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Introduction

et in a parallel dystopian universe in the 1990s, Kazuo Ishiguro’s

Never Let Me Go chronicles the lives of three students who are
reared, come of age, and find their way in (and ultimately out of)
England.! The novelss title is taken from a scene in which one stu-
dent, Kathy H., is caught by the patron of her boarding school
clutching a pillow to her breast while dancing to a song whose only
memorable line is its refrain: never let me go. Kathy, like the rest
of the children at the Hailsham boarding school, is a clone, des-
tined for a life first as a carer and then as a donor. The caring to be
done, though, is for the donor, and the donating is that of vital
organs; the clones’ purpose is to be harvested, to aid and abet the
scientific advances that followed the Second World War and that
made possible the indefinite extension of human life.? Never Let
Me Go thus offers, at least on the surface, a contemporary rendi-
tion of A Brave New World, one that explores the dark possibilities
of the future, especially in the context of increasingly advanced
biotechnologies.®

No doubt because of the anxieties generated by those very
technologies in contemporary society, critics have largely focused
on these dark themes, staying relatively close to the surface of the
novel’s plot.* Unsurprisingly, most see there a harbinger of the
future, the downside or unintended consequences of the unmiti-
gated advancement in science and technology. As commonsensical
and obvious as this may seem, however, reading the novel as an
exposition on the bioethics of cloning misses the mark, at least with
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regard to the way Ishiguro himself understood the work. Ishiguro
maintained that of all his novels, Never Let Me Go was the most
hopeful, as it demonstrated the possibility that despite otherwise
hopeless circumstances, people could nonetheless lead decent
lives.? Ishiguro’s expressed intention was to explore the phenomena
of love and friendship set against the backdrop of mortality, and
what he found, despite all dark pretenses to the contrary, was that
humans retain their ability to be decent because of their inherent
ability to love one another.® The bonds forged through this affec-
tion persist regardless of the meaninglessness within which the
individuals find themselves. Put another way, man retains some
measure of hope despite his postmodern condition.”

Our reading of Ishiguro’s novel seeks a third way between
author and critic. On the one hand, we explore Ishiguro’s under-
standing of decency, taking as seriously as possible this sense of
hope he finds in modern society. Yet on the other hand, we partly
join the critical commentary by casting doubt on the viability of this
decency and therefore on the feasibility of hope in our own future.
Owing to the way Ishiguro weaves together the novel’s characters,
themes, and setting, we question the extent to which Ishiguro
himself actually saw through the depths of his dark metaphors.
Instead, we indicate what is fundamentally at issue in the novel: the
only thing the students truly possess is their memories, however
fallible and ultimately fleeting. Despite what Ishiguro may have
sought, the student’s decency is not a basis for hope or optimism;
indeed, we cast doubt on that decency and question whether it is
evidence of their humanity at all, a question posed by the novel
itself. In other words, we want to suggest Ishiguro’s hopefulness
rests on a memory, one increasingly likely to be forgotten.

What follows thus makes the case for reading Never Let Me Go
as a much darker literary exposition than critics have done hitherto
and as having a much darker message than the one intended by the
author himself. Critically assessing the novel in this way also offers
a rather unique opportunity: Never Let Me Go provides a literary
looking glass into the condition of modern society, at least as seen
through the eyes of one of our more prominent modern poets.* To
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that end, we begin by exploring the novel’s dramatic structure,
indicating how argument and action weave together the dark
themes so characteristic of its reputation. In particular, we note the
significance of the novel’s tripartite structure: the three phases in
the characters’ development represent a deepening of their self-
understanding and culminate in the very perspective through
which Kathy narrates the story.” We then examine Ishiguro’s under-
standing of the novel’s teaching, or the extent to which the novel
could be thought optimistic despite its dark dystopian themes.
Finally, we provide our critical analysis of the novel. We indicate
the ways in which the students are problematic examples of
humanity (or the ways in which humanity itself has become prob-
lematic) and question whether their decency is a cause for hope.
We conclude with a series of questions seemingly implicit or incho-
ate within the text, questions that focus on the importance of
memory and that therefore offer other avenues for future

scholarship.

Told and Not Told: Love and Friendship Through Mortality
As we noted above, Ishiguro weaves a literary argument into the
dramatic action of Never Let Me Go. That is, the novel has some-
thing of a double movement; the plot unfolds conventionally
according to the internal development of its characters, culminat-
ing in a dramatic climax that resolves the tensions and obstacles
presented in and through that development. This otherwise normal
storyline is told one step removed, however; much like the Platonic
dialogues with which Ishiguro identifies elsewhere, the novels
action is narrated or recounted after the fact, creating a literary
distance between action and narration.'® This point, otherwise
seemingly trivial, in fact indicates an important interpretive
nuance: the narrator’s memory is itself brought into focus, making
it an integral part of the novels action and development. But
before going further, let us say a bit more about the intersection of
argument and action as a distinct literary methodology.!*

Reconsidering her memories are not primarily a historical
exercise for Kathy; notwithstanding a few exceptions, the events of
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her past remain quite vivid and are not as such the subject of her
focus.'? Kathy has her own reasons for recalling and narrating the
past as she does; the story is more than her memories of past
events, and she tells it to cherish those memories as well as to make
sense of them, to see them now as an intelligible whole, which was
not possible when experiencing them firsthand.'® The way she
makes sense of this whole, which is here equivalent to the way
Ishiguro explores his own themes, is to organize her memories
according to the way her love and affection developed. Her self-
understanding deepens as she realizes how love and affection drive
individuals apart as much as they unite them; Kathy’s self-knowl-
edge comes only once she comes to know others, including her
younger self. And knowledge of those others presupposes knowing
their relations; seeing how she, Tommy, and Ruth were brought
together and driven apart is hence necessary for her to understand
what her memories mean to her. The action of the novel thereby
produces its own unique argument, one Ishiguro asks his readers
to reflect on as they consider what Kathy recalls, in what ways she
makes sense of those recollections, and how both fit within the
novel’s overarching backdrop.'*

Nowhere is the interaction of argument and action clearer than
the title. Never Let Me Go announces the novel’s identity while also
tying that identity to something said to be outside the novel and to
the meaning of a scene within the novel. Never Let Me Go is the
name of a song by Judy Bridgewater, a fictive artist whose song was
written and performed long before the novel’s action takes place
and whose lyrics have nothing to do with the lives of the characters.
As Kathy admits, the song is relevant not because of its actual
lyrics, that is, because of what it literally says, but because of what
she wishes it to say, or what it means to her. That meaning, for her,
indicates a fantasy, an impossible possibility:

And what I'd imagine was a woman who'd been told she
couldn’t have babies, who'd really, really wanted them all her
life. Then there’s a sort of miracle and she has a baby, and
she holds this baby very close to her and walks around
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singing: “Baby, never let me go ...” partly because she’s so
happy, but also because she’s so afraid something will
happen, that the baby will get ill or be taken away from her.'>

Kathy understands the song to be about birth, about life, ultimately
about hope, however untenable that interpretation. But her hopes
have a dark underside; Kathy cannot have children because she is
a clone, sterile either by design or consequence. Her very aspira-
tions are haunting, as the one desire that would otherwise shape or
inform her growth and development as a young woman is denied
to her. This is true also of Kathy’s friends, children who grow up
from early on in a school of privilege in the English countryside. All
alike, their collective hopes and aspirations prove futile in light of
their destinies, their true purpose. Ishiguro uses this dialectic of
hope and darkness to unfold the novel’s action, which recounts the
seemingly tragic nature of their existence.

Never Let Me Go is divided into three unequal parts: the first
section on the clones’ lives at Hailsham is 111 pages, the second
section on the period at the Cottages is 88 pages, and the third
section in which Kathy serves as carer both to Tommy and Ruth is
81 pages. Because the novel consists of Kathy giving an account of
the key memories of her life, the longer length of the section on
Hailsham indicates she thought either more or more important
events happened there than anywhere else. In fact, most of the
second and third parts of the novel are Kathy, Tommy, and Ruth
trying to understand the meaning of their time at Hailsham. In
terms of “historical time” within the novel, the time at Hailsham
covers the longest period; Kathy speaks with Tommy about leaving
Hailsham after the summer most of the students are sixteen.!®
There is no mention of a time in Kathy’ life before Hailsham. At
the start of the novel, Kathy says that she is thirty-one years old and
has been a carer for over eleven years.!” This makes the time at the
Cottages, at most, a period of four years. The key memories of her
time as a carer are the periods of donations for both Ruth and
Tommy, and the reader is told about a year takes places between
Tommy’s donations.'®
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Hailsham

As Kathy later admits, going to Hailsham is the dominant event in
her life, which is why her memories are organized around life at
and after having gone there. For a Hailsham student, the three
sections of Kathy’s story—Hailsham, the Cottages, and as a carer—
are a fairly typical sequence. Not all of Kathy’s classmates go to the
Cottages; there are other places students go, such as White
Mansion or Poplar Farms." Very few are carers as long as Kathy,?
though all are seemingly well prepared given the emphasis their
education placed on taking care of one another. Despite attempt-
ing to, Kathy cannot escape the memory of Hailsham, and after a
rather peculiar experience with a donor in her third year, she no
longer tries to leave it in the past: “There have been times over the
years when I've tried to leave Hailsham behind, when I've told
myself I shouldn’t look back so much. But then there came a point
when I just stopped resisting.”*! Even after the physical school
closes, Kathy insists Hailsham continues to have a real existence in
her memory, telling of an encounter with a fellow alumnus where
“we hugged, quite spontaneously, not so much to comfort one
another, but as a way of affirming Hailsham, the fact that it was still
there in both of our memories.”

Not coincidentally, what Hailsham means to the students is
connected to the school’s purpose. Readers of the novel have noted
that the name of the school indicates a type of fraud is being perpe-
trated.?® Hailsham means to hail a sham, or that what is being
praised is a deception. The purpose of the Hailsham education is
to create a world of innocence that allows the clones to lead a
productive life. At some level, this is in keeping with the author’s
own views; Ishiguro has often said that deceptions are a key aspect
of education:

Hailsham is like a physical manifestation of what we have
to do to all children. ... It is a protected world. To some
extent at least you have to shield children from what you
know and drip-feed information to them. Sometimes that
is kindly meant, and sometimes not. When you become a
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parent, or a teacher, you turn into a manager of this whole
system. You become the person controlling the bubble of
innocence around a child, regulating it. All children have to
be deceived if they are to grow up without trauma.

The deception that is Hailsham is then something of a noble lie; for
the sake of a future good, a beautiful falsehood is told about an ugly
truth. In order for the students to overcome their plight in what-
ever way is possible for them, they must both “be told and not
told.”®

The role deception plays in Never Let Me Go is heightened by
the intersection of recollection with foreshadowing. While the first
part of the novel is Kathy’s memory of her life and friends at
Hailsham, she nonetheless divides that time at Hailsham in two:

I'm talking about the period from when we were thirteen
to when we left at sixteen. In my memory my life at
Hailsham falls into two distinct chunks: this last era, and
everything that came before. The earlier years—the ones
I've just been telling you about—they tend to blur into
each other as a kind of golden time. ... That talk with
Tommy beside the pond: I think of it now as a kind of
marker between the two eras.?

This divide marks the end of the designed education Kathy receives
from Miss Emily, Hailsham’s headmistress; what follows is corrupted
at least in part by the influence of Miss Lucy, an influential though
short-tenured guardian. Miss Emily wanted the bubble of inno-
cence around the children preserved at a time when Miss Lucy
thought it better burst. Kathy’s later years at Hailsham are
described as “more serious, and in some ways darker” and are
brought on when Tommy relates Miss Lucy’s teaching to Kathy.
The pond scene is recounted at the start of Chapter Three, but
that conversation is really a further explanation by Tommy as to
why he is now able to control his anger. The educational structure
at Hailsham praised students who were successful and productive
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artists. For darker reasons disclosed only at the novel’s end, the
founders of Hailsham fostered this artistic atmosphere to get the
best possible work out of the student body.®” In Tommy’s case, this
atmosphere had the negative side effect of hurting him socially
because he was not good at art.® Tommy was prone to fits of rage
at being teased, and the students enjoyed teasing him at every
opportunity, even picking him last at sports when he was among the
best athletes on the field.? Miss Lucy, seeing a solution that would
assuage his anger and hence remove the thrill associated with teas-
ing him, tells Tommy he need not concern himself with being crea-
tive.* This revelation, according to Tommy, is the source of his new
peaceful state; the doubt associated with their artwork’s value,
however, also begins the dark period for Kathy. In a sense, this
doubt is their first step toward self-knowledge; for the first time,
they gain some awareness or seriousness about the precariousness
of their lives. Because they were born to be harvested for parts,
their purpose can be said to be wholly bodily, a fact strongly hidden
or obscured by their rather ideal upbringing. Yet the slow release
of this truth, according to Miss Lucy, will keep them from leading
full lives: “You'll be leaving Hailsham before long,” she stresses,
“and its not so far off, the day you’ll be preparing for your first
donations. You need to remember that. If you're to have decent
lives, you have to know who you are and what lies ahead of you,
every one of you.”!

Years later when Kathy and Tommy go to see Madame and
Miss Emily about the possibility of deferrals, Miss Emily makes
explicit their rejection of Miss Lucy’s ideas:

Yes, in many ways we fooled you. I suppose you could even
call it that. But we sheltered you during those years and we
gave you your childhoods. Lucy was well meaning enough.
But if she’d had her way, your happiness at Hailsham
would have been shattered. Look at you both now! I'm so
proud of you both. You built your lives on what we gave
you. You wouldn’t have become absorbed in your lessons,
you wouldn’t have lost yourselves in your art and writing.
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Why should you have done, knowing what lay in store for
each of you? You would have told us it was all pointless, and
how could we have argued with you? She had to go.*

Even Miss Lucy realizes the life-flattening effects of the truth
toward the end of her time at Hailsham; she tells Tommy that in
hindsight she should not have told him he could neglect his art.
Rather, she should have told him it should matter to him for his
own sake: “Listen, Tommy, your art, it is important. And not just
because it’s evidence. But for your own sake. You'll get a lot from
it, just for yourself.”?

The Cottages

The second section of the novel—the time spent at the Cottages—
is a transition point for the students and the story’s plot. For the
latter, the very thing meant to keep the students together—the
affection they have for one another—is tested for the first time.
That test reveals something of an irony; the friendship(s) that
brought and kept them together is now the very thing working to
separate them. Put another way, the Cottages serve as the novel’s
transition by showing how love and friendship mature in ways
that are not simply harmonious. Regarding the former, life at the
Cottages proves to be different in important respects from life at
Hailsham; most immediately, life at the Cottages is a time of
leisure. Much like ordinary students away at college, it is the first
time the Hailsham students are not watched by their guardians.
Unlike college students, however, the Cottages are proportionally
much later in life for a would-be donor. Toward the end of the
first section Kathy warns Tommy that he is risking his future
happiness by not getting back together with Ruth, saying, “Look
you fool, you're not going to get many more chances. Don’t you
realize, we won’t be here together like this much longer?”?*
Tommy counters, perhaps thinking he would be happier with
Kathy, by saying, “Like you say, Kath. We’re going to be leaving
here soon. Its not like a game, anymore. We've got to think
carefully.”
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The time at the Cottages is divided into their arrival, their trip
to Norfolk with Rodney and Chrissie, and the point at which they
decide to leave. Upon arriving, the Hailsham students think of
themselves as a group; they are sent out from Hailsham to the vari-
ous facilities in groups or cohorts, presumably on the basis of a
pattern of affection long-established and observed. Reflecting on
the first day, Kathy remembers the way all eight of the students
from Hailsham “huddled together in front of the farmhouse” and
remarks how the fear they had of the world they were entering
never really left them. She comments, “because somewhere under-
neath a part of us stayed like that: fearful of the world around us,
and—no matter how much we despised ourselves for it—unable to
let each other go.”® Later as a carer, Kathy hears that Hailsham
will close and asks, “But what’ll happen to all the students?” Kathy
does not mean by this question the students currently attending
the school; instead, she means us, “all the students who’d grown up
with me and were now spread across the country, carers and
donors, all separated now but still somehow linked by the place
we’d come from.”36

No doubt the design of their education encouraged these groups,
which serve as a surrogate family of sorts as they enter the world: “But
this was one thing we'd been told over and over: that after Hailsham
there’d be no more guardians, so we'd have to look after each other.
And by and large, I'd say Hailsham prepared us well on that score.”"
At times, Ruth sarcastically refers to Kathy as “baby sister.” Yet it is also
clear that they are not a normal family; their sibling-like bonds are
quickly replaced by ill-defined, erotic relations. The ambiguity
surrounding this transition is apparent in the awkwardness with which
they handle it. Barely at an age when most teenagers would begin driv-
ing, the students are understandably immature emotionally; they learn
their gestures and habits from television rather than from their moth-
ers and fathers, or even from their former guardians. Kathy thinks
Ruth adapts to life at the Cottages too quickly, pointing out the way
she touches Tommy on the arm, an insincere gesture she learns from
television.®® Not surprisingly, love turns out to be a greater challenge
than friendship at the Cottages.
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Though meant to provide support after leaving their childhood
confines, the grouping of Hailsham students frays rather quickly.
Reminiscing again on Hailsham’s closure, Kathy calls to mind a scene
in North Wales in which a clown is holding a bunch of balloons. The
balloons have faces on them; Kathy says they look “like a little
tribe.”™ Perhaps indicating the tension or precarious connections,
her major concern is that someone might come along and cut the
balloon strings. She comments, “once that happened, there’d be no
real sense in which the balloons belonged with each other anymore.™
To be sure, the closing of Hailsham will separate them all as a tribe;
they will no longer belong to one other. That separation was already
prepared for, however, by their time at the Cottages, which tests
whether the students will stay together as a “family” or go their sepa-
rate ways. They quickly decide to separate.

The separation occurs partially as a result of their trip to
Norfolk with Chrissie and Rodney. They undertake the trip to find
Ruth’s possible, the otherwise normal people from whom the
students were cloned. It is also in Norfolk where Chrissie and
Rodney first discuss the possibility that two clones truly in love
might defer their donations for a time. In their childhood, Norfolk
was jokingly described as the place where items lost in one’s life-
time end up. And it is in Norfolk where Tommy and Kathy find the
long-lost Judy Bridgewater cassette (or one like it). This seemingly
trivial serendipity alters the plot’s trajectory significantly; the
students’ love for one another in this case also sets them at odds
later. Despite having originally led the effort at Hailsham to recover
the lost tape, Ruth is unsettled to find the Norfolk tape among
Kathy’s things at the Cottages.*! No doubt sensing what this could
otherwise mean, especially given the recent revelation of deferrals
and their connection to genuine love, Ruth tells Kathy that Tommy
would not be interested in her as a lover, owing to Kathy’s prior
erotic trysts: “You must know what I mean. Tommy doesn’t like
girls who've been with ... well, you know, with this person and that.
It’s just a thing he has. I'm sorry, Kathy.”*

Ruth’s actions here and elsewhere place her in an unfavorable
light; on the surface, she seems to be the story’s villain, acting as the
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foil to the true romance between Kathy and Tommy. Yet neither
ultimately forsake her; indeed, she eventually serves as the means
by which Kathy and Tommy are finally brought together. Her
apparent mendacity is in fact only her own poorly formed or
educated affection, as her relationship with Tommy, to say nothing
of the way she betrays Kathy’s confidence at crucial times, serves to
keep the group together, at least as she sees it.** In other words,
Ruth uses love (her erotic relationship with Tommy) to preserve
the friendship between the trio; an erotic match between Kathy
and Tommy would leave Ruth outside looking in. But because the
condition of their friendship—of the Hailsham group remaining
together—depends on a certain deception, the secrecy necessary
to preserve the friendship and their erotic relationships ultimately
undermines both.** Sensing her own isolation, Kathy elects to
become a donor without telling Ruth or Tommy; later, not long
before her second and final donation, Ruth admits she and Tommy
had all but split up before either became donors themselves. Life
at the Cottages ends with the students being more isolated from
one another than at any point in the novel.

Caring and Donations
The third part of the book covers the time after the Cottages and
brings the reader to the present with Kathy’s story. It covers the
second-to-last phase of the life of a clone but ends before Kathy
begins her own life as a donor. In terms of the plot, the third part
includes the final time all three are together for their trip to the
seashore, as well as Kathy and Tommy’s visit to Miss Emily and
Madame to learn if the deferrals are real. Both instances are clearly
related: superficially, the trio reunite after an extended period
apart, long enough presumably that the ill will engendered at the
Cottages gives way to a sincere desire to be together again. More
fundamentally, their trip to the seashore is redemptive; Ruth
reveals after the ordeal that she has found where Madame now
lives, thereby acting as the means by which Kathy and Tommy will
be paired, perhaps for an extended length of time. Not only are
Kathy and Tommy—the two seemingly meant for one
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another—finally brought together in an erotic relation, but the
catalyst is none other than the one who kept them apart since their
time at Hailsham. In a sense, Ruth’s future becomes equivalent to
the possibility of Kathy and Tommy receiving a deferral; her last
substantive act in the novel opens a new future for Kathy and
Tommy, one in which love triumphs over the immediacy of death
because of a fateful act of friendship. Their final time together
therefore brings friendship and love back into dramatic harmony;
Ruth is said to complete not long thereafter.*®

Ishiguro’s beautiful texturing here—his use of Kathy’s memo-
ries to explore the notion of memory as such—heightens the plot’s
drama; soon Kathy and Tommy are off chasing after Madame,
hoping to say and do just the right things that will allow them to
remain together. And yet, Ruth’s heroism affects a harmony that
cannot last; no sooner are the three reunited then their differences
reemerge. Both Ruth and Tommy stress during the reunion that
things are different when one becomes a donor, and because she is
not yet herself one, Kathy cannot understand what life is like for
them. The bond that develops between donors separates Tommy
and Ruth from Kathy despite the fact that Kathy is not like most
carers; not just their childhood friend, Kathy is also said to be a
remarkable carer, having an extraordinary eleven-year career
during which her donors consistently do better than expected, have
impressive recovery times, and are rarely classified as agitated.*
Moreover, Kathy’s experiences as a carer allow her to push back
against their subterranean suspicions, some of which border on the
conspiratorial.*’ In other words, Kathy’s wider knowledge of the
world shows the limitations and faults of Tommy and Ruth’s self-
understanding. In a parallel reminiscent of what happened earlier
in the Cottages, the promise of love is undercut by an inchoate
bond of friendship.

The triad of characters—Kathy, Ruth, and Tommy—allow for
three separate pairs combined at different times through the inter-
play of love and friendship. All three grow together as siblings.
Kathy and Ruth are friends in the beginning and by the end; Ruth
and Tommy begin as lovers, only to discover later their friendship;
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and Kathy and Tommy begin as friends and end as lovers. The
triangulation of the three in these discrete pairs is what allows
Ishiguro to explore both harmonies and tensions within love and
friendship, a pair itself less harmonious than otherwise thought. Yet
it is the tension within this pair that gives Kathy’s memories their
meaning; the faulty self-knowledge possessed by Tommy and Ruth
is subsequently replaced by Kathy and Tommy’s more accurate
knowledge of the real world—that there are no, and never were
any, deferrals for the students.*® Tragic enough in its own right, this
revelation prompts both to undertake a more serious introspection.
And both come to a more accurate self-evaluation, which cannot be
separated from their relationship with Ruth; each regrets Ruth not
living long enough to learn that the rumor of the deferrals was just
that. Kathy laments, “When I say I wish she’d found out the whole
score, it's more because I feel sad at the idea of her finishing up
different from me and Tommy. The way it is, it’s like there’s a line
with us on one side and Ruth on the other, and when all’s said and
done, I feel sad about that.”* Only in the end, when knowledge of
the world and knowledge of self are brought together, is there an
understanding of the need each has always had for the others. Yet
the book also ends with the completion of this recollection, that is,
a unity of thought in Kathy’s mind that never fulfills her desire for
a coherent bond with Ruth and Tommy.

Decency as Hope in the Contemporary World
Contrary to the dark surface, and despite what critics have noted,
Ishiguro himself did not intend to join the genre of dystopian
literature, especially as it relates to contemporary society. Moreover,
Ishiguro’s insistence that this was his most hopeful novel provides
an invaluable clue to its interpretation. Never Let Me Go not only
explores the broad meaning of love and friendship today, but also,
at least according to its author, demonstrates the possibility of hope
in the face of their (and perhaps our own) dark circumstances.™ In
other words, the fact that the students remain decent toward them-
selves and to one another suggests there is hope—optimism—in
spite of the dark, seemingly meaningless world in which they find
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themselves.” So too, then, is there hope for our world, whose
concerns are mirrored, however distorted, in the world of the
novel. Nevertheless, the relationship Ishiguro sees between hope
and decency requires more than a bit of explanation, especially in
light of the novel’s seemingly tragic arc.

To see the ingenuity behind Ishiguro’s intention, it is useful to
begin with the sentiments of critics and readers alike: the themes
at play in the novels dark plot suggest there was little hope for the
students of Hailsham, and that because those students lacked any
future in which their identities mattered or were integral parts in
something that mattered. To be sure, this was Ishiguro’s intent all
along; to explore love and friendship in the context of mortality
required literary devices and techniques that severed the students
from any notion of transcendence. How the students act and relate
could only be developed properly by creating a context in which
any possibility of immortality was ruled out. Creating such a world
requires a metaphor of sorts; Ishiguro acknowledged that the dark
themes surrounding human cloning and organ harvesting—no
doubt of special interest to contemporary society—held no special
relevance for him.>* They were, in a manner of speaking, merely
the devices necessary to make the context work. How the students
can and eventually will love one another is thus prepared for only
once their past and future are denied. Casting the students as
clones whose organs are to be harvested is the literary mechanism
that makes immanent their existence. For this reason, they have
neither history nor family, no notion of religion, and no real
ambition.

It therefore goes without saying that the purpose of the
students was to be purposeless, at least on their own terms; they
are clones produced to be harvested for the sake of others, not
individuals in their own right with qualities to be cultivated, cele-
brated, or admired.®® Their lack of a future is in many ways
connected to their lack of a past; having no family means they were
created, not born, and then presumably transferred to an orphan-
age shortly thereafter.>* The characters are identified by their first
name and a last initial (e.g., Kathy H.) that does not indicate a
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surname but rather a differentiation from other clones who may
share the same first name.® As clones, they have neither parents
nor any special familial bond with their guardians, who are said to
harbor secret revulsions toward the children.? In turn, the students
are sterile; they cannot have children, meaning the possibility of
passing on their identity to future generations is denied to them
beforehand.

Likewise, the students have no religion that could offer prom-
ise or hope. The only mentions of religion in the novel are by way
of the occasional ironic joke, and in reference to Keffers, the old
man who tends (poorly) to the Cottages where the students go after
leaving Hailsham.” Whether because the society in which they
were raised was already secularized, or because as clones the
students were deemed to have no souls, God and/or the divine play
little to no role in the students’ life. There is nothing for which the
students can hope, no sense in which the misery of this life might
be redeemed in the felicity of the next. Such hope would presup-
pose a transcendent notion of justice, which allows suffering only
with a view to a greater good or eternal redemption. It would also,
reflexively, give the students a sense of injustice, one that may
accept the inevitability of this world but which nonetheless sees
and hence judges that inevitability against a higher standard. The
students never truly manifest a sense of injustice, however; with
perhaps one possible exception, the students show no indignation
toward their situation.” Their sense of purpose is wholly internal-
ized, and despite the immediacies of their situation, they do not
question the extent to which there may be other, grander designs.
Without this larger sense of purpose, the students are not inclined
to raise their existence to the level of a question. And without that
question, the students are never forced to grapple seriously with
their future, or lack thereof.

Finally, the students of Hailsham, quite apart and contrary to
the elite education they received, demonstrate little-to-no ambi-
tion. Again, mostly because of how they were taught to internalize
the reason they were created, few of them consider what they
might be in the future or what sort of ambition they might harbor
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with propriety. For those with any inkling of the future whatsoever,
there is talk about being a grocery clerk or an office worker.>® The
most extravagant, and thus the most ambitious, of dreams is to be
a movie star, which would require moving to the United States.®
As might be expected of the students, their dreams are tinged with
a fantastical irony; of those who do harbor any ambitions, their goal
is either the mundane or theatrical, an imitated hope of those with
an imitative life. This stands in stark contrast to what should be
their natural ambition or the kind of life expected for those who
grow up reading Proust, Joyce, and The Odyssey, among other clas-
sics. The very education that was meant to help them lead decent
lives is curiously silent and ineffectual regarding the most impor-
tant question for these students—the meaning and eventuality of
their futures.%! It comes as no real surprise, then, that few wait
longer than they have to before assuming their role as carers and
donors.5?

Taken together, the absence of family, religion, and ambition
from Never Let Me Go indicates an absence of the future, or of
what is possible when genuine choices are available. To use the
looking-glass metaphor we mentioned earlier, Never Let Me Go
shows how modern man loses hope when the conventions and
institutions that gave meaning to his life lose their meaning, that is,
when he ceases to believe in them anymore.®® And yet, when he
ceases to believe in them, he also paradoxically ceases to believe in
himself, for often unbeknownst to him, they shape or form his
identity, his sense of his purpose or of who he is. The reason critics
and readers alike have fixated on the novel’s dark resonances is
because it gestures to the twilight of our own idols; our current
condition can be said to lack the meaning or purpose it once
possessed, which now portends the rise of despair, resignation,
even nihilism. Accordingly, the end of our history should be one in
which we invent our own happiness, and then blink in unison.**

On this point, however, critic and reader part company with
the author. Whereas most see beautiful though overwhelming
sadness, Ishiguro himself saw hope, for the darkness, according to
him, points beyond itself, toward a more permanent or reliable
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ground for optimism. Ishiguro emphasized the most basic fact of
the students’ existence that persisted throughout their travails:
quite regardless of their situation, they remained decent through-
out.% That is to say, the students never behaved indecently toward
one another, or toward themselves, regardless of their feelings or
emotions at any given time. None of this suggests the students are
perfect; far from it, they behave in ways perfectly predictable for
children, adolescents, and then young adults. Yet their imperfec-
tions make an otherwise wholly abnormal situation normal; Miss
Emily alludes darkly to other clones not lucky enough to be a
Hailsham, the Glenmorgan House, or the Saunders Trust.®® With
this gesture, Ishiguro indicates how the preservation of innocence
in their childhood—the one thing Miss Emily most desperately
£67

sought®—opens up the possibility of decency, regardless of the
world’s even greater indecency. To express this in a slightly differ-
ent way: the antidote to meaninglessness is a small dose of
innocence.

Above all, Ishiguro grounds his hopeful optimism in this
enduring sense of decency, suggesting his fear, above all others,
was what would become of our world as the old conventions and
practices lose their meaning. In other words, would our society
become solipsistic, antinomian, hedonistic, even barbarous?
Ishiguro’s hope is that genuine decency remains a distinct human
possibility because the desire for friendship and love are always
present, regardless of convention. That we wish to be together as
friends and lovers means we wish to remain social out of a heart-
felt, perhaps natural desire, and thus that behaving well toward
one another persists as a genuine possibility, regardless of the
state of society or its conventions. Human beings at their core are
possessed of a capacity to love and to act humanely, quite apart
from what may or may not be true of their world. All that is neces-
sary is for us to preserve the innocence of childhood, which allows
the bonds of love and friendship to take root, and hence to
provide the very condition of decency. Or, to use Ishiguro’s own

words, we need only remain committed to “being told and not
told.”%8
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The Past Becomes Prologue: Substituting Memory for Hope
To be sure, reading the novel with a view to Ishiguro’s optimism
provides for a majestic interweaving of theme, characters, and
setting; Never Let Me Go comes to sight as a love story, one that
redeems the value and importance of love and friendship, regard-
less of the situation or context. Kathy and Tommy begin as friends
and end as lovers, or perhaps their friendship was merely an inter-
lude that showed their deep and abiding connection. And the three
of them together—Kathy, Tommy, and Ruth—begin and end as
friends, with an interlude in the middle caused only by love,
however mistaken. Regardless of their idyllic upbringing, their
harrowing plight, or even their unceremonious completion, the
lives of the three Hailsham students are inextricably intertwined, a
fact each discovers as they reunite one last time. This deep connec-
tion each feels for the other(s), and the resulting decency that
characterizes their relations, is the hope Ishiguro finds in the novel,
which persists despite the inevitable conclusion.

Ishiguro has been careful, however, about warning against
reading the novel as a form of romanticism; in the end, even love
is not strong enough to overcome fate.”” The clones do eventually
complete, and thus their purpose is ultimately realized. As Kathy
and Tommy learn, there are no deferrals, and even if there had
been, what difference, they ask themselves, would a few extra years
make anyway.” Our mortality truly is an end for us all, a sobering
fact that helps explain why none of the students ever attempt to
run, or why Ishiguro himself was uninterested in a story about
noble and rebellious slaves.™ Love and friendship mean so much
to Ishiguro precisely because they cannot conquer fate; our ability
to love within the context of our fate is what gives us the possibility
of our humanity. And yet, however hauntingly beautiful, reading
the novel this way—as the author himself intended it—creates any
number of problems, more perhaps than it solves.

We suggested earlier that Ishiguro succeeds in demonstrating,
maybe unintentionally, that memory rather than decency best char-
acterizes the students and that recollection of the past, not hope
(which implies optimism toward the future), is the theme that
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connects the book. The argument of the novel thus connects its
action in this way; the novel’s structure projects backward, as Kathy
recounts her tale while preparing to transition from carer to donor.
Her inevitable fate leaves her no future, nothing for which she can
hope. Kathy’s only recourse is to the past, to her memories of those
experiences that define her identity and from which she draws
some sweet, sentimental satisfaction. By design, the novel looks
backward and downward, to the past and to the beginning—to her
beginning—to give an account of her life as she understands
herself.™ Yet the contour of this structure is deeply ambivalent;
Kathy seemingly tells her tale to a silent interlocutor, one who will
carry her memories with them, even after her own life has
completed.”™ That silent interlocutor is similar dramatically to one
of her first actual donors, the one who wishes to substitute her
memories and identity for his own on the occasion of his death.™
But unlike that situation, the interlocutor here is never named;
Kathy does not tell us to whom she is speaking, whether it be to a
silent character, as in Plato’s Republic; to us as reader, thereby
making us characters in the novel’s dramatic action; or even to
herself, in silent soliloquy.

This latter possibility—that Kathy is recounting her tale to
herself—demonstrates the truly dark texture of Never Let Me Go.
The novel gives no evidence to whom or for what reason the tale
may be told, to say nothing of the possible fallibility of Kathy’s
memory. That she refers in the beginning to experiences had by
another, to a “you” who is presumably other than herself, does not
suffice to establish the existence of a silent character. Indeed, one
wonders, given the exhaustion of her Hailsham colleagues, to
whom she could possibly be speaking. At the point in her life when
she recalls the story, Kathy is no longer a carer and therefore
cannot be thought to be speaking to another donor. And she has
not yet herself become a donor, which means she cannot be speak-
ing to her own carer. More than likely, the other—the listener—is
simply fictitious, a fabrication of her own mind that makes possible
a lived recollection of her inner experiences. Put another way,
Ishiguro can be said to have created a figment within Kathy’s mind
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that makes possible the novel’s internal dialogue, but which does
not require collapsing the distance between character and audi-
ence, a distance necessary for the novel to serve its purpose.”™
However that may be, the fact that the future prompts Kathy’s
exploration of the past also means that it serves as an end of that
exploration, or the end of the very memories it resurrects. Those
memories are hers alone, fated to suffer the same tragic end for
which she was destined; Kathy’s monologue may really be only to
and for herself, and once her candle flickers, so to speak, the light
will be gone forever.

Thus, within his project of exploring love and friendship
against the backdrop of morality, Ishiguro’s own metaphors indi-
cate the loss of immorality necessitates the turn to memory as a
substitution for hope. Kathy’s recollections are themselves the only
thing left worth cherishing. That is, in a flattened world with no
families, no gods, and no ambition, hope in the future is replaced

with a fondness for the past.™

The novels argument is indeed its
own action; memories of the past rather than promises of the
future are what must never be let go. The possibility the clones are
models of genuine decency is then seriously jeopardized, and the
temptation to read the novel literally, as critics and readers have
done, is in a sense justified. And because Ishiguro forces us to look
at ourselves, our love, and our friendships in the context of mortal-
ity, he also forces his reader to ask if the sentimentality toward the
past in the modern world is itself the consequence of our own loss
of the future.

Conclusion
By way of a literary looking glass, Kazuo Ishiguro gives us an often
hard and surprisingly unsentimental look at contemporary life in
Never Let Me Go. And yet, in spite of the dark and deeply unset-
tling themes that permeate the novel, Ishiguro understood the
novel to be hopeful, or at least the most hopeful of all his novels.™
The miasmatic elements that presage the coming of a dark, tech-
nological dystopia—so seemingly pregnant with meaning in the
contemporary context—were merely the tools necessary for getting
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the work of the novel done. That work, the genuine heart of the
novel, is an exploration of love and friendship in contemporary
society, or more specifically, the possibility of such affections when
set “against the backdrop of mortality.”™ The novel’s central char-
acters show how such affections—partly familial, partly as friends,
and partly as lovers—keep the three bound to one another, and
thus make possible the decency that characterizes their lives.”™
Despite their frailties and the condition of their tenebrous fate, the
three nonetheless come to a fuller appreciation of what they mean
to one another through an engagement with the experiences and
memories of their short life. Perhaps not coincidentally, they each
also come to some measure of self-knowledge regarding their inex-
tricably intertwined fate.

And yet, the very power of Ishiguro’s tale asks of his readers
that they too explore their experiences and memories, especially
insofar as the novel offers not just a window into the psyche of
contemporary society but also a mirror, one whose reflection clari-
fies at the same time it refracts. Intentionally or not, Never Let Me
Go casts serious doubt on both the possibility and viability of the
very decency Ishiguro indicates as the source of the novel’s genuine
hope. In other words, whereas Ishiguro suggests that the remark-
able fact about the clones is just how decent they are despite the
utter bleakness of their lives, we contend that their decency is
much more problematic than it appears. Ishiguro saw the inno-
cence and affection of childhood as the conditions necessary for
decency today, which perseveres despite our mortality, or the unas-
sailable fact that death is the end for us, no matter our situation.
Put less poetically, hope remains possible because deception
remains plausible. Humanity retains the possibility of decency
because it can deceive itself, at least for a (crucial) time, about the
ultimate fate of our individual identities. Ishiguro thus finds a foun-
dation for basic human affections in deception and therefore exacts
no small victory against the truth of our unforgiving postmodern
condition.

We have argued, however, that the students’” decency reveals
an unresolved tension within the novel: memories rather than
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hope structure the novel’s plot, indicating the past rather than
the future is the twofold source of meaning and understanding.
True, the students are as Ishiguro intended them—genuinely
decent at heart, owing almost exclusively to their upbringing.
But their unique experience of innocence does not survive
them; indeed, as Ms. Emily tells Kathy and Tommy, the
Morningdale scandal foreclosed Hailsham’s future,* and thus
also the innocence necessary for future decency. Adapting the
metaphor just slightly, the novel seems to show that a society
beyond good and evil will sacrifice the conditions necessary for
decency not in spite of but precisely because that very decency
is at odds with larger cross-currents. To be sure, this had been
true all along—the very love and affection Ishiguro connects to
the students’ decency is also the root of the cloning and dona-
tions program in the first place.’! Love and affection may there-
fore presuppose innocence, but they do not for that reason
maintain a memory of that connection. If anything, the opposite
seems true; Ms. Emily is quite open about the extent to which
society wished to forget its debt.’> In more ways than one,
Kathy’s memories indicate she is the last of her kind. The novel
ends where it begins: Kathy’s story must be remembered,
though memories of her need to be forgotten.

Unfortunately, this literary ambiguity extends even further,
raising questions of the text that call for further analysis. For
instance, does the novel really show what is truly human about us,
in the face of impossible odds? Or is humanity itself no longer truly
human, having lost or forgotten something about who we are (or
were)? Did the clones then lack some core feature of humanity,
thereby showing us our condition or fate without hope or memory?
Were there in fact no deferrals? Or did Kathy and Tommy fail
when this crucial feature of their humanity was tested and found
lacking? In other words, were the clones not actually human, and
hence was Hailsham really a praiseworthy sham?*® Were they
unable to prove they were in love because in fact they were not,
because love requires a soul neither possessed? Would they have
been given a deferral if they had only been able to say they loved
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one another? If they were only able to say to one another that they
loved each other?*

Or were there once deferrals, but no longer? Were those
deferrals once part of what Madame recalled when she said: “I
saw a new world coming rapidly. More scientific, efficient, yes.
More cures for the old sicknesses. Very good. But a harsh,
cruel world. And I saw a little girl, her eyes tightly closed,
holding to her breast the old kind world, one that she knew in
her heart could not remain, and she was holding it and plead-
ing, never to let her go.”® Were they once part of our world,
when society offered the promise of hope, and thus of a
future? When men and women could love, but for that very
reason could also hate? When they truly had souls, and for that
reason could never let them go? In this respect, as in so many
others, Ishiguro asks us to wonder about the genuine humanity
of the clones, and hence whether most people today would
fare any better.
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