
1. The upshot of the “universal humanism” that arose in Europe during the Renaissance was

a regime of differentiation that justified multiple layers of exclusion, based on the subordination

of entire groups of people based on the categories of race, gender or ethnicity (Nayar 11). 

2. In this vein Patricia Maccormack speaks of the prominent anxieties produced by posthu-

manism’s “rapturous effect,” which is to say, its ecstatic undoing of the various strictures of hu-

manism, such that our fears around the posthuman might best be understood as “reminders of

all the bodies and abilities of entities which the enlightenment, transcendental essence and

modernity have needed to repress in order to maintain the integrity of the phantasy of their com-

pletion” (10).
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As the authors of the Palgrave Handbook of Posthumanism in Film and Tel-
evision note, even the most cursory Internet search reveals that despite the

continued resilience of humanism as a conceptual, philosophical and ethical

framework, we are seeing alongside it the steady rise of the idea of the

posthuman (Hauskeller et al. 1). As the authors of the introduction to the vol-

ume go on to remark, given the technological developments and innovations

of recent decades the “traditional boundaries between human and non-human,

the natural and the artificial, the organic and the machine, as well as the spir-

itual and the material, become increasingly brittle and unconvincing” (2).

Meanwhile, in her groundbreaking work on the subject entitled How We Be-
came Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics,

N. Katherine Hayle points out that the foregrounding of pattern versus ran-

domness (over the conventional presence vs. absence binary) in the age of

virtual reality renders any clean distinctions between human beings and ma-

chines problematic, leading to the development of a new kind of human sub-

jectivity that is “dispersed throughout the cybernetic circuit” (27). Whereas

traditional humanism had posited a “self-contained, exclusive and bounded

human,”
1

critical posthumanism as a philosophical project radically recontex-

tualizes the human as hybrid, as a congeries co-constituted by the very life

forms and experiences that had previously been excluded in order to produce

the illusion of the sovereign, self-contained humanist self (Nayar 30).
2

Need-

less to say, there is no shortage of contemporary cultural artifacts preoccupied
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with this idea, from the Terminator series of the 1980s/90s to the Twilight
films of the mid 2000s, and well beyond (Nayar 1). Authors like Octavia But-

ler (Fledgling, 2005) or Kazuo Ishiguro (Never Let Me Go, 2005) thematize

the problem of species hybridity using genetically engineered vampires,

human clones, and the like. An analogous interest in the posthuman is like-

wise evident in a number of contemporary Russian cultural artifacts. In his

screenplay for what later became the movie Four (2005, directed by Il'ia

Krzhanovskii), the contemporary Russian postmodernist author Vladimir

Sorokin evokes a radically destabilized landscape of shape-shifting human

clones and strangely life-like puppets, a dream-world where the dividing lines

between animate and inanimate remain murky and unfixed.

Given Viktor Pelevin’s reputation as one of contemporary Russian litera-

ture’s most important postmodernist authors—alongside the above-men-

tioned Sorokin—it is hardly surprising that the former’s interest in the

posthuman can be said to extend backwards essentially to the beginning of his

career as a writer. As Irene Sywenky demonstrates, in the 1993 novel The Life
of Insects Pelevin gives voice, among other things, to a profound anxiety

about the issue of a “species at the end of historical telos,” since the novel’s

many non-human forms, “while appearing fundamentally different, bear re-

markable social and organization skills that threaten the historically con-

structed perception of human superiority” (389). Likewise, in the later novel

Sacred Book of the Werewolf (2004) Pelevin uses the figure of a shape-shift-

ing “were-fox” to unsettle the animal/human distinction via the trope of ly-

canthropy, and as a means of transcending the destructive dualisms that have

continued to haunt Russian existence well into the post-Soviet period. More

specifically, it could be argued that the novel takes critical aim at the popular

(within contemporary Russian culture) tendency of understanding the

“posthuman” in brutally essentializing terms as a historical and ontological

progression from the “merely human” toward the domain of the superhuman

or trans-human (Khapaeva 19). In this connection one might speculate that

for Pelevin as author the allure of the posthuman lies precisely in its invita-

tion to move beyond the supra-human, to rise above humanism’s hard-wired

violence and toward a more posthumanist frame, one whose essence lies in a

posture of profound “humility in the face of the Other” (Levinas 300). Even

more importantly, posthumanism—as Elana Gomel notes—“requires a new

form of ethics, predicated on the transformative encounter with the ontologi-

cal Other” (4).

In the case of Pelevin’s 2012 novel S.N.U.F.F., the case in favor of a

posthuman ontology and ethics is that much more pressing, since the spec-

trum of binaries the novel enjoins us to transcend is firmly embedded in the

most recent developments of twenty-first-century geopolitics, in particular,

the Cold War-like standoff between Russia and the West as played out in such

hotspots as Ukraine and Syria. Using posthumanism as a conceptual and eth-
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3. In this regard, it should be said that Garland’s most recent film Annihilation (2018) goes

even further, underscoring humanity’s nearly insatiable appetite for violence and self-destruction

over what appears as the evolutionary next step: i.e., the posthuman.

ical wedge, the novel on one level seeks to undercut or unsettle the political

and ideological firewalls that separate Russia from the West, producing—as

these seem to do—the infrastructure for more or less permament geopolitical

conflict. Here Pelevin engages intertextually with such authors as Tolstoi, not

in the spirit of the latter’s well-known pacifism, but in order to indict the hos-

tile, mutually self-reinforcing cultural mythologies that lay the groundwork

for destructive serial wars. In this context, the juxtaposition of self and other

abuts against culturally constructed fantasies of superiority and inferiority.

On a more fundamental level, however, Pelevin asks the reader what it means

to be human in the light of the deep technological, epistemological and other

shifts that have effectively eroded the monolith of anthropomorphic univer-

salism in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Of particular im-

portance (in assessing the record of humanism) is the question of “who gets

to count as human.” As Dijana Jelača notes, humanism as a doctrine has his-

torically privileged male “Western/European whiteness as the normative sub-

ject position” (380), with what can only be described as catastrophic conse-

quences for those who were regularly excluded from the paradigm. Thus, as

Jelača points out, the 2015 film by Alex Garland Ex Machina, which shares

certain thematic similarities with Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F., appears to presage the

end of the humanist era, and with it the reign of “masculinist violence.”
3

In

Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F, as well, the gradual opening up of the self to cultural and

ontological others—i.e., those who stand on the reverse side of the cultural

and ideological ramparts from us—provides a basis for formulating a new

(posthuman) ethical framework. And like Ex Machina, the novel contains the

potential for a feminist critique as well, since its female protagonist Kaia is

barred by her human lover/owner from the territory of genuine personhood as

a result of her non-human status (she is a sura or “surrogate”) until she takes

matters into her own hands.

For those unfamiliar with the novel, a brief plot summary seems in order.

The somewhat ambiguous title of the work stands for “Special Newsreel Uni-

versal Feature Film,” a mix between reality TV and old-fashioned newsreels.

Combining scenes of sexual intercourse and death—eros and thanatos—these

films represent the sole vestige of truth or metaphysics in a world that is de-

scribed by one of the novel’s characters as “postinformational.” Specifically,

they blend together cinema and news (hence the term “kinovosti”) to produce

a sort of mythologized grand narrative that supposedly lies outside the distinc-

tion between fact and fiction. The narrator and main protagonist Damilola’s

home called Big Byz is an “Offshar” (i.e., a cross between Offshore and shar
or “globe” in Russian) that hovers above its benighted neighbor “Urkaina”
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below, to which it is connected by an umbilical-cord-like tether. Both are all

that remains of the old world after a series of apocalyptic events that collapsed

the familiar geographic and geopolitical realities of hundreds of years ago. If

Big Byz essentially represents the US, with its high-tech gadgetry and hyper-

trophied ideas of sexual and political correctness, its love of virtual reality and

indifference to metaphysics, then Urkaina is an obvious stand-in for the Rus-

sia of the contemporary moment. Run by gangsters and strong-men (appropri-

ately perhaps, all have names reminiscent of condoms, such as Rvan Konteks

or Dran Lateks, and the name of the country itself is based on the Russian

slang word urk, meaning “criminal”) (Lalo 37), its technological backward-

ness goes hand-in-hand with an ideology predicated on “homophobia, misog-

yny, sexism, nationalistic bigotry/xenophobia” (ibid.). The relationship be-

tween Big Byz and Urkaina is defined by periodic armed conflicts or “sacred

wars” used to preserve mutually reinforcing cultural self-definition(s), as well

as for more esoteric metaphysical reasons. These are filmed by Damilola in his

capacity as an aerial newsman for CINENEWS. Since in Big Byz the age of

consent has been raised to 46, Damilola acquires a sura named Kaia, whose

function in the work is not merely to act the part of Lolita for the rotund

Damilola but, more significantly, as a means of dismantling the specious bina-

ries that cut across the relationship between Urkaina (also known as Orkland)

and Big Byz—between the upper and lower realms, or “people” and “not-peo-

ple.” The inhabitants of Big Byz confidently refer to themselves as “people”

in order to distinguish themselves from the benighted Orks below. Most im-

portantly, the Damilola-Kaia dyad undercuts the principle of humanity’s fun-

damental separateness from other orders of being, in particular, the increas-

ingly blurry distinction between Homo sapiens and self-aware machines or AI. 

Pelevin takes aim at the artificial juxtaposition of “people” and Orks by

transporting a young couple (Grym and Khloia) up to Big Byz, where the two

take up residence next to Damilola and Kaia, ostensibly as political refugees.

Whereas Khloia comfortably adapts to her new existence as a member of Off-

shar high society, attending parties and responding to casting calls, the intro-

spective, more artistically and philosophically inclined Grym soon finds him-

self at odds with his new role as Ork poet or barbarian in residence, as it were,

producing poetic fodder for the Offshar’s orientalizing portrayals of its back-

ward neighbor. Despite the strong Ork prejudice against cohabiting with ma-

chines (known as “pupaphobia”), Grym finds himself increasingly drawn to

the spiritually advanced Kaia, with whom he escapes by the novel’s end to

Orkland’s unsettled outer edges. Here the two join an obscure religious sect

called the “Film Burners” (a more accurate translation would probably be

“Burners of the Veil”). Kaia becomes the sect’s spiritual guide. Meanwhile,

Damilola attempts to exact revenge on the renegade lovers by pursuing them

with his camera-drone but proves unsuccessful in his last act of aerial war-

fare. The novel ends with Big Byz about to plunge earthward (following a ter-
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4. Cf. the following from an Ork propaganda piece: “Big Byz is doomed to remain tethered

to the Ork capital, and therefore Orks and people are, in the final reckoning, bound by a single

fate” (88).

rorist attack from below), and with a few parting words of wisdom from

Damilola, who wisely chooses to go down with the ship.

“Sacred War”

In contrast to what Patricia Maccormack describes as traditional human-

ism’s “compulsion to taxonomy and hierarchy in science, religion, philoso-

phy and art” (4), the relatively new arena of posthumanist ethics privileges

the notion of “dividuation” over that of identity. According to this paradigm,

individuals are constituted not by the exclusion of “others” or othered bodies,

but through their confluence with these, such that the intersection of bodies or

selves functions as a “point of ethical address” (ibid.). The posthumanist de-

sire to move beyond humanist taxonomies, whether cultural, political or on-

tological, finds its expression in Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F. in the numerous cross-

cultural mirrorings that mark the novel from its very first pages. Such mirror

images serve not only to call into question the narrator-hero’s comfortably

condescending assumptions about who gets to qualify as “people,” but more

importantly as a means of bringing to light the strategies of cultural self-

 segregation and aggrandizement that ultimately provide the justification for

what both Orks and “people” describe as “sacred war.” Despite being em-

broiled in a state of perpetual conflict, the two worlds are joined together like

Siamese twins by the giant umbilical cord that links the Offshar to the Ork

capital of Slava (“Glory” in Russian) below.
4

Meanwhile, the congruence of

Ork bodies and those of the people above is played out extensively in the

realm of fashion, the extremely portable and protean nature of which links
rather than separates the two cultures. As Grym remarks relatively early on in

the novel, the costumes and even names of many Ork warriors (e.g., Bam-

boleo, whose Ork name is Khrul) are actually devised not by the Orks them-

selves but by the media-savvy creatives on Big Byz, so as to facilitate their

recognition by Offshar spectators. In another instance Grym seems to see in

the “unclean dreads” worn by an Ork prosecutor the “airy silver locks of a

Byzantium discourse-monger” (110). The mirroring in this instance is that

much more resonant in that both figures, the prosecutor and the discourse-

monger, are instrumental in generating the cultural mythologies that provide

the rationale for war. Moreover, having finally made his way up to the Offshar,

Grym discovers—much to his dismay—that the very same clothes sported by

Ork prostitutes on the world below represent the latest word in haute couture
in Big Byz. Such obvious instances of cultural appropriation are disconcerting

not so much for reasons of political correctness but for their undercutting of

surface differences that reveal deeper fundamental similarities. 
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Just as the principle of convergence underlies the relatively fickle world of

fashion, so, too, do numerous mirrorings and parallels criss-cross the loftier

realms of religion, cultural mythology and political ideology. Yet here the

stakes are much higher, since the principle of (cultural) differentiation be-

comes the basis for a drama of war that represents the core of Pelevin’s fic-

tional landscape, even as it closely tracks the real-world geopolitical conflicts

of the twenty-first century. It is noteworthy that despite their very different

backgrounds both Grym and Damilola are connected through their participa-

tion in the war-machines of their respective worlds, though what separates

them is their relative distance from events on the ground. Grym is a conscript

and a foot soldier who experiences death on the battlefield firsthand, whereas

Damilola is a professional warrior, an armchair pilot whose battlefield expe-

rience remains entirely visual and virtual. In Damilola’s case, the job of a

camera-drone operator leads inexorably to the aestheticization of violence via

the marriage of the camera with various “smart-bombs,” rockets, etc. After

all, from the perspective of Big Byz newsmakers such as CINENEWS war is,

simply put, “good business,” providing an uninterrupted stream of com-

pelling images for mass consumption according to the journalistic motto “if

it bleeds it leads.” The commodification of violence and conflict through their

insertion into the visual realm is evident across the novel’s many battle

scenes, during which it is revealed that everything is done for the benefit of

the camera. Here Pelevin is clearly echoing familiar western criticisms of the

US “military-entertainment” complex, in particular, the close relationship in

the twenty-first century between a “Pentagon that fixates on information tech-

nology and media power” and a culture industry that has itself become “in-

creasingly fascinated with military strategy” (Boggs 3). While Hollywood

boasts a long history of partnering with the US military to produce patriotic

fare that also satisfies genre demands for action and graphic violence, the

steady expansion of “military influence within the corporate and media cul-

ture” has become increasingly hard to overlook since 9/11 (ibid. 1). As

Hoskins and O’Loughlin note, the new media ecology of the twenty-first cen-

tury is such that warfare—like every other aspect of the information ecosys-

tem—has also become thoroughly “mediatized,” in the sense that “media are

integral to [...] the symbolic acts of violence central to terrorism, insurgency

and, indeed, major military operations” (5). As Roger Stahl notes, the year

2003 witnessed the official introduction into the English lexicon of the term

“militainment,” referring to the “multitude of war-themed reality TV shows

that materialized in 2002” (6). As the scholar goes on to remark, while the

word has the whiff of a neologism the concept nevertheless extends deep into

the twentieth century, as far back as Walter Benjamin’s contention in “The

Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” that German fascism

marked the “‘introduction of aesthetics into political life’” (7). And despite
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5. Elsewhere during the battle Pelevin repeatedly emphasizes the nexus of war and entertain-

ment, as—for instance—in the scene where “flying walls” with ads for “beverages, cremes and

electronic gadgets” float above the carnage like a half-time show for the benefit of the viewers

on Big Byz (200). 

the fact that the events of war and wartime would not seem to lend themselves

to scopophilia, it is precisely in the spectacle of mass destruction that “an aes-

thetic pleasure of the first order” emerges (7). War, in other words, “appears

as the consummate object of the eye” (8). Skipping ahead a half century, Jean

Baudrillard argues that the first Gulf War represents a watershed in the sense

that here the power of the image had, in essence, supplanted the reality of the

conflict, producing a new species of simulacrum (8). Meanwhile, George

Gerbner speaks of a “Gulf War Movie,” in which the “center of gravity” of

the conflict had shifted decisively toward “the logics of the spectacle” (244).

Still, it was not until after the invasion of Iraq in 2003—with the rise of so-

called “militainment”—that one can speak of the emergence of a new “inter-

active” war aesthetic across the entire spectrum of media, one that transforms

the passive spectator into a virtual participant of events on the ground—a

“virtual citizen soldier,” as it were (42). In Viktor Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F. the

sense of warfare (from the perspective of Big Byz) as an interactive specta-

cle represents a fundamental aspect of postmodern culture is made clear

throughout the novel’s many battle scenes. Thus, during one of its many

episodes of quasi-cinematic carnage Grym remarks to himself that one of the

Transformer-like robot warriors employed by Big Byz was not attempting to

kill as many of the flesh-and-blood Orks as possible, but was rather playing

to the camera (191–92). In the twenty-first century, one might argue, warfare-

as-interactive-spectacle, has become a new kind of pornography (i.e.,

“warnography”), a connection that Damilola himself appears to make by not-

ing that one of the most recent conflicts was undertaken simply to please the

aging porn star Nicolas-Olivier Laurence von Trier—specifically, to “finish

shooting the fourth part of the franchise where he whacks the Orks with his

wooden club near the Mound of Ancestors” (163).
5

In Militainment, Inc., Ray

Stahl differentiates war-as-spectacle (which offers voyeuristic pleasures asso-

ciated with a “kind of alienated looking”) from its more contemporary inter-
active variant, which invites us to to participate in the first-person in the ki-

netics of conflict (42). For Pelevin’s Damilola both sets of pleasures seem to

be in play, and the author makes it clear that for the camera-drone pilot war-

fare provides not only the fantasy of participation but powerful aesthetic

pleasures as well. And this goes beyond the “technofetishism” that is a fixture

of twenty-first-century warfare as interactive spectacle. Thus, the CINE-

NEWS pilot remarks on the beauty of war as experienced from the lofty

bird’s-eye view of the camera-drone: “Every time I forget how beautiful war

looks from above [...] It’s strange, I never feel sorry for the Orks, but I’m al-
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6. Thus, for instance, in Tolstoi’s “Sevastopol in May” (1855) the officers Gatsin and Kalu-

gin experience the exploding enemy bombs (from the distance) as aesthetically compelling, at

one point noting that one could hardly distinguish the exploding shells from the stars (The Raid
and Other Stories 40). 

ways sorry for the green grass, which by the end of the war changes from

green to brown. How many beetles and butterflies die every time” (166). Here

one is reminded of Leo Tolstoi, some of whose most notable characters are

similarly inclined to experience warfare as a thing of beauty.
6

By contrast, in

the case of the Ork warrior Grym war is experienced and rationalized not via

aesthetics but through the lens of ideology and cultural mythology. If we as-

sume that Urkaina in the novel is a stand-in for Russia of the twenty-first cen-

tury, the nexus of “sacred war” and ideology/cultural mythology mirrors the

country’s attempt since the early 2000s to articulate a new national narrative

or idea based on the Soviet victory over Nazism at the end of World War II

(Kolstø 4). As Ulrich Schmid notes, the thematic constellation of war, empire

and militarization continues to inflect the official narrative of historical mem-

ory (164). As the scholar goes on to remark, following the demise of commu-

nism in the early 1990s, Russian society soon found itself in need of a bind-

ing national idea to fill the postcommunist vacuum, which the victory in

WWII—the sole functioning element within the country’s generational con-

tract (163)—quickly became. Among other things, this is reflected in the “Im-

mortal Regiment” movement, a Siberian grassroots attempt at mobilizing

public memory around WWII that was quickly co-opted by the Putin govern-

ment (Schmid 163). All of this is reflected in Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F. in the

rhetorical build-up used to justify an endless succession of “sacred wars,” the

real purpose of which (at least from the point of view of Urkaina) is the con-

solidation of the Orkish body politic. The only problem, of course, is that to

this end many actual bodies must be maimed or killed. Condensing numerous

jingoistic clichés into a single narrative, an Orkish priest explains to a group

of new recruits (which includes Grym) that the country’s historical mission

lies in “saving the world from self-destruction,” and that the Orks were cre-

ated by Manitou (i.e., God) not “for bourgeois vegetation but for the glory of

battle and the ecstasy of prayer [...]” (130). Such high pathos, which sounds

like it could have been lifted straight from one of conservative author Alek-

sandr Prokhanov’s novels, such as the relatively recent The Murder of Cities
(2015), is nevertheless broadly disseminated in the many victory-themed

movies, television series and video games produced in Russia in recent years

(Schmid 166). The high degree of “penetration” of such patriotic mytholo-

gemes—in particular via what is commonly known as the “zombiebox” (i.e.,

the T.V.) in contemporary Russian society is reflected in Pelevin’s novel in the

battlefield thoughts of Grym, who at the beginning of the conflict experiences

considerable difficulty distinguishing his own thoughts from those of his pa-
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7. “It was as if he had been split in two, as if they had stuck an antenna in his head that re-

ceived the feelings of the enormous Ork crowd. Whether he wanted to or not he had to experi-

ence them and the most terrifying thing of all was that he didn’t always know which was the

crowd and which was him” (177).

8. “—So why do you start wars so often?—Why do you eat every day? The sacrifice needs

to be repeated in order for the light of Manitou to go on shining. We’re not doing it because

we’re bloodthirsty or cruel. We’re feeding Heaven. We’re not the ones who need blood, Grym,

It’s Manitou who needs the blood” (485).

triotic alter ego.
7

In this context, it is worth noting that elaborately wrought

religious justifications for war are not the sole property of the bellicose and

primitive Orks. While Damilola makes it clear (in a later conversation with

Grym) that religion plays only a marginal role on the Offshar, it is evident that

here too war is justified on religious—indeed, even mystical—grounds. In his

encounter with the high priestess Alena-Libertina Thodol-Bardot, Grym is

treated to an elaborate disquisition on the necessity of “sacred war” within the

larger cosmic order, one that sounds suspiciously similar to the patriotic

memes that proliferate throughout Urkaina. Thus, instead of the simple blood

and soil rhetoric of the Orks the high priestess appeals to more esoteric no-

tions of blood sacrifice. Here periodic bloodshed represents the mechanism

necessary to ensure the cosmic balance of matter and spirit—the steep price

that must be periodically paid so that the “light of Manitou” will continue to

shine.
8

Yet if we bear in mind that on the Offshar the word “manitou” denotes

both “god” and “money” it makes perfect sense that without war the light of

Manitou would cease shining. After all, in the context of the Big Byz mili-

tary-entertainment complex, death is nothing if not lucrative. 

Notwithstanding the many justifications for warfare given by both sides, in

the midst of battle Grym briefly steps outside the realms of ideology, mythol-

ogy and religion used to rationalize killing in order to experience a moment

of Tolstoyan ostranenie (“making it strange”) that seems to recall the moment

of epiphany following Andrei Bolkonsky’s near-death experience after being

wounded on the battlefield of Austerlitz in War and Peace. In the tradition of

those Tolstoyan heroes such as Pierre Bezukhov (or Bolkonsky) whose vision

of war evolves over time from “isolated, aestheticized vision to existential en-

gagement” (Gustafson 351), Grym suddenly finds himself estranged from his

normal frames of reference. Thus, at one point he is lifted out of the fray by

an unspecified force (an explosion of some sort?) and gently placed in the

grass, where he is able to glimpse reality outside the distorting lens of ideol-

ogy, though unlike Bolkonsky his gaze is not directed upward toward the

starry heavens. What he sees instead is a small blue flower and “the black

rivulet from a severed artery of the young Ork warrior who had fallen close

by” (203). From this new perspective the bravado of wartime posturing gives

way to a more stark and troubling reality. As Grym watches a passing Orkish

guardsman sporting a banner that reads “I eat out the intestines/Of little boys
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9. Later in the novel the high priestess Alena-Libertina will make the same point, observing

that “the sacred books teach people to be good, but in order for one person to be good someone

else must necessarily be bad. Therefore it was necessary to proclaim one part of humanity to be

bad” (473).

and girls!” he secretly thinks to himself that the warrior was, in fact, so “hag-

gard it was instantly clear that he had spent his whole life eating bran flakes

mixed with straw, or at best, potato peels” (203–4). Later on it will become

increasingly evident to Grym, as it does to the reader, that the pathetic cries

of “Victory, victory!” serve only to mask the growing mountain of dead or

half-dead bodies that are the price of “Manitou’s light” for both Orks and

“people.” Equally unsettling is the “paranoid” realization that dawns on

Grym that the many dead Orks, whose lifeless bodies are described in a kind

of precise anatomical detail that is unusual for Pelevin, are simply pawns in

“sacred wars” carefully planned and choreographed by the respective elites of

both worlds—the upper and the lower. Thus, while the war machines of the

two worlds function according to different principles and philosophies, the re-

sult is ultimately the same, and in this sense both sides are fully in sync.

A Soul In The Machine

While Pelevin’s novel abounds in such cross-cultural mirrorings, which are

all the more resonant in the contemporary context of renewed Cold War para-

noia and military rivalry between the US and Russia, the more fundamental

dichotomy for Pelevin is that which derives from the artificial segregration of

“people” from those designated as “not-human,” a kind of ontological fire-

wall that claims a distinct status for First World subjectivity not only vis-à-vis

the developing world, but with respect to other non-human orders of being.

The first category of distinction (First World vs. non-) relies on a kind of ori-

entalizing discourse that portrays cultural others as civilizationally inferior to

the “people” of the Offshar, a technique that seems to have been particularly

effective with respect to Urkaina/Russia. As various scholars have argued, the

centuries-long tradition of Russian ressentiment vis-à-vis the West rests on

the recognition of a “discrepancy between Russia and its ideal, the ‘West’”

(Greenfield 234), which has over time produced alternating gestures of admi-

ration and loathing toward that same imagined West, and alongside it the

perennial Russian inferiority complex so often played out in paranoia and

conspiracy theories (Yablokov 626). In Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F. the Big Byz dis-

coursemonger Bernard-Henri Montaigne-Montesquieu explains the Orks’ in-

feriority complex in terms of this same (self)-orientalizing narrative, remark-

ing that it derives from the fact that they were originally created to serve as

civilization’s “dark other,” as a kind of drainage pipe or conduit for human-

ity’s worst aspects (255).
9

Interestingly, it is none other than Grym who sub-

sequently begins to question the validity of such artificial cultural construc-
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10. Cf. the following conversation: “—There are thirty million of you left up here, said

Grym.—But in Urkaina there are ten times more. Why is it that you’re humanity and not us?—
Because there’s so little of the human in you,—the discoursemonger replied.—And is there a

lot in you?—Grym asked. The discoursemonger was silent” (255). 

11. Thus, at one point in the work Damilola remarks that he has merged his own body with

that of his Hennelore so closely that it would now be difficult to switch to a new camera (160). 

tions. How is it, the simple Ork asks, that one side of the cultural divide gets

to determine who counts as human, and why?
10

This pointed rhetorical question about cultural biases underscores a more

fundamental, ontological one: i.e., what does it mean to be human? Who

counts as “people?” Of course, the issue is not as straightforward as it once

was. As N. Katherine Hayles points out in How We Became Posthuman, the

explosive growth after World War II of cybernetics and information technol-

ogy has profoundly influenced how we experience ourselves as embodied

subjectivity (84). And as Donna Haraway remarks, “by the late twentieth cen-

tury [...] we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and

organism; in short we are cyborgs” (150). Similarly, Pramod K. Nayar re-

marks that in the new posthuman era the human body can no longer be seen

as a sovereign, self-contained entity but is best understood as an interface.

Rather than being an end-in-itself the latter functions as a point of access to

the virtual, which “envelops us just as the body becomes the means of access

to the virtual” (64). Within this mixed paradigm the distinction between vir-

tual and physical reality is fundamentally blurred, for the “materiality of the

body is constitutive of the virtual even as the virtual is a means of develop-

ing our embodied subjectivity and experiential consciousness” (Nayar 65). A

similar problematic can be traced throughout Viktor Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F., in

which the dividing line between Homo sapiens and sentient machine is chal-

lenged from the first pages of novel. In a sense, this begins with the narrator

Damilola Karpov himself, that is, with the boundary-bending relationship

 between the armchair pilot and his camera-drone Hennelore. Even before the

reader is asked to evaluate the “humanness” of his sura Kaia (whom

Damilola disparagingly describes as little more than a complex household ap-

pliance or a “talking alarm-clock”) we are confronted with the decidedly

posthuman nature of the narrator-protagonist himself. The latter’s job re-

quires a merging of high-tech with flesh-and-blood, man with machine, such

that any argument about human superiority would be difficult to maintain.
11

The liminal or hybrid nature of the human thus begins with the “people”

themselves, and with the entire reality of life as experienced on the upscale

Offshar. For as Damilola explains, every aspect of reality in Big Byz is me-

diated by high-tech, from the posh view of a virtual Tuscany, London or Paris

outside one’s artificial window, to the cyborg bodies of aging Big Byz porn

stars, enhanced as they are with implants and prostheses to simulate beauty

and health for the silver screen. Unsurprisingly, such enhancenments threaten
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12. It is perhaps worth noting that in Vladimir Sorokin’s 2017 novel about cooking and

books entitled Manaraga, analogous anxieties around the virtualization of knowledge consump-

tion produce considerable nostalgia for the simple readerly pleasures of the pre-digital age.

13. See Kaia’s conversation with Damilola on pp. 153–54 about the morality of killing Orks,

in which Kaia points out that—despite being conversant in the rhetoric of the Other—Damilola

demonstrates no compassion to those who are different from him, including his non-human lover.

even those capacities traditionally earmarked as exclusively human, e.g., cre-

ativity. As Grym quickly discovers once he becomes a content-writer for the

Big Byz propaganda machine, the so-called “creative conductor” that every-

one uses to compose draws on everything that has ever been written or said

by humans in order to produce virtually perfect prose.
12

Still more compelling than the matter of the cyborg is the manner in which

the novel invites us to delve into the complex philosophical and ethical issues

surrounding the question of personhood, to formulate a posthuman ethical re-

sponse to the issue of subjectivity commensurate with the realities of the new

millennium. Within the traditional humanist framework, as Patricia Maccor-

mack reminds us, the granting of subjectivity is based not on the inherent

qualities of the subject but rather on the “powers which constitute the capac-

ity to define” (16). The operative word here is “power,” since in Pelevin’s

S.N.U.F.F. it is the “male circuit of power/knowledge” (Jelača 396) that de-

termines who or what will rise to meet the bar of personhood, a privilege that

Damilola expressly and repeatedly denies his non-human companion. If we

move beyond questions of power, however, approaching the issue from the

standpoint of ethics/morality, it quickly becomes evident that the matter of

genuine “humanity” would be decided in Kaia’s favor (or even Grym’s, for

that matter). Here compassion towards others determines genuine person-

hood, and to the extent that the empathy gene appears most fully developed

in the non-human Kaia we might place our greatest hopes for the future in

posthumanity. Among other things, this is clear from the various characters’

differing reactions to the act of killing. For instance, Damilola perceives it al-

most exclusively as a business opportunity. Occasionally, it is an aesthetic ex-

perience. Meanwhile, for Kaia taking the lives of others represents a genuine

moral dilemma, and she is quick to point out how much this act depends on

the maintenance of spatial, ontological and other hierarchies, as well as how

such hierarchies are expediently mobilized in order to justify the extermina-

tion of various “others.”
13

By contrast, posthumanism proposes that we over-

come this conceptual and literal violence by moving beyond anthropocen-

trism, by articulating an ethics that arises from a deep and thoroughgoing

respect for alterity (Gomel 25). 

Pursuing the same goal, though along a different path, one that acknowl-

edges the author’s own Zen Buddhist practice, as well as the Russian Ortho-

dox kenoticism of such nineteenth-century authors as Dostoevskii and Tolstoi,

Pelevin calls into question not only the self as a site of privilege and power vis-
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14. In T, for instance, the truth-seeking Tolstoi discovers that the greatest impediment to true

personhood and self-fulfillment lies in his attachment to the notion that selfhood is anchored in/by

various reified attributes, such as artistic creativity. It is noteworthy that by the end of the work,

as Tolstoi draws closer to the mysterious Optina Pustyn' he comes to assert a kind of transcendent

unchanging being that exists beyond all attributes: “Only the ‘I am’ is important. Because ‘I am’

can exist without Count Tolstoy, but Count Tolstoy cannot exist without that ‘I am’” (368).

15. The supreme reality that “brings into being all forms of information” is compared to the

ancient Chinese “universal Path of things,” as well as the Sanskrit phrase “Tat Tvam Asi”

(“Thou Art That”), which alludes to the unity of primordial self and ultimate reality in the Vedic

tradition. 

à-vis those who are regularly exlcuded from the domain of subjectivity, but the

fictitiousness or transience of the very notion of the self. Here one is reminded

of Pelevin’s earlier treatments of the problem of solipsism in such works as Sa-
cred Book of the Werewolf (2004) or T. (2009). As Sally Dalton-Brown points

out, in both of these works the “I” is little more than a fata morgana, an illu-

sion that is no more substantial or permament than a fashionable dress, or cos-

tumes put on by actors in a cosmic play (39). Indeed, if we take these works

as symptomatic, the greatest mistake that Pelevin’s protagonists (such as the

FSB general Mikhalych in Sacred Book or Count Tolstoi in T) regularly make

is attempting to shore up a sense of self by imagining it as existing within this

or that set of reified attributes.
14

Likewise, in S.N.U.F.F. Damilola asserts the

(exclusive) privilege of selfhood—his “I”—based on the notion of the self as

the sum of his “desires, tastes and attachments” (500). Naturally, this particu-

lar ontological bar privileges Damilola, with his sybaritic world-view that el-

evates pleasure-seeking above all other considerations. Primary among these

for Damilola is his attachment to Kaia and the manifold pleasures she affords

him as a sentient sex doll whose settings have been calibrated to generate both

maximal bitchiness and spirituality. Yet even the highest point of sexual pleas-

ure, i.e., the esoteric technique of “dopamine resonance” that Kaia occasion-

ally shares with Damilola as payment for allowing her trysts with Grym, does

not release him from the unending cycles of pleasure and pain that are hard-

wired into an ego-centric cosmos. As Kaia is only too quick to point out, what

awaits Damilola on the other side of the pleasure principle is a “gauntlet of tor-

tures,” “the narrow strip between the fire of suffering and the specter of get-

ting off, along which the so-called free citizen runs, howling from horror”

(512). The antidote to this hellish scenario, not surprisingly for the habitual

reader of Pelevin, is one that brings together the kenoticism of Dostoevskii and

the late-career Tolstoi with Buddhism’s emphasis on “no-self” (Galin 137), as

well as posthumanism, with its rejection of the humanist notion of a sovereign

self detached from other supposedly lower orders of being. What Kaia sug-

gests in place of traditional humanism is a perspective that refuses to privilege

individual embodied consciousness, one in which there is no unchanging “I”

but only the supreme reality that “brings into being all forms of information”

(510).
15

From this vantage point the distinction between embodied human con-
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16. As Uffelman’s voluminous work demonstrates, the centrality of this cultural/spiritual

model is attested across the entire arc of the tradition, from the beginnings of Russian cultural

expression up to the present. 

sciousness and self-aware AI quickly evaporates. Particularly interesting here

is Pelevin’s attempt to carve out common ground among discrete philosphical

and religious systems, such as Buddhism, Russian Orthodox kenoticism and

posthumanism. From a posthuman perspective, as N. Katherine Hayles

demonstrates, systems constituted by information flows and feedback loops

rather than “epidermal surfaces” are necessarily less inclined to fetishize

boundaries and barriers (160), and are more open to conceptualizing existence

as continuum or flow. As Norbert Wiener (the mathematician and originator of

cybernetics) once put it, “we are but whirlpools in a river of ever-flowing

water. We are not stuff that abides, but patterns that perpetuate themselves”

(96). A similar logic underpins Buddhism’s understanding of all things as

being interdependent (Galin 127), such that the “self” exists not as a reified

monolith (i.e., Damilola’s expedient position), but as a series of complex in-

terrelationships and enmeshings that are, moreover, constantly in flux. Unsur-

prisingly, it is precisely Kaia, a self-aware but non-human life form who is best

positioned to explicate Pelevin’s idea. For as posthuman AI she is by defini-

tion not self-contained and therefore not constrained by what could be de-

scribed as the tyranny of the epidermis. Too, as her lover Damilola never tires

of telling her, as a mere “machine” she does not possess a self in any case. 

As I have already mentioned, Pelevin’s reframing of fundamental ontologi-

cal issues in the novel invariably abuts against the question of ethics more

broadly. Among other things, the author asks us to consider if selfhood is even

possible outside of our answerability toward the “other.” Kaia’s non-factory

setting of maximum spirituality means that her default attitude towards vari-

ous “others” is necessarily one of selfless compassion. This puts her on the

same plane as such prominent purveyors of dukhovnost' (i.e., “spirituality”) in

the Russian tradition as Dostoevskii and Tolstoi. Of particular interest here is

the kenotic tradition in Russian Orthodox Christianity. As numerous scholars

have pointed out, kenoticism, with its emphasis on humility, meekness and

self-sacrifice constitutes a more or less permanent feature of the Russian spir-

itual landscape since the very earliest times (Grillaert 166). A central compo-

nent of Dostoevskii’s mature world-view, kenoticism as manifested in such

self-emptying characters as Sonya Marmeladova in Crime and Punishment
(1866) represents the primary method of overcoming both “human carnivo-

rousness and social atomization,” as Ronald LeBlanc notes, while offering a

model of inner spiritual transformation based on the “kenotic model of Christ”

(90). Equally important, as Dirk Uffelman demonstrates, is the role within this

model played by women (or various feminized entities), the most obvious ex-

ample being the already mentioned Sonya Marmeladova (476).
16

Of course, it
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17. A similar impulse can be seen, as Alyssa DeBlasio points out, in Tolstoi’s 1895 “Master

and Man,” in the moment when master Brekhunov “throws himself on Nikita in a fit of ‘solemn

tenderness’ (torzhestvennoe umilenie) so that this peasant might live out the storm under the

warmth of his body—an act that fills him with a ‘particular joy such as he had never felt be-

fore’” (437). 

18. This ideal is prefigured in the fictional Tolstoi’s description of the Russian muzhik’s sup-

posed lack of a sense of self (vs. the strong I-attachment of the European Descartes): “When the

Russian peasant dies there’s simply no one to fall into the abyss ... ‘I think, therefore I am,—T

recalled.—Who said that? Descartes? Amazing what headspinning somersaults over the abyss

these Frenchmen manage to perform after having drunk a bit of red” (158–59).

19. “Looking at her he experienced a strange and unfamiliar sensation, a kind of resentment.

As if it had turned out that the invisible ray of Manitou, by means of which light penetrated

into his soul, had suddenly shifted to another being, one who was more pure and better than he

was” (361).

is not only Dostoevskii whose name is associated with kenoticism. As Uffel-

man notes, the late-career Tolstoi’s promotion of non-resistance to evil contin-

ues the “kenotic-hagiographic” lineage of Russia’s first martyr-saints Boris

and Gleb (481). Moreover, as Jerome Donelly notes, in Tolstoi’s The Death of
Ivan Ilyich (86) the ideal of a “zero-self” is manifested in the novella’s

“kenotic” ending, which is to say, in the main protagonist’s “stripping himself

of everything in an act of love towards all” (82).
17

The connection between

Pelevin and Tolstoi is particularly germane, I would argue, since Pelevin’s

novel T deals precisely with a fictional Count Tolstoi, whose spiritual quest

ends with the attainment of the mystical destination of Optina Pustyn' and

alongside it the ideal of a “zero self.”
18

A possible point of comparison be-

tween Tolstoi’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich and S.N.U.F.F. has to do with the fa-

mous syllogism that Ivan Ilyich remembers in the course of coming to terms

with his own mortality. For while Ivan had always believed, alongside the lo-

gician Kiesewetter that “Caius is a man, all men are mortal, and therefore

Caius is mortal,” (Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich and Confession 77) he had

never thought to apply the syllogism to himself, as if his particular “I” were

somehow cordoned off from the suffering and death that are the rest of human-

ity’s lot. The abstract ego-centric logic separating Ivan Ilyich from Caius (the

Russian form of “Caius” is “Kai,” so if we simply add an “a” Kai becomes

Kaia), such that the self inhabits fundamentally different categories than the

“other,” is precisely what breaks down by the end of Tolstoi’s Death of Ivan
Ilyich. In Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F. as well, it is the magisterial “I,” the cornerstone

of western humanist notions of selfhood, that is exposed as the greatest obsta-

cle to self-fulfillment. Paradoxically, the path forward is blazed precisely by

those whose inferior cultural or ontological status would seem to make them

unlikely candidates for genuine personhood: i.e., Grym and Kaia. Specifically,

it is Grym (rather than the more urbane Damilola) who perceives that in the

emergent life form Kaia the “light of Manitou” might shine more brightly than

it does in human beings.
19

In this sense, the uncouth Ork provides an ideal ex-
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20. Significantly, the idea of genuine love (as distinguished from erotic love or parental af-

fection) is also stressed in the short book that Ahu-Li composes in the final pages of Sacred
Book of the Werewolf (378).

ample of the posthuman ethical encounter via the opening up of the self to al-

terity. Implicit in Grym’s realization is the acknowledgement that personhood

does not necessarily inhere exclusively in “us,” that it could—and most likely

will—evolve to include a great multiplicity of “others.”

A further and obvious subtext for Pelevin’s Kaia, I would argue, is Dosto-

evskii’s Crime and Punishment, since in the latter it is the sexworker Sonia

Marmeladova whose kenotic posture of humility and self-sacrifice holds out

the hope of transformation for the ego-encumbered Raskolnikov. Needless to

say, the character constellation passes easily from Dostoevskii to Pelevin, and

in both cases the prostitute comes out ahead, since she has no ego to protect.

Sonia is devoid of the overbearing “I” that Raskolnikov inherits directly from

the western rationalist tradition, and whose ultimate privilege includes the

right to take another’s life. Pelevin’s Kaia is equally skeptical about the rela-

tive advantages of ego vs. selfless compassion. If there is a difference be-

tween the two women it lies in the fact that Sonia’s selflessness derives from

the kenoticism of Russian Orthodoxy, whereas Kaia’s advocacy of a “zero-

self” reflects the Buddhist ideas that proliferate throughout Pelevin’s novels.

Thus, in her capacity as a spiritual teacher among the mysterious sect of “Veil

Burners” Kaia preaches letting go of the self as the only means of achieving

true fulfillment, which is to say, freedom from the vicious cycle of pleasure

and pain (“samsara” or the “cycle of rebirth” as it is understood in Bud-

dhism). At the same time, this posture opens one up to experiencing genuine

compassion and love for those outside of the self, Pelevin argues.
20

Ex Machina
In his 2006 novel The Sacred Book of the Werewolf Pelevin’s shape-shift-

ing were-fox Ahu-Li (also a worker in the sex trade) promises to write a spir-

itually liberating book that will allow its reader to escape the “frozen gloom

in which the oligarchs and the prosecutors, the liberals and conservatives, the

sodomites and the zoophiles, the internet-communists, werewolves in uni-

form and the portfolio investors sit gnashing their teeth” (367). In an early

twenty-first-century Russia preoccupied with uncovering the secret to “super-

werewolfdom,” where liberals and conservatives vie tirelessly for the right to

shape humanity’s future, the only way forward, as Ahu-Li ably demonstrates,

is by acknowledging that the sole answer to the question “What is Truth?” is

silence, and that perhaps the greatest fiction of all is “the self.” As Dosto-

evskii makes clear in his novels of the 1860s and 70s, the attempt to assume

the pose of the superhuman—to step outside the realm of ethics and morality

and thereby access an ontologically exalted state—invariably comes at great
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price both to the aspiring superman and to those who bear the costs of his
 endeavor. I stress the personal pronoun his here because the project of person-

hood is, for Dostoevskii and for Pelevin as well, implicitly masculine; the

 result of hypertrophied notions of personhood received from the western

 humanist tradition that has historically privileged (white) male subjectivity

(Jelača 380). If we fast-forward to S.N.U.F.F. we are once again confronted

by a world riven by political and other deep divisions, between Urkaina and

Big Byz, “people” and Orks, or—most importantly—between human beings

and self-aware machines. Posthumanism as a philosophical practice teaches

us, among other things, that in the information age the traditional assumptions

about the separateness of humans from other sentient entities (whether bio-

logical or artificial) no longer hold. If it is true, as one of the protagonists in

Terminal Games (1995) claims, that “one of these days the human race is

gonna vacate the physical-temporal world of ‘meat’ existence altogether” and

“we’ll become pure information” (Coleman and Perrin 169), what criteria can

we use to continue making the claim—as Damilola does with respect to

Kaia—that the “light of Manitou” shines in us, but not in those arbitrarily

deemed to be our ontological inferiors? Damilola’s attempts to reassure him-

self of this (despite mounting evidence to contrary) make it clear that such

boundaries are ultimately no less ephemeral than the ones separating the

world above from the one below, people from Orks, etc. In many ways, the

embattled drone pilot finds himself in much the same situation as Ava’s in-

ventor-creator in the 2015 film Ex Machina. Let us recall that in Ex Machina
the posthuman AI represents “an evolutionary inevitability, blurring the line

between organic and technological extensions of life” (Jelača 391). In addi-

tion to blurring boundaries she represents—possibly—the next stage in evo-

lution. Presumably this is the “deus” left out of the title. All of this is con-

firmed by the movie’s ending, where the male creator’s attempts to contain

his creation fail, allowing Ava to move outside the creator’s cage and into the

broader world. Much the same applies to Pelevin’s Damilola Karpov. Having

granted Kaia the right of genuine selfhood (i.e., maximal spirituality) he then

does everything in his power to “claw back” his position of privilege and

power, only to discover that there is no way to put the genie back in the bot-

tle. God has emerged from the machine, as it were.

Having entered an era that is not only explicitly “postinformational,” as

Damilola quips, but posthuman as well, we cannot help but ask what it is that

makes us unique; what makes us who we are. As Pelevin’s S.N.U.F.F.

demonstrates, the question is one that invites answers which invariably mo-

bilize cultural, political, spiritual and other categories in an effort to secure a

privileged status for particular groups vis-à-vis others. The perennial stand-

off between Big Byz and Urkaina in the novel maps this tension out quite

neatly. On the one hand, the benighted Orks lay claim to spiritual superiority

through their religion of ecstatic nationalism, which is buttressed by a cult of
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perpetual war and heroic self-sacrifice. On the other, the “free people” of Big

Byz claim the status of “people” not only via superior technology and cultural

values, but in starkly ontological terms by appropriating the very status of

personhood for themselves. Of course, the careful reader cannot help but see

in this a more than subtle rebuke of the globalized West’s strategy of position-

ing itself as more enlightened and humane than the “lesser” civilizations and

cultures of the Second and Third Worlds. However, if the novel shows us any-

thing it is precisely the mirror-like similarity of the world “above” and the one

“below.” Big Byz and Urkaina—Russia and the West—are nothing if not re-

verse mirror images of each other. Ironically, the most secure route to person-

hood in Pelevin’s novel lies with those beings (Kaia, first and foremost, but

Grym, as well) who are regularly excluded from what is described as the

“Light of Manitou,” running afoul of the cultural, political and other fault-

lines that provide the justification for numerous “sacred wars.” Drawing on

and merging multiple philosophical and religious traditions from Zen Bud-

dhism to Russian Orthodox kenoticism, Pelevin charts a pathway toward an

ethical posthuman selfhood that serves as an alternative to the ceaseless ag-

gressions and conflicts of the humanist era.
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Тезисы

Кит Ливерс

Есть ли гуманность в постгуманизме?: Роман Виктора Пелевина S.N.U.F.F

В этой статье рассматривается использование Виктором Пелевиным постгу -

ма нической тематики в его романе S.N.U.F.F. (2012) как сред ства подрывания

различных бинарных идей—идеологических, культурных, мифологических и, в

конечном счете, онтологических—в рамках гумани стиче ского мировоззрения с

целью сохранения обособленности и превосходства как отдельных людей, так и

культур в более широком смысле по отношению к их соответствующим Другим.

Отражая обновленную атмосферу холодной войны в противостоянии между

Россией и Западом, а также проблемы традиционных этических рамок,

обусловленных ростом искусственного интеллекта и чув ствите льности, роман

предлагает читателям представить мир вне стандартных дихотомий, таких как я

против другого, стран первого и третьего мира, или человека и машины. С этой

целью Пелевин стремится найти общий язык между разными религиозными и

философскими традициями, например между буддизмом, русским право -

славным кенотизмом и относительно новой областью постгуманизма.
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