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Everett Hamner’s Editing the Soul: Science and Fiction in the Genome Age is the first 
monograph to be published in Penn State’s Anthropocene Series on Literature and 
Science. The book is a perfect fit for this series: Hamner takes the multidirectional 
imbrications of genetic fiction and genomic science as his starting point to argue (among 
other things) that “we cannot understand the significance of genetics in isolation from 
culture” (39). Hamner’s approach jibes well with the direction of literature and science 
scholarship in the twenty-first century, and his arguments and close textual readings will 
be of interest to scholars of postsecular theory and, more generally, science fiction. To 
situate these recommendations and the review that follows, I note that I work in the fields 
of STS and Literature and Science, but genetics is not my specialty, though in courses on 
Science Fiction, Speculative Fiction, and Science Studies, I often teach many of the texts 
that Hamner discusses. I found his arguments accessible and believe they would be 
infinitely teachable for both undergrad and graduate students.  
 
While the term genetic fiction has been bandied about for some time with multiple 
connotations, part of Hamner’s project is to define and classify aspects of what he 
describes as a specific subgenre of science fiction. He contends that there are at least three 
kinds of genetic fiction: genetic fantasy, genetic realism, and genetic metafiction. Each 
arose at various moments in the evolution of our knowledge about genetic science. Yet 
even as these varieties are distinct, Hamner is careful to argue that they are “not 
successive, but cumulative” (10). They coexist; they mutate into one another, and their 
aggregate mass gives us insight into the multiplicity of our biomedical imaginary. In 
chapters two through five, Hamner explores genetic fantasy in works by Ursula K. 
LeGuin, Pamela Sargent, Octavia Butler, and Kate Wilhelm; genetic realism in Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go, Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex, Zadie Smith’s White Teeth, and 
the television show Orphan Black; and the mutation of genetic fantasy and genetic realism 
respectively into genetic metafiction via the work of Margaret Atwood and Richard 
Powers and the graphic narrative Y: The Last Man. In his opening chapter and in the coda, 
Hamner investigates Gattaca and Arrival in two of his more powerful filmic readings.  
 
I provide a largely comprehensive list of Hamner’s texts for three reasons: first, Editing 
the Soul provides impressive coverage of both well-known and lesser-known texts. It is a 
valuable—and sometimes rare—academic book that finds worth in 1970s cult classics, 
such as Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang (WLSBS). However, Hamner is not only interested 
in the obscure but also tackles the Nobel Laureate fiction of Ishiguro. Even if I do not 
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always agree with his readings (as it the case with WLSBS), Hamner’s capacious 
perspective brings to light and allows useful comparisons between texts we know well 
and texts that bridge gaps but have sometimes been forgotten. Secondly, while certainly 
cohesive, Hamner’s wide-ranging monograph can also be read in parts and pieces. If a 
reader is unfamiliar with a text, it would be possible to skim this book, reading about 
particular fiction of interest. Knowing what’s on offer will help readers determine where 
to sink in their teeth. Thirdly, Hamner’s fictional coverage does not end with the several 
major multimodal texts that he covers; indeed, he is a walking encyclopedia for genetic 
fiction and has the impressive ability of linking his arguments to many other titles that 
would be fruitful avenues for future research. 
 
One of the traits I like most about Hamner’s book is how he sees value in the multiplicity 
of approaches to and representations of genetics. This is part and parcel of his argument 
that genetic fiction should be read cumulatively rather than successively. Each fictional 
approach provides a unique window into our cultural imaginaries at a specific time, 
place, and point of knowledge. As Hamner argues, “how we respond to what we think 
we know matters as much as the information itself” (219). All three modes of fiction are 
useful to us: “we need the bold analogies of genetic fantasy, the sober cautions of genetic 
realism, and the self-aware relativity of genetic metafiction” (223). And he contends that, 
like the genetic material they represent, the varieties of this fiction continue to mutate 
into one another. Just as we design narratives about ourselves and our cultural histories, 
we have been writing the story of genetics for nearly a century. 
 
As his theoretical core, Hamner combines postsecular thinking with a literature and 
science inspired approach. Following such scholars as David Noble, Robert Markley, José 
van Dijck, Priscilla Wald, and Jay Clayton, Hamner holds that his “postsecular approach 
to epistemology is that a certain form of ‘belief’ is not science’s antithesis, nor a sufficient 
replacement for science, but science’s prerequisite” (46). More specifically, he asserts that 
“postsecular theory is an effort to reinvigorate discussions of contemporary belief and 
nonbelief by recovering the positive value of uncertainty” (50). His position demands that 
we look beyond technophilia or technophobia to ask different, perhaps more intriguing 
questions, such as “how did the gene become the synecdoche for the soul?” (45). In this 
respect, Hamner can side-step some of the less interesting—though no less pressing—
evaluative questions to help readers think more critically about the contexts for genetic 
science. 
 
Hamner puts his theoretical plan into practical action through the methods of literature 
and science, noting that “novels and films actively inspire and reimagine science; they do 
not just reflect it retrospectively” (41). From Susan Squier’s work on biotechnology in 
Liminal Lives: Humans at the Frontiers of Biomedicine, he adopts the notion that “there is 
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nothing literary or scientific, only what disciplinarity makes so.” This modified Latourian 
concept allows for a multipronged, genealogical approach to questions of genetic science, 
religion, and textual representation. Indeed, his first chapter lays the groundwork for 
genetic science and his own theoretical and methodological approaches:  

genetic images and metaphors perform cultural work that heavily overlaps with 
the labors of traditional religions. This does not mean that science is any less 
legitimate, but it suggests why questions that once seemed the separate domains 
of biology, religious studies, and literary criticism now demand simultaneous 
attention from all three (not to mention history, philosophy, and other fields).  (44) 

By working backward through a range of cultural material, including scientific 
knowledge production, Hamner uncovers several moments in time when these divisions 
come into being and explores how certain actors helped to stabilize them.  
 
In his application of postsecular theory and literature and science approaches, Hamner 
largely succeeds. His readings of Never Let Me Go, Atwood’s MaddAddam novels, and 
Gattaca are some of the more inspired analyses of these texts that I have encountered. 
Indeed, Hamner’s reading of Ishiguro is a fine counterpoint to his discussions of Gattaca 
(chapter 1). Both societies, he finds, are built on genetic inequalities, but Gattaca 
successfully produces an underclass hero in the face of discrimination, where Never Let 
Me Go is built on the assumption that rebellion against the system is never a 
consideration. In line with his descriptive classifications of genetic realism, Hamner 
argues that Ishiguro’s novel is neither about “technotranscendence” (107) nor the 
separate and unequal “economical use-value” (108) of clones in genetic fantasies. Instead 
of a radical new lens, Hamner avers, Ishiguro provides a mirror so that readers can 
experience moments of self-reflection about ourselves and the societies we are building. 
According to his reading of Ishiguro, “we are all clones” (107), and clones are “everyone 
who accepts a hierarchy that claims some people are more equal than others” (109). 
Despite his fruitful close readings, I find a certain irony to Hamner’s discussions of 
inequality, as his own argumentative style often sweepingly stratifies readers of genetic 
fiction into those who are educated enough to interpret what they find and those who 
may be duped by their own technophilia. Nevertheless, Hamner’s larger project of 
classifying our postsecular uncertainty about cloning is a worthy read.  
 
Editing the Soul will be appreciated by scholars of literature and science, postsecular 
theory, and science fiction. It will be particularly useful for teachers and scholars 
interested in thinking about the classification of genetic fiction as a subgenre of science 
fiction.  Hamner’s study will also prove especially engaging for those looking for in-depth 
readings of any one of the multiple texts that he covers. 
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