Extinction rhetoric is unethical – marginalizes the ‘other’
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Scholars analyzing Children of Men through the lenses of gender studies and/or critical race theory have often noted the intimate and co-constitutive entanglements of race and reproduction exhibited in film, bringing these analyses into dialogue with theories of reproductive futurism, biopolitics, and black studies. Diana Adesola Mafe, for example, has noted the extent to which Cuarón’s depiction of Zee trades in “centuries of racist and sexist Western iconography concerning the black female body,” and particularly tropes of black fecundity.1 In Mafe’s account, Zee thus emerges as a subversive figure whose transformative potential is thwarted by the fact that she exists solely as a cipher for male reflection within the narrative: “a pregnant Madonna and then Madonna with child, [functioning] as an object of awe, confusion, power, and worship but always on decidedly male terms.”2 A similar point is made by Zahid R. Chadhary, who casts Zee as symbolically overwritten. She is “too much,” Chadhary claims, “Eve, Madonna, Earth Mother, figure of subection, animal-like black woman, humanity’s last and only hope, excessively fertile black woman, [and] damsel in distress.”3 Rebekah Sheldon, likewise, has emphasized Kee’s simultaneous role as a “mitochondrial Eve” (a stand in for “the single woman thought to be of African origin from whom all subsequent members of the species Homo sapiens emerged”) and a second Mary, whose miraculous birth ushers in a period of redemption and renewal for the human race.4
However, while critics like Mafe, Chaudhary, and Sheldon have taken pains to emphasize the overtones of chattel slavery latent in the film’s depictions of a Western world saved by the (essentially forced) labor of a black, female refugee, considerably less attention has been paid to what remains implicit in this final scene. As the white scientist-saviors are revealed in the mist and the film cuts to laughing kids and frolicking birds, the practical bridge between this dystopian present and utopian future remains unspoken. Namely, it is left implicit that, insofar as Kee’s value to the Human Project lies in her immunity to the epidemic, she and her baby are destined to become little more than lab rats: poked, prodded, and experimented upon in the name of securing the survival of the human race, enabling those scientists to reverse engineer a cure to the apocalyptic infertility that threatens the species with extinction. In the film’s seamless transition from an infertile, ruinous present (Kee stranded, Ishmael-like, on a decrepit rowboat) to a restored, ecotopian future (jubilant children, chirping birds) the gendered, racialized labor that makes this rebirth possible is neatly erased from the narrative.
In what follows, I suggest that this form of erasure—a logic in which  the survival of the human species is presented as dependent upon  the (often occulted, invisible, and/or off-screen) labor, suffering, and sacrifice of marginalized human beings—is not quarantined to Children   of Men alone. Rather, the link between universalist fantasies of human survival and the sacrifice of highly-particular forms of human life has long been a recurring feature of science fictional engagements with the concept of human extinction. This is particularly true of fictional works, like Children of Men, which have refracted questions of ecological devastation and human extinction through the prism of Britain’s colonial legacies, problematizing the idea that the end of the human race is an externality with uniform implications for all members of the human species. As the geographer and theorist Kathryn Yusoff has emphasized, discussions of environmental disaster frequently obscure the racially uneven dispensation of suffering in the Anthropocene, characterizing ecological crises—and especially climate change—as univers 	al threats to humankind, while conveniently glossing over “the presumed absorbent qualities of black and brown bodies to take up the body burdens of exposure to toxicities and to buffer the violence of the earth.”5 As I will show, however, it is not only the implicit and explicit figuration of black and brown bodies as “buffers” to terrestrial violence that characterizes the apocalyptic imaginary in the Anthropocene. More radically, marginalized bodies are often tacitly conceived as exploitable natural resources in the struggle for human survival on a warming planet. Positioning this line of inquiry in relation to the broader history of literary and theoretical considerations of human extinction via climatic catastrophe, I maintain that Britain has long been an epicenter for discourses concerning global human survival, linking current work on existential risk to a longer tradition of reflection that includes interwar British techno-utopian theorists, films like Children of Men, and contemporary climate fiction. Charting the shift in British depictions of climatic human extinction as a threat that can be mitigated and rationally managed, I argue that texts in this tradition are often marked by their reflection (and occasionally, deconstruction) of a distinctly post-Darwinian brand of anthropocentrism which I refer to here as “paranoid”—an ideology that leverages fears of human extinction to justify extreme (and frequently, racialized) measures ostensibly aimed at safeguarding the human race from existential risk.6
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