NEVER LET ME GO by Kazuo Ishiguro
Summative Assignment Questions

1. Where is this novel set?
In England in the late 1970s
2. What is Ishiguro’s purpose in creating this novel in three parts?
The novel is not a linear recount, it is a collection of memories roughly divided into 3 sections: at Hailsham, at the Cottages and Kathy’s life as a carer
3. How reliable is Kathy H. as a narrator?
Kathy herself admits that her memories of events may be false.  It is also an interesting technique by Ishiguro to enable the reader to “read between the lines”, and our understanding of some events is far clearer than the naïve Kathy.  This also adds to the unsettling tone of the novel.
4. What is the purpose of Hailsham?  Why is the whole notion of this place so disturbing to the reader?
Hailsham was an institution created to house clones who were destined to become organ “donors”.  Here they were conditioned or brainwashed to accept their respective fates – to donate vital organs four times and then “complete”.  Unlike other institutions at the same time Hailsham was an experimental facility which treated students humanely.  It aimed to prove that clones had souls. It is so disturbing to the reader because in actual fact the clones had no say in what happened – they were merely by-products of a donor-producing factory.  It is even more disturbing that Hailsham was modelled on a private boarding school which generally produces highly educated students ready to take important roles in society.  It is almost a mockery of the English private school system.  The real tragedy is that the experiment was a success, but no-one was willing to do anything about it.
5. Memories are a recurring motif throughout the story.  Explain their significance?
As clones the students are considered to be sub-human.  Memories are so important to Kathy because they are a purely human characteristic which indicate to the reader her humanity and hence the tragedy of her situation.  Happy memories of her childhood are the only high spot in her doomed life.  Non-Hailsham attendees are jealous of this.
6. What was the importance of The Gallery at Hailsham?  What significance does it have to Tommy and Kathy in Part 3?
It was an experiment to show that clones had souls.  Tommy and Kathy believed that it was a way of verifying students who were in love and applying for a “deferral”.
7. Explain the significance of the title Never Let Me Go to the novel as a whole?
There are two parts to the title.  The first is when Kathy is dancing around holding a pillow imagining it is a baby (Chpt. 6)  This moves the reader who realise the tragedy of Kathy never being able to conceive or indeed be part of a family.  Ishiguro is drawing our attention to the plight of clones in his text. The second connection occurs with the numerous references Kathy makes to “holding on” to the past and her Hailsham connections.  The quality of her relationships from this time doesn’t matter; Kathy still sees Ruth and Tommy as equally as important and is unwilling to “let go” of either.  At the end it is the perceptive Tommy who understands that “They’ve got to let go…”(p.277)  The brutal truth is that there is no place for love or relationships in the world of clones.
8. How does Ishiguro position us to view Ruth?  Give examples from the text to support your answer.
Ruth is a manipulative, vindictive, bullying character who we despise throughout the novel.  Kathy lacks the life experiences to understand the true depth of Ruth’s despicable nature.  From her continual put-downs, her implied theft of Kathy’s prized tape, her ostracising of Ruth over the chess game through to preventing Tommy and Kathy forming a relationship we are positioned to see her as the villain of the piece.
9. Why does Ishiguro include the character of Miss Lucy in the novel?
Miss Lucy is the only voice of social consciousness in the novel.  Although she is not active in preventing the eventual “donations” she fights hard for the clones to be fully informed about what they are facing.
10. Tommy appears different from all the other characters presented by Ishiguro.  What characteristics set him apart
Tommy is seen from the very beginning as different, largely through his temper tantrums and his role as the victim.  He is set apart from the other because of his inability to “create”.  He is the most perceptive of the characters and the only one to frequently speculate on areas that the other characters try to avoid (ie. The Gallery).  Although he recognises Ruth’s faults he continues to drift along avoiding confrontation.  He is the most truthful of the characters and because of this would probably have made a more reliable narrator.  At the end of the novel he alone shows any passion over Miss Emily’s revelations – “raging, shouting, flinging his fists and kicking out” (p.269).  Yet for all of this he still goes uncomplainingly to his fourth donation and death.  This is the real tragedy of the text.
11. How are the students “conditioned” to accept their fate at Hailsham?  What reaction is Ishiguro seeking from the reader?
Tommy perceptively understood that the Guardians had “… timed very carefully and deliberately everything they told us, so that we were just too young to understand properly…”(p.81)  They grow up accepting that their fate is pre-determined with no thought of rebellion.  Ishiguro is making the reader question their own moral stance – is it OK to slaughter these clones if they understand that it is going to happen?
12. “Ishiguro’s use of language to negatively distort familiar words gives a sinister overtone to this novel from the very first page.”  Give four examples of this.
There are four words that are particularly disturbing here.  To “donate” generally means to give something freely, but these clones don’t have a choice; a “carer” is generally someone who cares for other but here it is a distorted profession where donors are made to be carers first (so they get to see what they are in for – and almost inhumane way of ensuring humans don’t have to see first-hand what they have done); “Guardians” don’t really protect the children but rather groom them for eventual death; “completion” generally has positive connotations of finishing a task satisfactorily, but here it eerily refers to successfully fulfilling the purpose they were created for – donating organs – and then dying.  This distortion of language that the reader is familiar with is disquieting and creates a feeling of unease in the reader which is Ishiguro’s intention.
13. What techniques does Ishiguro use to reinforce to the reader that the protagonists in this story, although appearing human, are in actual fact nothing more than clones.
The clones in this story have no last name which sets them apart from what we as the reader accept as normal (ie. Kathy H., Jenny B. Susie K. etc.).  There is no real passion in any of the relationships within the text.  Sex is seen as a pastime, without any emotional connection at all.  It is discussed in a matter of fact manner, even amongst couples.  Madam is scared of the children at Hailsham – “… she was afraid of us in the same way someone might be afraid of spiders.” (p.35)  In Part 3 Miss Emily refers to them as “poor creatures”(p.249), rather than human beings.  She is more concerned with her bedside cabinet being moved than with the plight of the two humans in front of her.
How does Ishiguro create a sense of mystery to this novel?
Information is only revealed gradually throughout the text, so that the reader feels as if they are on the verge of truth all the time.  This is a tragic love story but the tragedy is that Kathy herself does not realise this.  Her memories reveal far more to the reader than they do to her.
14. Comment on the quality of the relationships explored in the novel.  Look at Kathy/Ruth, Kathy/Tommy, Ruth/Tommy?  What is Ishiguro’s message here?
Relationships in the novel have a curiously detached quality – no excesses of emotion.  Sex is treated almost mechanically rather than emotionally.  Characters lack an emotional connection; they seem instead to be connected purely through their attendance of Hailsham.  The relationship between Kathy and Ruth is not healthy.  Ruth is manipulative and domineering and Ishiguro presents Kathy as too naïve to understand this but we as the reader are angry on her behalf.  It is clear that Kathy and Tommy are attracted to each other, but Ruth ensures that this goes no further adding another layer of tragedy to this story.  The Ruth/Tommy relationship is seen as unhealthy and a parody of normal love affairs.  In actual fact the love triangle is between the 3 protagonist. Ishiguro is highlighting the fact that without family connections (parents, siblings and children) the human life is very solitary – another reason to empathise with the clones.
15. Why are clones who have attended Hailsham considered to be so privileged?  What sinister overtones does this have for all the others? (look at Miss Lucy’s comment on p.77 about Concentration Camps as well as Miss Emily’s revelations in Part 3)
From other information in the novel it appears that there were other institutions which housed clones, but they were treated in a far less humane manner.  Before Hailsham, clones “existed only to supply medical science”. (p.256)  With Miss Lucy’s “ghostly expression” over the mention of concentration camps we realise that this is what must be occurring in other areas of the country.  In Part 3 Miss Emily reiterates to Tommy and Kathy how lucky they were to attend Hailsham – “…you were simply pawns in a game… You were lucky pawns.” (p.261)
16. What was the Mornington Project (mentioned by Miss Emily in Part 3)?  What negative impact did this have on the Hailsham Project?
A scientist called James Mornington wanted to “offer people the possibility of having children with enhanced characteristics.” (p.258)  Unfortunately he took this “far beyond legal boundaries”.  It was acceptable to create children for medical purposes but society could not come to terms with “created children who’d take their place in society.” (p.259)  Treating the clones as human beings would have forced society to question the morality of the donor programme and this they were unwilling to do.  The ability to cure nearly all diseases overrode any moral questions.
17. What effect is Ishiguro trying to create by ending the novel where he does?
The text ends on a sense of hopelessness, inevitability, as if the protagonists’ lives have all been for nothing.  Even at the end Kathy accepts her fate without protest.  We, as the reader, feel a sense of frustration at the way each of the characters has gone unprotestingly to their deaths.

18. What statement is Ishiguro making about bio-engineering in this novel?
With improvements in technology comes added responsibility.  He is saying that the end does not always justify the means.  Even though cloning is possible, is it ethical?
Joslyn Fox, Clare High School 2009


