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Abstract 

Richard Powers occupies a distinctive place in American literature as a bridge between high 

literary modernism and science-technology fiction, merging rigorous scientific inquiry with 

profound humanist themes. His work resonates with posthumanist debates as it questions 

anthropocentrism without abandoning emotional depth. Powers’s Generosity: An 

Enhancement explores human enhancement through genetic variation, focusing on how 

enhanced individuals are commodified and objectified by market-driven agendas. The novel 

centers on Thassa, a woman whose natural genetic predisposition for happiness makes her a 

target for biotech1 corporations. The story shows how her biological uniqueness is turned into 

a commodity, stripping her of autonomy. It critiques the ethical consequences of corporate 

intervention in human biology, questioning whether enhancement leads to liberation or further 

control. By blending science fiction with realism, Powers highlights the dangers of a 

posthuman future where human life is shaped by corporate interests.  The study titled 

“Posthuman subjectivity and corporate control in Richard Powers’s novel Generosity: An 

Enhancement” aims to analyse how Powers portrays inborn genetic traits as a form of human 

enhancement, and how corporations exploit these traits for profit, reducing human beings to 

marketable products.   
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Introduction  

Science fiction authors frequently address the topic of genomics and its implications in 

alternate present and future worlds. Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God, Paolo 

Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl, Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go, Octavia Butler’s Dawn, 

and Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam are a few well-known examples of dystopian futures in 

which genetic engineering has worsened environmental destruction or social inequality. The 

theme of genetics and human enhancement serves as a central motif in Richard Powers’s 

biopunk Generosity: An Enhancement. Powers vividly illustrates a compelling concept, 

prompting readers to contemplate the intersection of plausible near-future scenarios with 

profound human realism. He made an extensive exploration of the trope of genomics, 
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emphasising the transformative potential and ethical complexities of human enhancement 

through biotechnology and genetic engineering.  

Posthumanism envisions a future where humans can modify their own DNA to 

eradicate genetic disorders, enhance physical and emotional traits or even design children with 

specific characteristics. Science fiction is overwhelmingly positive regarding the possibility of 

human transformation. While numerous science fiction authors have explored the theme of 

physical enhancement, Richard Powers’s approach stands out as a novel endeavor in addressing 

the complexities of moral enhancement. In his narratives, enhancement becomes a double-

edged sword: while it offers the promise of greater capabilities, it also raises profound questions 

about the integrity of human identity and the consequences of pushing the boundaries of natural 

evolution.  

Powers’s 2009 novel Generosity: An Enhancement examines the connections between 

moral enhancement and transhumanism in a narrative that questions the sociological, 

philosophical, and ethical implications of biotechnology breakthroughs. The novelist portrays 

an emotionally enhanced human being, emphasising the augmentation of emotional depth and 

resilience over physical attributes. Set against the backdrop of a world increasingly impacted 

by genetic engineering and neuroscience, the novel presents a protagonist whose innate 

optimism and resilience become a focal point for scientific and moral investigation. Generosity 

provides an engaging framework for examining how the quest for perfection subverts moral 

standards, alters social hierarchies, and sparks worries about the commodification of human 

characteristics by fusing transhumanist ideals with moral quandaries.  

The novel explores the ethical and emotional dimensions of posthuman existence 

through the narrative of Thassadit Amzwar, a young lady who possess hyperthymia. Thassa, 

an Algerian Berber refugee and university student, exhibits an exceptional ability for joy that 

seems to surpass conventional human emotional spectra. The novel postulates the existence of 

a “happiness gene” that would enhance the whole species. Thassa remains happy despite 

growing up through the horrors of the Algerian Civil War. The novelist describes Thassa as “a 

happy girl passes through the world’s wretchedness and stays happy” (40). He employs 

Thassa’s steadfast optimism to critique society’s fixation on happiness, while simultaneously 

examining the dangers of reducing human emotions to mere genetic sequences. As a 

charismatic and innovative geneticist, Thomas Kurton is fascinated by the prospect of 

elucidating the genetic foundation of happiness, motivated by the conviction that emotional 

states may be scientifically comprehended, isolated, and even augmented. Thassa’s distinct 

character serves as the impetus for his research, as Kurton perceives her as essential to a genetic 

advancement that could render permanent bliss attainable for everyone. 

Thassa deconstructs the conventional understanding of humanity by her ostensibly 

limitless joy, which contradicts entrenched beliefs regarding emotional variety and the 

constraints of human nature. Her beaming cheerfulness disrupts conventional notions of 

sorrow, perseverance, and individuality, offering a perspective of subjectivity that transcends 

the ordinary human experience. Her unwavering joy, which persists in the face of trauma, 

undermines the traditional framework of human psychology, where emotions are perceived as 

reactions to life’s intrinsic challenges and complexities. Thassa recounts the tragic and 

distressing events that marked her life in her hometown. 

Thassa answers with more stories. She tells them about the Islamist’s futile attempts to 

save the faithful from exposure to Southern European reality television. She describes 

her family running the finger of her father’s corpse over the fingerprint reader of his 
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computer, to unlock the machine again after his death. She tells about her brother 

Mohand’s ill-fated turn as Cheb Tony in Rai adaptation of West Side Story. 

She laughs as she talks, as if she hadn’t just treated them all to a misery that would 

have broken saints. (34) 

Thassa recounts her life story with an unexpected cheerfulness, presenting a stark contrast to 

the typically somber narratives associated with refugee experiences. “She maintains a 

continuous state of flow. Maybe she’s benefited from some kind of post-traumatic growth” 

(95). Contrary to conventional perspectives that regard grief, perseverance, and originality as 

essential to human growth and authenticity, Thassa’s consistent contentment implies a sort of 

subjectivity that is paradoxically stable and inflexible.  

Furthermore, Thassa’s elation poses a challenge to the concept of emotional 

authenticity, which is frequently based on the notion that emotions acquire meaning through 

contrast and diversity. Conversely, her unwavering contentment seems nearly posthuman, 

prompting enquiries into whether such a condition may be deemed authentically human if it is 

disconnected from the conventionally esteemed indicators of emotional profundity and 

perseverance. Russell Stone, the creative nonfiction teacher in the novel, contemplates whether 

Thassa’s sense of elation is genuine or merely a construct of her imagination. “Does the woman 

feel real elation, or does she just imagine it?” (71). Thassa’s presence in the novel prompts 

readers to contemplate the repercussions of a subjectivity that is not primarily shaped by 

personal history or introspective development, proposing a model of human identity that may 

exist beyond the conventional narratives of struggle, failure, and triumph that usually define 

selfhood. This viewpoint uncovers a disconcerting potential in biotechnological enhancement: 

a future in which human emotions could become standardised or optimised, so undermining 

the depth of personal experience. 

The ontological status of an augmented human holds a complex position that connects 

conventional human existence with technological and biological enhancements. Enhanced 

human possess traits that augment or modify conventional aspects of human nature. This 

augmented condition prompts ontological enquiries on identity, agency, and continuity, as 

enhancements fundamentally transform the attributes that have traditionally characterised 

human nature. Russell Stone expresses his confusion that arises not merely from the blissful 

refugee’s unique character but from the ambiguity of whether such a condition aligns with the 

essence of being human. “I’m worried that she is excessively happy, in a way that can’t possibly 

be right” (77). While happiness is typically celebrated, its perceived “excess” incites concern 

and anxiety questioning the existence of a “right” or “acceptable” level of happiness. Stone 

comments, “Of course she’s all right. That’s the problem. She’s constitutionally incapable of 

being anything but all right” (127). Through Thassa, the novelist probes whether relentless 

optimism is a gift, a burden, or an anomaly in a complex and often cynical world. 

In Generosity Powers explores the notion of dispersed or distributed agency in identity 

creation, positioning it as a crucial factor in the interaction of genetics, technology, and social 

impact. Powers examines how Thassadit Amzwar’s genetically heightened propensity for 

happiness illustrates that identity is moulded by both intrinsic genetic characteristics and 

extrinsic factors - scientific, commercial, and interpersonal - that profoundly impact 

individuals’ self-perceptions. Thassa’s identity is perpetually redefined through engagements 

with scientists, media representatives, and corporations, all aiming to characterise and exploit 

her distinctive genetic composition. Powers demonstrates that agency in identity construction 

is not limited to the individual but is rather disseminated throughout a network of people, 

technology, and cultural narratives that together influence and redefine Thassa’s self-
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conception. As the American science writer Dorion Sagan writes, “The body is not one self but 

a fiction of a self built from a mass of interacting selves. A body’s capacities are literally the 

result of what it incorporates; the self is not only corporal but corporate” (370). This concept 

of dispersed agency contests conventional perceptions of the self as independent, suggesting 

instead that identity arises from intricate interdependencies that obscure the distinctions 

between the individual and society, as well as biology and environment. Powers elucidates the 

complex and interconnected mechanisms via which posthuman identities are formed and 

challenged in a biotechnologically influenced environment. 

Characters such as Russell Stone and Dr. Kurton, who interact with Thassa for both 

professional and personal motives, further complicate the topic of agency. Russell, an aspiring 

writer and educator, grapples with his comprehension of happiness and the moral ramifications 

of genetic enhancement, pondering the existence of genuine agency when human emotions and 

behaviours are susceptible to biological alteration. Stone becomes captivated by Thassa’s 

extraordinary condition and is the first to bring her unique story to public attention. “The 

thought creeps up on him, as unreal as that euphoric refugee. The woman has something that 

should be looked at. He, Russell Stone, in deeply over his head, needs to consult a real 

professional about Thassa Amzwar” (73). Kurton’s biocapitalist interventions exemplify the 

distributed agency in posthuman subjectivity. 

Half an hour in the woman’s presence and Kurton makes a decision. Science is half 

hunch, and his funding is ample, anyway. This one needs more than DNA genotyping. 

She merits the full workup. . . . He lays it out: a full suite of psychological tests. 

Comprehensive biochemical analysis. Functional brain imaging. Salivary cortisol 

levels. Protein counts. Finally, genetic sequencing, beginning with three chromosomal 

areas of special interest. . . (156) 

Powers finally posits that, in a realm where genetic predispositions may be altered or 

manipulated, individual agency transforms into a tenuous and contentious notion.  

Powers also examines distributed agency by illustrating the dispersion of human 

autonomy over interrelated social, technical, and biological networks. Thassa first exemplifies 

a distinctive and ostensibly autonomous agency, characterised by her unwavering contentment. 

As Thassa becomes the subject of geneticist Dr. Thomas Kurton’s investigation into the 

purported “happiness gene,” her autonomy diminishes amid multiple stakeholders, including 

the media, and the public. These entities, motivated by scientific discovery, media 

sensationalism, and social intrigue with augmentation, appropriate and reinterpret Thassa’s 

identity for purposes beyond her control. As Pramod K. Nayar rightly asserts, “Critical 

posthumanism, while supportive of the genetic choices in reproductive technologies, does not 

consider an individual to be merely the sum total of the genetically programmed features – the 

environment, nurture and forms of socialization contribute equally to the ‘making’ of an 

individual” (113).  

Powers utilises the distribution of agency to examine the manner in which personal 

autonomy can be overshadowed by broader networks, as each participant possesses a vested 

interest in Thassa’s identity and the possible monetisation of happiness. This dispersion 

questions conventional idea of individual agency, demonstrating that human actions and self-

determination are often intertwined with external influences, including scientific and 

technological systems as well as public sentiment. Powers emphasises that human actions and 

identities are often formed through these interdependencies, where even conflicting agents - 

such as the scientific community’s pursuit of profit and society’s fascination with genetic 

enhancement - contribute to the construction of the individual subject. 
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Powers demonstrates the significant influence of media surveillance on the transhuman 

experience, especially through the figure of Thassa, whose heightened emotional condition 

becomes a spectacle for public consumption. She becomes a public phenomenon through her 

appearance on a televised science show titled Over the Limit. Thassa’s joy transforms into a 

public asset, examined and analysed by researchers, reporters, and the populace. Media 

sources, captivated by her “free floating ecstasy” (71), convert her from a private person into 

an emblem of scientific potential and societal intrigue.  

Thassa’s genome slips into the wild, joining the list of laboratory escapees from killer 

bees to SARS. A fifth of the popular articles about The Journal of Behavioural 

Genomics cite the footnote woman from the obscure ethnic population who has won 

the happiness triple crown. One million people hear Kurton marvel about “Jen.” Ten 

million hear about her from that one million. And so the imaginary woman comes to 

life, growing from anonymous childhood to cult adolescence in about five days. (212) 

This incessant surveillance not only subjects her to invasive public examination but also 

contextualises her life within the discourse of biotechnology’s capacity to manufacture 

happiness. The media’s scrutiny commodifies her emotional augmentation, rendering Thassa a 

subject of intrigue and a target of exploitation in a consumer-oriented culture that seeks 

immediate resolutions to intricate human issues. “Jen’s secret identity has started to proliferate 

through the Web. Within a week, she’s pretty much a publicly traded commodity” (220). In 

this instance, Powers challenges the manner in which media surveillance diminishes the 

transhuman to a commodifiable creature, undermining personal autonomy and converting 

distinctive facets of human experience into data points that support commercial and scientific 

objectives. This intrusion illustrates the ethical and existential challenges encountered by 

humans on the brink of posthumanity, as augmented persons experience a loss of privacy and 

autonomy, with their identities redefined by the extensive influence of surveillance and 

commodification in modern society. 

Through the character of Thassa, whose genetic propensity for happiness makes her a 

target of scientific and commercial interests, Powers examines the commodification of the 

transhuman. Thassa’s distinct personality is immediately recognised as a possible 

“enhancement” that may be manufactured and marketed, transforming her whole being into a 

commodity for the general public to purchase. “She succumbs fatalistically to the lab tests. If 

someone interesting truly does coil up in her cells, someone will find it. If not Truecyte, then 

someother research group, private or public, will pinpoint whatever part of the secret of 

happiness lies hidden in the body” (160-61).  

  By effectively turning her identity into a marketable commodity, Thassa is deprived of 

her autonomy and is exposed to a type of victimisation motivated by capitalist interests. As 

media and scientists try to take advantage of Thassa’s genetic uniqueness, she finds herself 

trapped in a system driven by capitalist motives. As Braidotti in The Posthuman  exposes, “. . 

. advanced capitalism both invests and profits from the scientific and economic control and the 

commodification of all that lives. This context produces a paradoxical and rather opportunistic 

form of post-anthropocentrism on the part of market forces which happily trade on Life itself” 

(59). Thassa’s DNA is being extracted for research purposes, reflecting the broader 

implications of biotechnological exploitation and the reduction of human identity to a mere 

subject of scientific investigation. Here, Powers critiques biocapitalism by illustrating how 

human beings are increasingly reduced to their genetic codes, with their physical and emotional 

attributes commodified for profit. In the world of biocapitalism, personal autonomy and 

individual identity become secondary to the economic interests that drive the 

commercialisation of biological and genetic resources. Medical corporations aggressively 
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compete for access to Thassa’s genetic material, especially her eggs, perceiving them as a 

lucrative resource for the prospective commercialisation of her unique genetic predisposition 

towards happiness. “The market for her eggs will burst as spectacularly as any speculative 

bubble” (309). Powers thus critiques the ethical implications of a system where human lives 

and experiences are measured, manipulated, and marketed for economic benefit, raising 

questions about the limits of human subjectivity in the face of technological exploitation.  

The transhuman body becomes both a subject and an object of corporate interest, 

reflecting an era in which human agency is continually renegotiated amid a pervasive, genome-

driven gaze. The public discourse intensifies around the auction of Thassa’s egg cells, 

highlighting ethical, legal, and societal concerns surrounding reproductive rights and genetic 

commodification. The Houston Clinic, a prominent medical institution, ultimately secures the 

bid for a dozen of Thassa’s gametes, aiming to leverage these cells in potentially 

groundbreaking research or reproductive applications. However, this transaction faces 

immediate opposition as Kurton files an injunction for patent infringement to halt the 

agreement. Kurton asserts emphatically: 

Whatever they mean to use the eggs for, this clinic is buying a genome whose increased 

biovalue results directly from the association studies performed by Truecyte. 

Truecyte’s intellectual efforts have established a correlation, and the company has filed 

for the appropriate patents. So if this fertility clinic means to profit from the probability 

of increased emotional health inherent in Thassadit Amzwar’s genome, then they owe 

Truecyte a licensing fee. (271) 

The novelist highlights the notion of personal ownership over one’s own biological material. 

The novel thus probes the complexities of genetic ownership, questioning whether individuals 

retain sovereignty over their bodies in a world where genetic information becomes a tradable 

commodity, subject to corporate control and legal patents.  

The examination of posthuman subjectivity in Generosity concludes with a profound 

reflection on the evolving nature of human identity in the context of technological and genetic 

advancements. Powers critiques traditional humanist assumptions, proposing instead a vision 

of humanity as embedded within broader networks of biological, technological, and societal 

systems. The novel interrogates the ethical and philosophical implications of human 

enhancement, revealing both the transformative potential and the unintended consequences of 

biotechnological progress. By destabilising clear boundaries between the natural and artificial, 

Powers highlights the hybridity inherent in posthuman subjectivity, suggesting that identity is 

co-constructed through various external agencies. Ultimately, the narrative challenges readers 

to reconsider what it means to be human in an era where genomics and biotechnology reshape 

the possibilities of existence, urging a careful and ethical engagement with the promises of the 

posthuman future. 
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