by the light, the mixed nature of which almost
foreshadows her as an outside force entering this private space to discuss
the faith of Hope’s unborn child with her.

Despite her benign presentation, Fiona’s visit is a continuation of the
process that started with “the failure of Hope’s mother’s cohort”. Whereas
earlier changes had limited women like Hope to working in the privacy
of their homes, this time the lines between what is controlled are moved
further into the private sphere. Indeed, as Carole Pateman?® states, welfare
policies have extended their reach from public to private sector to support a
patriarchal family model since the early 20 century. As a guardian of wel-
fare policies, Fiona steps into the couple’s kitchen, which has historically
been seen as the woman’s zone in the house®, and makes it known that this
too is already partly her jurisdiction: “[Hope] watched Fiona slip a com-
puter out of her tunic pocket [...] and poked at it for a few seconds, then sat
back, no doubt relieved that no molecules of dangerous substances had been
detected in the air.™ Fiona already has the right to monitor Hope’s and
Hugh’s houschold so that they do not do anything that might be harmful to
the future child, such as smoking. Indeed, close to her wedding ring, Hope
wears a ring that reports any violations to the health centre, such as drink-
ing whisky during pregnancy.* However, it quickly becomes apparent that
Fiona’s visit is not just an ordinary house call to check toxic levels. Instead,
she has a clear agenda, which is to ask for Hope’s opinion as to whether she
has decided to follow the government’s recommendations in the case of her
second child.

The recommendation is a pill called ‘the Fix’, which is

[...] a complex of gene-correcting machinery made up into a single tablet
which when swallowed during pregnancy fixes errors in the baby’s genome,
and confers immunity to almost all childhood ailments.*

“The Fix’ is designed to ward off the various conditions that a child may
experience to ‘correct’ the mother’s DNA. Either because of this, or the
fact that it indiscriminately fixes all the strands in the DNA that are per-
ceived as errors, whether proven dangerous or not, Hope does not want
to swallow the pill. However, a precedent that is in danger of giving the
government leverage to force people into taking the treatment has just
been set. In fact, this is the warning or threat that Fiona brings. Hope
should take ‘the Fix’ now instead of being forced to do it later:
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‘It’s the principle’, Fiona said. ‘[...] You can’t have people dodging an obliga-

tion just because they don’t feel like it.”[...] ‘I sympathise, obviously, butall I

can say is, | hope you're not one of those picked to be made an example of.#*

Fiona’s choice of words clearly indicates her perception of the matter:
Hope’s personal choice to not take ‘the Fix’ means “dodging an obliga-
tion” — avoiding a compulsory and universally beneficial treatment with-
out any understandable reason. Despite her appearance of niceness and
apparent sympathy, Fiona works for a governmental agency that wants to
determine the path of Hope and Hugh’s future child and take away the
possibility for Hope to govern her own body. When Fiona later in the
scene puts a ‘Fix’ tablet on the couple’s table in front of Hope, she not
only introduces this technology to their domestic space, but also wants
Hope to swallow it.

Of course, Fiona warns Hope of the possibility that her jurisdiction will
be much deeper than the inside of her house, i.c. inside her. “The Fix’ and
the government’s possibility to force it on Hope means that it is ready to
invade her privacy and that of her future child’s body. Turning around yet
connecting to the idea of “home as an extension of the body™*, the control
that Fiona represents and tries to enforce extends from the domestic space
to Hope’s embodiment. Hope’s pregnant body, with a child in the womb,
could be considered the most concrete extension of the idea of the body as
a space. After all, the womb is even regarded by some as a vessel for new
life, which is perhaps an appropriate metaphor for those developing artifi-
cial wombs that remove much of the connection between the mother and
the foetus. While Rosi Braidotti® talks about how the work carried out by
scientists in laboratories to develop reproductive technologies, such as arti-
ficial insemination, can be used to control women, here similar technology
is brought from the labs to private dwellings with the same intent. Produc-
ing the best possible citizens has been seen in Western philosophy as the
ultimate goal for society and for parents.* Here, society is willing to take
control of more of the process. In order to provide ideal, healthy citizens for
its society, representatives of the government are willing to take the agency
for their own bodies away from adult women. By moving this into the pri-
vate sphere, the government dismantles the boundaries between public and
private by extending its control over women further into the latter. It could
be argued that this is similar to the historical idea of the kitchen as women’s

domain in the property that belongs to their husbands.
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This threat also makes Hope seriously doubt the system and Fiona as
partof it: “Fiona wasn’t a villain. Fiona was just a person who represented an
impersonal system closing in and grinding them down. That was how Hope
saw her.” As this vision is quite distinct from the earlier benign one, Hope
becomes disenchanted with Fiona, but more significantly with the society
she represents and, consequently, is ready later in the novel to rebel against
society and escape with her family. Iris Marion Young® refers to privacy
as the “autonomy and control” that a person has over information about
themselves and their private space and embodiment. In the novel, Hope not
only loses her privacy but society also makes a very strong effort to limit
her embodied agency and her ability to reproduce, therefore tying her wom-
anhood to motherhood and using it to oppress her.*” The concepts of pri-
vate and privacy culminate in the body, Hope’s body, which is the ultimate
object of the (bio)power the government wishes to wield. In Intrusion, the
society can be defined as a woman’s dystopia, as indicated by Sarah Lefanu®:
Hope’s femaleness is used against her, and she is in danger of being “reduced

from subjecthood to function”.

Dining Table and a Dream of a Perfect Child

Award-winning British author Ian McDonald (born in 1960) has set much
of his work outside the First World paradigm and has often explored Brit-
ain’s demise as a world power in connection with rising technologies.”
River of Gods is set in a largely different world from that of MacLeod,
in India in the 2040s, where traditional nation states have mostly been
replaced or removed from power by private corporations in ways that are
usual for post-1980s science fiction.” As is often the case, the choice of
using technology is left to the customer. Instead of a “socialist dystopia”,
the world is more like a typical capitalist dystopia, or is on the verge of
becoming one. River of Gods also has a central scene set around a table
where choices about gene technology are discussed. While this table is a
dining table and represents a more middle-class environment, the distinc-
tion between public and private and their connection to gender is also
discussed around it. However, this time the person who is ‘under threat’
is not the future mother but the possible future facher, who arrives home
from work to find his wife and mother-in-law emphasising the old asso-
ciation between the masculine and the public and the feminine and the
private.® As the patriarchal breadwinner, Mr Nandha feels that the home
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should be his area of control. As Carole Pateman®® argues, there has always
been a legitimate space for men in public and at the head of the table. As
such, the novel continues a tradition of middle-class families discussing
topical societal concerns at the dinner table whether historically or in nov-
els”, but also questions matters of identity in a domestic setting.’®

Parvati, Mr Nandha’s wife, and Mrs Saburdhai, her mother, disrupt

these dreams of accord and induce a prideful (sic) reaction from him:

A fine government roof, earned by my care and dedication to my profes-
sion. A roof under which I expect the peace and calm and domestic order
that profession demands. [...] Things you could not even begin to under-
stand, that threaten our every belief about our world, I confront them on a
daily basis. And if my horrible, tuneless Western music, if my bland white
firengi diet, my cook and my sweeper all give me that peace and calm to face
another day in work, is that unreasonable.””

To him, his home, and especially the dinner table at which he sits when
coming home from work, represents a space where he can leave his public
role behind and concentrate on his private indulgences. The description
also highlights the family’s home with its human servants as a space that
is almost devoid of technology, in contrast to Mr Nandha’s work where
the most recent technology is ever present. To Mr Nandha, his job repre-
sents the chaos of the public world against which he expects his home and
dinner table to present a countering private world of “peace and calm”,
which is mentioned twice in the above passage. However, the peace and
calm are not produced by his wife or even the site, but by the commodi-
ties he lists, from the roof to what is on the dinner plate and to who
made it, all of which he owns. His idea of home is connected to what Iris
Marion Young®® refers to as a “commodified concept of home” that “ties
identity to a withdrawal from the public world and to the amount and
status of one’s belongings”. But in this particular moment the fortress of
tranquillity that he feels he has earned is broken from the inside by the
people he expects to be part of his private life. What is more, they con-
front him with a discussion about the kind of technology that he fights
against in his public life.

The matter that Parvati and Mrs Saburdhai confront Mr Nandha with
is having a child, and not just any child but a “true heir”>? They want to
procure what is considered in their society to be the highest status symbol,
a Brahmin child:
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A genetically engineered child. A human child that lives twice as long but
ages halfas fast. A human being that can never get cancer, that can never get
Alzheimer’s, that can never get arthritis or any number of the degenerative
ills that will come to us, Parvati.®

In the novel, the Brahmin represents the most advanced technology in
the field of reproduction. Like ‘the Fix’ in the world of Intrusion, this pre-
natal modification offers the child protection against ailments. However,
this time the matter is not just about avoiding the negative but about
actually enhancing the child. As such, and as explained by Matti Hiyry®!,
the technologies of the two novels represent two methods of modifying
children genetically in the discussion about bioethics: correcting harmful
defects or enhancing the child. In both novels, the effects on the children
represent something that not only affects those who are modified, but
also their progeny. However, in River of Gods the degree of modification is
different, as is the inherited effect discussed by an expert in biotechnology:

[...] we have reached a stage where wealth can change human evolution. [...]
Parents have always wanted to give their children advantages, now they can
hand them down through future generations. And what parent would not
want that for their children?®?

In the capitalistic world of the novel, the technologies are available to
those who can afford them, and a Brahmin is regarded as a luxury item
that is only available to the wealthiest.’ This connection between social
class and technology is marked by the name of the enhanced children,
thus referring to the old and the highest spiritual caste in India, previ-
ously reserved for the priestly class and the holders of the highest ritual
status and economic and political power.®* The Brahmin, with their long
life span and the ability to transfer precious genetic property, uphold the
‘sacred law’ of privilege and command ritual and secular status.
Although Mr Nandha’s speech demonstrates his understanding of com-
modities and status, he opposes the idea of a modified child, not because of
the ‘class problem but due to the price. He could just about afford to have
the child, but has other reasons for opposing the action that only seems rea-
sonable to his wife and mother-in-law, as revealed in the passionate reaction

to the topic:
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We will take our seed to the doctors and they will open it up and take it
apart and change it so that it is no longer ours and then fuse it and put
that inside you, Parvati; fill you full of hormones and fertility drugs and
push it into your womb until it takes and you swell up with it, this stranger
within.®

His horror at the suggestion is triggered by the technological aspects. His
opposition is primarily based on his perception of the process as unnatu-
ral, as well as other gender-rooted social constructions. Mr Nandha is a
member of the patriarchy, which according to Adrienne Rich® is based
on the continuation of the genetic material and control of this process.
Therefore, the creation of a Brahmin child, while also representing the
inheritance of privilege, represents a loss of that control. In effect he would
only be the distributor of genes. The control would instead be given to the
doctors who carry out the changes that make the Brahmin such valued
heirs. It is not Mr Nandha’s genetic imprint that is important but how it
is changed. Merete Lie® discusses how “the separation of sexuality and
procreation” caused by the contraceptive pill “disturbed the naturalness
of the nuclear family’s role [...] in the process of reproduction”. In similar
fashion, Mr Nandha sees an analogous threat to his status in his family
unit from the Brahmin technology. In his appeal to Parvati, he first uses
the pronouns 'we’ and ‘our’, but after the doctors take charge of the pro-
cess he only says ‘you’, referring to Parvati. With his choice of pronouns,
Mr Nandha expresses how he feels about the process that will remove
him from the reproductive narrative and deny his agency in the matter.
While many feminist scholars®® have discussed how science has taken on
the role of a father through its increasing participation in reproduction,
this danger is now a reality for Mr Nandha, who is to become the father
replaced by science. His words almost echo the fears expressed by femi-
nist scholars, who argued that reproductive technology, seen as inherently
patriarchal, would be used to assert dominance over women.*” However,
the technology is now eroding his patriarchal status. While he attempts
to describe Parvati in terms of an object, it is still clear that she will be
more of an agent in the process of securing a Brahmin child. If nothing
else, she will carry the child when the doctors have carried out their task.
Thus, as Merete Lie”® discusses, the woman becomes a participant rather
than a creator in this technologically influenced reproductive process,
which is more than the role reserved for Mr Nandha.

How Mr Nandha connects the Brahmin with his loss of domestic con-
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trol is also reflected when he says: “[...] the Brahmins, they are the destruc-
tion of all of us. We are redundant. Dead ends. I strive against inhuman
monsters, I will not invite one into my wife’s womb”.”* Here he uses pro-
nouns to again connect the question of a child not only to himself and Par-
vati, but to the whole of (hu)mankind. However, his own role as a “dead
end” is emphasised by his verbal seizure of agency in the following sentence.
He not only paints himself as a hero fighting the enemies of the current ver-
sion of humanity, but also claims his right to control his wife’s reproductive
organs. Erica Burman’ discusses how in the connection between women
and children both have been marked as the property of their husbands/
fathers and infantilised. Mr Nandha’s passionate, almost preacher-like,
rhetoric infantilises Parvati as someone who does not understand the full
implications of her request. The words also connect to his job and remind
him of his created role as a breadwinner, which as the rhetoric implies, gives
him ownership not only of his house, but also the wife living in it with
him. The connection between discourses of domestic space, embodiment
and femininity can also be read from his choice of words when he refers to
impregnating Parvati using the verb ‘to invite’, at the same time as emphasis-
ing himself as the person who makes the decisions and the one left as a mere
bystander in the process. Iris Marion Young’ paraphrases how Luce Iriga-
ray “writes about the association of house and home with a male longing for
fixed identity in a timeless tone”. Mr Nandha has certainly built his identity
around the concept of home and uses it to shield himself from the cruel-
ties of his work. While the novel gives some support to his technophobia,
the scene set around the dining table highlights what Margrit Shildrick™
might call “nostalgia for purity”, rather than any ethical concern behind his
actions and words, especially concerning the Brahmin.

Parvati’s topic breaches Mr Nandha’s control over what is private and
what is public, as well as the separation of these two categories. He also per-
ceives it as a challenge to his masculinity and the traits he considers to be
part of it. As Andrea Kaston Tange” argues about Victorian middle-class
homes, the dining room is a site for evaluating men’s masculinity based on
their behaviour. Although the setting is not a Victorian home, Mr Nandha’s
defensive and aggressive reaction certainly implies that he feels unnerved by
the discussion that is taking place under ‘his roof”. While Parvati may not
connect his behaviour to his masculinity, the scene is portrayed in the novel
as having a part to play in her later decision to abandon Mr Nandha for
another man, thus breaking down their family unit and leaving the bread-

winner without anyone to support — neither a wife nor a potential child.
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Novels at an Ethical Intersection between Gender,

Technology, and Space

The novels considered here offer two quite different societies that conse-
quently discuss matters of prenatal genetic modification from two dif-
ferent points of view. In Intrusion, government interests and individual
choice collide, revealing questions of biopower and women’s agency over
their embodiment. In River of Gods, on the other hand, women’s agency
over their own bodies is connected to patriarchal control and the con-
struction of fixed male identity. Whilst different in many ways, the sce-
narios also have clear similarities.

As indicated, the scenarios represent two distinct views of the con-
trol of genetic technology, as discussed by Jiirgen Habermas™ and others.
However, in both cases, the choice, whether regulated by the government
or left to the individual or family unit, disrupts the structures of society.
On the one hand, in Hope’s and Hugh’s case, the weight of the matter first
makes them disillusioned with their status as citizens of their society, and
then leads them to rebel and act against the best interests of that society.
On the other hand, in Mr Nandha’s and Parvati’s case, it is the family unit
that is broken by the choice and their different opinions and approaches to
it. While the scenes explored in this chapter raise interesting questions of
citizenship and what constitutes a family, they are also overshadowed by
questions of gender and space.

Even though the societies in the novels offer different views of the
dichotomy of public/private, both novels discuss the effects of reproduc-
tive technology and related ethical questions on this binary. Hope, Hugh
and Mr Nandha see home, to quote Gorman-Murray and Dowling”’, “as a
safe haven”. However, in both cases, technology disturbs the peace of these
havens. The public discussion about prenatal modification invades private
facilities and dissolves the boundaries. Both novels highlight the fact that
whether the choice is seen as a private matter decided by parental units, or as
a public affair with institutional control, the very nature of the technology
disrupts the dichotomies and borders connected with and concerning the
matter. The choice made by the family unit affects the society as a whole,
while society’s involvement invades the autonomy of its members in ways
that are intersected by questions of class and gender. The effects are almost
the opposite to those in Intrusion, where the government could be seen to
represent a patriarchal force that seeks to control women and reduce them

to their reproductive function. In River of Gods, it is a woman’s wish to
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explore her reproductive ability in combination with prenatal technology
that is seen as a threat to the identity and control of a patriarchal figure. The
two novels demonstrate science fiction’s potential to discuss the relation-
ship between gender and technology and its capacity to dissolve cultural
boundaries and norms, such as ideas connected to space.

The locations serve to establish the interconnections between the dis-
courses, practices of space and genetic reproductive technology. The domes-
tic setting contains various non-neutral discourses that are connected to, for
example, class and gender. The various scenes remind us how technology,
even one that is under development, and the discussions surrounding it, will
always connect to previous discussions about identities, bodies, boundaries
or previous technologies. In the scenes analysed here, clear connections are
visible between discussions about gene technology and those concerning
earlier reproductive technologies, such as artificial insemination and the
contraceptive pill.”® When science introduces new technologies, they and
the discussions concerning them always exist in a continuum connected to
social values and constructions. Science may appear as “the new father”, to
quote Merete Lie”, but how fatherhood is defined and what rights fathers
have are matters of social agreement. Consequently, it is hardly surprising
that in Intrusion this ‘father’ represents the patriarchal system and in River
of Gods Mr Nandha sees the more active role of women in it as a threat to
himself and to the whole of mankind (sic). However, beyond the concerns
of patriarchy, developing technologies require a reassessment of what moth-
erhood and fatherhood are and what childhood means in the 21* century.

Gene technology is at the same time connected to essentialist ideals
concerning humanity and the research that disrupts them. Consider, for
example, one of the most significant and visible projects in gene research
in human history, the Human Genome Project. This started as a project
essentially to map human nature, or the essence of it, but has resulted in dis-
coveries that Richard Twine®® claims have led to, “prior assumptions about
human nature appear increasingly fragile in the face of genomic visions of
human ‘enhancement”. This effect, which is shown in the novels as gene
technology, is linked directly to the body, past the usual fields of discussion
examining genetically modified tomatoes or human cells that are examined
without any direct connection to the entities they are a part of. The body,
the political space of biopower, is ultimately at the centre of the discussion
about gene technology, the most private part in the domestic setting that
is invaded by technology and, in the case of Intrusion, the regulations that

71



seek to govern it. While gene technology might be a new invader, the discus-
sion in the novels follows much older patterns that are recognisable from
other discussions about women’s rights for self-determination. One such
issue is abortion, which like reproductive gene technology has had consider-
able media coverage in recent years.*" There are clear similarities between
the government in Intrusion that wants to seemingly protect the lives of its
citizens by restricting women’s rights to the self-government of their own
bodies and the outrage that Mr Nandha expresses over the threat to his
patriarchal identity from women who want to choose how they reproduce.
This is also reflected in the discussion that is currently taking place in the
United States. Issues of reproduction in both cases quickly become ques-
tions of gender and power.

While gene technology presents unforeseen dilemmas to humankind®?,
many of its questions are connected to historical constructions of moth-
erhood, female embodiment, reproduction and power. The novels also
highlight a discussion that is often neglected in the public sphere, despite
being the central area for the final confrontations of these matters, i.e. the
home. At an allegorical level, the domestic settings that seem bereft of the
technological advances that have changed the societies around them serve
as metaphors for the directions that technological discussions take. Of
course, as the matter becomes ever more urgent and part of everyday life,
and as Esa Viliverronen® implies, gene technology will become further
integrated into domestic discussions. While traditionally, as Joanne Hol-
lows®* explains, home has been associated with “slower, more organic sense
of time”, the novels certainly imply another possibility. In them, the short
domestic scenes have powerful consequences in terms of radical change,
not only within the families inhabiting the spaces but also in the societies
around them. It could therefore be argued that this will also probably hap-
pen when gene technology one day emerges from the laboratories and legal
councils and affects everyday life, especially if the implications are not care-
fully considered beforehand.

To conclude, these two science fiction novels discuss the moral and ethi-
cal implications of gene technology; a technology that despite being increas-
ingly discussed in the mainstream media is still removed from everyday life,
as are the ethical choices connected to it. As such, Infrusion and River of
Gods operate as what Jémeljan Hakemulder® refers to as ‘moral laborato-
riess “in which plausible implications of human conduct and ideas can be

studied in a relatively controlled way”. Hakemulder® argues that, as many

72



scholars have also claimed, literature “defamiliarizes our perception of the
world”, therefore enabling a re-examination of moral issues and norms.
While Hakemulder®” suggests that ‘literary fiction” has a more powerful
effect than ‘popular fiction’ (sic)®, I claim that science fiction, which has
even been defined in terms of its use of estrangement®, is especially adept at
this, particularly when discussing questions related to technology. Further-
more, Hakemulder®® discusses how this re-examination is partially caused
by empathic reactions to similarities between the literary characters” expe-
riences and the readers’ memories. It can be argued that these two novels
operate on two levels: first by alienating the home environment with the
addition of a technological discussion and secondly creating an empathic
resonance to the technological discussion by connecting it to the charac-
ters and their domestic experiences, thus enhancing the re-examination of
norms and ethical issues. As such, the two domestic scenes act as moral labo-
ratories in which we can examine our relationship to gender, gene technol-

ogy and domestic space.
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