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This paper argues that the plot structure, point of view, and characterization in
Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake encourage readers to sympathize with the
protagonist and to overlook his ethical flaws. The story
alternates between the present experiences of
Snowman (seemingly the last human survivor in an
ecologically devastated world) and Snowman’s youth
before the catastrophe, focusing the reader’s attention
on how the catastrophe came about. The third-person
narration focalized through Snowman, and the round,
mimetically-satisfying characterization of Snowman,
likely create sympathy for him and divert attention
away from the omissions in his awareness of events
and his own ethical culpability. The novel’s climax,
however, may spur the reader to recognize some of
Snowman’s gaps in self-awareness, and this may
trigger the reader’s reevaluation of Snowman’s
character as a whole. The paper’s conclusion examines
the novel’s broader implications for the relationships
among sympathy, ethics, and literature.
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