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Alongside the dystopian and anthropocene commentary on Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and 

Crake (Atwood), complexity theory concepts offer new possibilities for reading the novel’s 

fictional pandemic, a pandemic triggered in a context of extreme environmental and political 

crisis. I argue that in its representation of the pandemic, Oryx and Crake follows closely the 

dynamics articulated in catastrophe, chaos and complexity theories. Catastrophe theory 

pioneered by mathematician René Thom in the 1960s generated mathematical methods to 

account for sudden transitions from one state to another (Thom). Chaos theory, also 

developed in the1960s, is concerned with systems that appear chaotic as an outcome of 

simple, non‐random, deterministic processes (Prigogine and Stengers). Compared to the 

change between states of catastrophe theory, chaos theory represented a move further into the 

territory of unstable states themselves. In contrast to both catastrophe and chaos theories, 

complexity theory relaxes determinism and rejects prediction to account for the dynamics of 

self-organising interacting processes. Oryx and Crake lurches feverishly between the story of 

pre-pandemic Jimmy and that of the post-pandemic narrator, the older Jimmy, renamed 

Snowman. My analysis focusses on the portrayal of the fictional pandemic in terms of 

nonequilibrium and the perturbations, critical thresholds and catastrophic transitions 

chronicled in the novel. The chronicle gives these abstract concepts ‘a local habitation and a 

name’ (Shakespeare 5.1). This paper offers a novel approach to the narration of crisis and 

chaos in a contemporary fiction text. 
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Catastrophe, chaos and complexity Chronicling catastrophe, chaos and complexity 

Nonequilibrium is a signature concept in 

complexity theories. Interactions are, by 

definition, in disequilibrium or flux (Prigogine 

and Stengers; Schmidt), with an associated 

vulnerability to perturbations (disturbances 

generated through interaction), even minor 

ones (Thom), and potential arrival at critical 

thresholds in which conditions are poised to 

trigger irreversible transitions (Bak).  

 

The storyworld of Oryx and Crake is in disequilibrium. Destabilising random events in 

the form of terrorism and plagues trigger violent reactions; both are ruthlessly isolated 

and contained as ‘the boys and girls with the HotBiosuits and the flame-throwers and 

the isolation tents and the crates of bleach and the lime pits would take care of it as 

usual’ (324). Climates, environmental fertility and ecosystems are altered on a massive 

scale, always detrimentally: ‘the coastal aquifers turned salty and the northern 

permafrost melted and the vast tundra bubbled with methane, and the drought in the 

midcontinental plains regions went on and on, and the Asian steppes turned to sand 

dunes’ (24). Portrayed with unrelenting negative valencing, environmental and political 

perturbations escalate.  

In terms of complex dynamics, extreme 

instability near a critical threshold, often 

poetically called the ‘edge of chaos’ (De 

Landa; Kauffman; Lewin), enables reaction to 

even the smallest perturbation and subsequent 

transition to an entirely new state (Bak; 

Clayton and Davies). 

The fictional world moves deeper into crisis and closer to the threshold of chaos, 

depicted as shadowed by some impending, unavoidable catastrophic change. The 

novel’s mad scientist, Crake, acts as a statistically probable change in circumstances, a 

globally infinitesimal but nonetheless overpowering perturbation that plunges the near-

chaos conditions of the human world into a total transition. Crake crafts and releases a 

new and extremely infectious pathogen: the disease is rapid, highly contagious and 

lethal (325). 
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In complexity theories, transitions may start 

with separate interactions, spreading to 

neighbouring processes which in turn act on 

further processes, thereby impacting, often with 

escalating rapidity and intensity, all processes 

involved (Bak; Prigogine and Stengers; Thom). 

 

In the novel, local events, globally seeded disease epicentres, propagate first through 

local populations, moving further afield with desperate infected refugees or fleeing 

medical staff, nearby hotspots of infection merging into pandemic, leading within 

weeks to change at the macroscopic level, in this case to annihilation of the human 

species. In the novel, the pandemic is so virulent and extensive that no response is 

possible to avert catastrophe. Narratively, the pandemic is a classic catastrophic 

transition making way for a new order.  

In mathematics and astrophysics, jump 

transitions, discontinuities and sudden 

quantitative changes occur as singularities, 

‘region[s] in which space and time have 

become so locally distorted that the present 

laws of physics are no longer applicable’ (OED 

online).  

For Jimmy, the ‘duration’ of the epidemic is time distorted and things are impossible to 

track: ‘a blank face is what [his watch] shows him: zero hour. It causes a jolt of terror 

to run through him, this absence of official time’ (3). Zero hour; the moment of a 

transition, untrackable. This is also chaos in the traditional sense. There is the absence 

of order and only the gaping abyss of disorder as anti-order: trauma, incomprehension, 

fury, fear, disbelief, hallucinations and hysterical laughter. In the safety of an airlocked 

dome Jimmy sits out the disaster in shock. 

Transition leads, in complexity theories, to new 

conditions accommodating different processes, 

a new dynamic environment (Bak; Clayton and 

Davies).  

 

The aftermath of the catastrophe is Snowman’s world. Jimmy metamorphoses into the 

older Snowman and issues forth from lockdown (351). This is the narrative present of 

the novel, not long after the Red Death has raged across the world, emptying it of 

Homo sapiens, claiming lebensraum for the new model, the genetically modified 

Crakers. The disease is species specific. Snowman is not just the only vaccinated 

human; he is the only visible remaining human.  
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Complex change is accomplished by the 

processes that interact and self-organise (Bak) 

in the new situation and to the new mutating 

conditions in which they operate.  

 

On a larger scale in the novel, things are settling into new routines. Changing weather 

patterns dictate new plant and animal behaviours. In the altered, hotter, climate, the 

crumbling built environment is dissolving into new landforms, the ‘ersatz reefs’ (3) and 

avian nesting towers just off the submerged coastline or the ‘thunder homes’ (236) of 

concrete rubble affording shelter during daily violent storms, or being transformed into 

geological substrates and nutrients; ‘it won’t be long before all visible traces of human 

habitation will be gone’ (222). The now free and feral genetically-spliced creatures are 

sorting out territorial arrangements and behaviours. The pigoons, with their accelerated 

growth and human neocortex genes are evolving in unexpected ways and at a 

frightening pace; through newly learned teamwork they nearly outwit Snowman 

several times (268). The world is still awash with hot bioforms, busily mutating. The 

Crakers, unperturbed, go quietly about the business of living in this new landscape, to 

which they have been so superbly genetically fitted by Crake.  

Characteristic of complexity, equilibrium does 

not occur (Schmidt). 

 

The fictional world of Oryx and Crake is not a world in which balance is suddenly 

restored. Despite Crake’s plans this is not the final solution, the glorious 

transubstantiation of the world into a permanent Garden of Eden free of human evil 

(293-295). Crake has not saved the world: ‘the whole world is now one vast 

uncontrolled experiment- the way it always was, Crake would have said- and the 

doctrine of unintended consequences is in full spate’ (228). Despite Crake’s best 

efforts, there are unexpected outcomes, mistakes, random events, accidents, and certain 
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possibilities do recur: Snowman as the snake in the garden, whispering lies and tall 

tales such as Oryx and Crake, for example.  

The new post transition circumstances are 

again subject to new unanticipated 

perturbations and unpredictable outcomes. The 

situation again destabilises to another threshold 

of transition to yet another state, another set of 

processes and conditions. 

 

At the end of the novel, other human survivors, shockingly, appear (273). The certainty 

of Snowman’s unique status as the only human is abruptly, radically shattered. The 

narrative based on this must now change dramatically. The tiny group of three is a 

traumatised, starving relic of a near extinct species. Possibilities jostle and narrative 

disequilibrium escalates. Snowman is suddenly faced with proliferating choices. The 

trinity of survivors does not yet know about him. They have a gun and are therefore a 

potential threat. There may be others. Nightmare indecision amplifies along with the 

multiplying dilemmas. Things are suddenly out of kilter again, ‘possibilities flash and 

collide’ (366). Possibilities destabilise conditions and outcomes cannot be predicted. 

Something will happen whether Snowman acts or not and so the book ends on a 

cliffhanger, another critical threshold reached and another radical transition impending: 

‘Zero hour, Snowman thinks. Time to go’ (374). Interpretation and narrative remain 

unresolved. The final moment ensures that the narrative remains poised to change.  
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The fictional pandemic in Oryx and Crake stages an instance of catastrophic change. The 

pandemic begins in dire crisis, depicted as the damaging asymmetric disposal of power and 

wealth under global capitalism; subject to competition and depletion of basic resources and to 

political resistance, perturbations of increasing sophistication and intensity which build to a 

critical threshold, a point at which one final disturbance, Crake’s work, overrides the 

possibility of adjustment and an irreversible transition occurs, generating a new world. The 

singularity, the duration of the pandemic, is too overwhelming to comprehend or control, yet 

from this apparent chaos processes spontaneously begin to self-organise into new 

arrangements. Beyond the singularity new circumstances apply. A new macroscopic order, 

itself far from equilibrium, is immediately subject to imbalances and perturbations, altering 

conditions again and leading to further transitions. The narrative moves from unstable 

conditions to new unstable conditions. Whatever path the narrative may take next from these 

new initial conditions, it will be subject to further perturbations. While precluding 

possibilities based on the old conditions, the pandemic chronicled in Oryx and Crake, is not 

the ‘end of all possibilities’ (Northover 81). The catastrophe is not the end; new possibilities 

are in play. In Oryx and Crake, the propensity to change is extreme and the novel’s fictional 

world, with or without humans, has an unpredictable future.  
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