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Abstract 
7KLV�DUWLFOH�HQJDJHV�ZLWK�WKH�VSHFXODWLYH�IXWXUH�RI�/DULVVD�/DLpV����� novel The 

Tiger Flu and its exploration of utopian possibilities via alternative forms of female 

survival. In contrast to prototypical depictions of survival in classic dystopian or 

post-DSRFDO\SWLF� QDUUDWLYHV�� VXFK� DV� &RUPDF� 0F&DUWK\pV� The Road (2006), 

where straight white male heroes are the ones who take charge, Lai changes 

some central premises: the novel is alternately told from the first-person 

perspective of Kirilow Groundsel and from a third-person perspective that uses 

a second protagonist, Kora Ko, as a focalizer. Issues pertaining to gender and 

sex as material-discursive formations that shape social relations are thus 

foregrounded in The Tiger Flu not only by the fact that the eponymous flu itself 

KDV�qD�WDVWH�IRU�PHQ�r�EXW�DOVR�WKURXJK�LWV�WZR�IHPDOH�TXHHU�SURWDJRQists of color, 

who are, moreover, not contained by the contours of lone hero/ine tropes. As we 

will show, however, the novel is likewise careful to not conjure feminist utopianism 

as a dea ex machina via its two protagonists and the worlds they inhabit: LaLpV�

QDUUDWLYH� DOVR� WUDFHV� FRQWLQXLWLHV� IURP� qWKH� ZRUOG� EHIRUH�r� VKRZFDVLQJ� WKDW�

patriarchal structures, and particularly gendered violence, are not as far off as it 

would seem. Quite to the contrary, they are now frequently perpetuated and 

perpetrated by women and even by the protagonists themselves, and for that 

very reason might appear less conspicuous. The Tiger Flu hence simultaneously 

explores, celebrates, and criticizes utopian possibilities while emphasizing the 

continued parallel exploitation of both the environment and women t and by 

doing so the narrative teases readers with the possibility of utopian closure that 

it, however, ultimately denies in favor of interrogating ways of working towards 

utopia. 
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1. Introduction 
Larissa Lai has been recognized for the ways in which her first two novels, 
When Fox Was A Thousand (1995) and Salt Fish Girl (2002), as well as 
her poetry volume, Automaton Biographies (2009), fuse cyborgs, 
technology, mythology, pop-culture, history, and science fiction 
HOHPHQWV�� qIRUHJURXQGLQJ� WKH� SROLWLFV� RI� UDFLDOL]DWLRQ�� DQLPDOLW\�� DQG�
VH[XDOLW\r�DQG�qEXLOG>LQJ@�RQ�WKH�ULFK�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�RI�FRORU�ZULWLQJ�LQ�
VI�VSHFXODWLYH�ILFWLRQr��+R��������/DL�KHUVHOI�KDV�VWDWHG�WKDW�VKH�LV�GUDZQ�
to speculative ILFWLRQ�IRU�WKH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�LW�RIIHUV�ZLWKRXW�qKDYLQJ�WR�ZDGH�
through the swathes of mainstream life and heteronormativity before we 
JHW�WR�WKH�SODFH�ZKHUH�ZH�DFWXDOO\�ZDQW�WR�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\r��q,QWHUYLHZr���7KH�
narrative of her newest novel, The Tiger Flu (2018), is set over 120 years 
in the future, in the Gregorian year 2145 or Time After Oil (TAO) 127. The 
latter designation marks the fact that the world presented in the text is not 
only post-pandemic but also post-fossil fuel. Indeed, the future world Lai 
imagines is one in which petro-culture devices and machines only exist 
as leftover artifacts from the past. Environmental destruction has 
shattered the planet, and most people are struggling to survive under 
highly precarious living conditions: Movement is forcefully restricted and 
controlled by the military, knowledge is almost entirely privatized, and 
ordinary citizens do not even have access to the official currency. 

At first sight, The Tiger Flu seems to meet all the characteristics of a 
prototypical or even classic dystopian or post-apocalyptic narrative. 
However, in an interview that Lai gave in 2019, she affirmed that she was 
consciously writing against prevalent examples of these genres. Pointing 
WR�q&RUPDF�0F&DUWK\pV�The Road, in which the woman kills herself at the 
VWDUW�RI�WKH�QRYHO��FHGLQJ�WKH�VWRU\�WR�WKH�PDQ�DQG�WKH�ER\�r�VKH�LQVWHDG�
qZDQWHG�WR�ZULWH�D�VWRU\�ZKHUH�WKH�PHQ�DUH�YXOQHUDEOH��DQG�WKH�ZRPHQ�
VXUYLYHr� �q,QWHUYLHZr��� 6XUYLYDO�� SHUKDSV� WKH� PRVW� SURPLQHQW� WKHPH� LQ�
post-apocalyptic speculative fiction, is also at the heart of The Tiger Flu. 
Yet, Lai changes some central premises in contrast to the prominent post-
apocalyptic scenarios in which straight white male heroes are the ones 
who take charge (Lavigne 7): the novel is alternately told from the first-
person perspective of Kirilow Groundsel and from a third-person 
perspective that uses a second protagonist, Kora Ko, as a focalizer. Kora 
is a teenager from a low-income family living in Saltwater City, an urban 
center overrun by patriarchal and corporate technocracy; Kirilow, by 
contrast, is a doctor living in the rural Grist Village, a community of 
genetically modified, parthenogenic women who have been exiled from 
Saltwater City three generations ago. Even though the cooperation 
between the two protagonists is sometimes reluctant, their stories 
JUDGXDOO\� EHFRPH� HQWZLQHG�� DQG� WKH� QRYHOpV� UHVROXWLRQ� KLJKOLJKWV�
rationality and community instead of heroic individualism.  
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Imagining a future world in which the struggle for survival requires 
not only highly individualistic and self-serving capabilities, but rather 
collaborative endeavors that successfully navigate diverse cultures, large 
parts of the narrative of The Tiger Flu are set in a thoroughly hybridized 
Vancouver (Saltwater City), characterized by a confluence of Chinese 
and Canadian cultures. Moreover, the eponymous flu that caused the 
devastation with which the novel confronts its readers is one that 
disproportionately targets men, making them vulnerable and dependent: 
q>W@KHre are no men in the streets. The men are shut up in houses, 
covered in lesions and coughing their lungs out [f] or else, they are 
DOUHDG\�GHDGr�������%XW�HYHQ�though, at first glance, this illness seems to 
reinforce a gender binary between men and women based on biological 
difference, such a binary is complicated by Lai: while her female-
presenting protagonists challenge clear-FXW�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�qZRPDQr�
as an identity category, Kirilow, all the Grist sisters, and even Kora, as it 
turns out later, are posthuman mutants who simultaneously represent 
qZRPHQr� DQG� QHJDWH� WKH� FDWHJRU\� DV� RQH� WKDW� FDQ� EH� ELRORJLFDOO\�
essentialized. 

Issues of gender and sex as material-discursive formations that 
shape social relations are thus foregrounded in The Tiger Flu not only by 
WKH� IDFW� WKDW� WKH� HSRQ\PRXV� IOX� LWVHOI� KDV� qD� WDVWH� IRU� PHQr� �/DL� �����
5DWKHU�� VXFK� LVVXHV� DUH� DOVR� KLJKOLJKWHG� E\� WKH� QRYHOpV� WZR� TXHHU�
protagonists of color,1 who are, moreover, not contained by the contours 
of lone hero/ine tropes: skills that ensure survival are explicitly presented 
as taught and passed on within communities and intergenerationally, and 
risky situations are rarely resolved by individual heroic feats but rather by 
cooperation and negotiation. In this way, the novel juxtaposes relational 
existence and shared knowledge within all-female communities, not only 
with prevalent post-apocalyptic story-arches but also, on the plot level, 
with the radical privatization of almost all aspects of life, from police to 
education, in the post-pandemic society at large. The Tiger Flu presents 
both the communitarian and the liberal(ist) logic as outgrowths of a 
profound absence of state-run social institutions. Even though Lai invites 
readers to draw their own comparisons, she does not offer any 
unequivocal solutions.  

The novel is careful not to conjure feminist utopianism as a dea ex 
machina via its two protagonists and their worlds. In contrast to the ruined 
landscape of Saltwater City, Grist Village is evaluated positively, 
SDUWLFXODUO\�EHFDXVH� q>W@KH�*ULVW�ZRPHQ�DUH� LQ� WXQH�ZLWK� WKHLU� SK\VLFDO�
ERGLHV�� DQFHVWU\�� DQG� HDUWKr� �'XQVWRQ�. +RZHYHU�� /DLpV� QDUUDWLYH� DOVR�
WUDFHV�FRQWLQXLWLHV�IURP�qWKH�ZRUOG�EHIRUHr�LQ�Eoth Saltwater City and Grist 

 
1 They are all of Chinese ancestry. This will be explained in further detail in section three.  
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Village, showcasing that patriarchal structures, and particularly gendered 
violence, are not as far off as it would seem. Quite to the contrary, they 
are now sometimes perpetuated and perpetrated by women and even by 
the protagonists themselves, a fact that might make them appear less 
conspicuous even though they are no less destructive. As we will argue, 
then, The Tiger Flu presents a speculative future that explores utopian 
possibilities via alternative forms of female survival. Such survival has to 
be secured in the context of continued parallel exploitation of both the 
environment and women by patriarchal and colonial structures, 
predicated onuin Judith Butler's termsuqOLYHV� WKDW� DUH� FDVW� DV�
GHVWUXFWLEOHr� DQG� qXQJULHYDEOHr� ������ ZLWKLQ� DQG� E\� WHFKQRFUDWLF�
capitalism. In the following, we will first outline how these persistent forms 
of (gendered) violence are narrated within each of the two storylines 
�.LULORZpV�DQG�.RUDpV��RI�WKH�SRVW-pandemic and post-petroleum world of 
The Tiger Flu, and then turn to the ending of the novel to offer a close 
reading of its queer, posthuman reimagination of survival as a challenge 
to sexist and racist logics of expendability. 

2. The Persistence of Gendered Violence and the Creation of Expendable Bodies in 
Saltwater City 
While the world in year 127 TAO at first glance seems unfamiliar and 
disorienting to readers, recognizable structures are soon revealed in 
6DOWZDWHU� &LW\�� ZKHUH� .RUD� .R� OLYHV�� /DLpV� QDUUDWLYH� KHUH� WUDFHV 
subsistence during the long apocalypse of living in a polluted world in 
which a technocratic corporationuby the name of HöST Light 
Industriesuhas taken over former state functions. By replacing the state 
with a corporation, the narrative is attentive to the oppressive structures 
of class, sketching out the ways in which people in Saltwater City suffer 
as a consequence of being dispensable to its corporate elite. HöST, the 
qIDPLO\�FRPSDQ\�r�ZKLFK�'UHZ�0DULH�%HDUG�GHVFULEHV�DV�D�qPLOLWDULVWLF�
corporate monRSRO\r�������UXOHV�WKH�FLW\�qLQ�LWV�RZQ�EHVW�LQWHUHVWVr������LWV�
governing has taken on totalitarian forms, as all fundamental aspects of 
daily life, from food (HöST supermarkets) to education (so-FDOOHG�qVFDOHVr�
sold by the HöST companies) are in the hand of this one super-
corporation. 

7KH�FRUSRUDWLRQpV�PRQRSRO\�RQ�DOO�DUHDV�RI�OLIH�HQJHQGHUV�D�VRFLHW\�
LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�JHQHUDO�SRSXODWLRQ�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�FLW\pV�RIILFLDO�
FXUUHQF\��0RUHRYHU��+Ó67�DOVR�FRPPDQGV�WKH�FLW\pV�SROLFH� IRUFH� ������
and the corSRUDWLRQpV�&(2��,VDEHOOH�&KRZ��LV�UHYHUHG�DV�D�TXDVL-religious 
idol (53). The eerie worship of a business leader as a deity emphasizes 
WKH�WUDQVJUHVVLYHQHVV�RI�&KRZpV�SRZHU��ZKLFK� LV� IXUWKHU�KLJKOLJKWHG�E\�
the fact that HöST and Chow willingly accept that their operations create 
ZKDW�9LYLDQ�*��6KLQDOO�KDV�GHVFULEHG�DV�qH[SHQGDEOH�ERGLHV�r�D�WHUP�WKDW�
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qGHOLQHDW>HV@�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�>GHHPHG@�QRQHVVHQWLDO�WR�VRFLHW\r�������:KLOH�
D�VPDOO��ULFK�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�OLYHV�qZDOOHG�LQr�LQ�WKH�FRPIRUW�
and safHW\�RI�6DOWZDWHU�&LW\pV�JODVV�WRZHUV��YHQWXULQJ�LQWR�WKH�VWUHHWV�RQO\�
qWR�GR�WKLQJV�WKH\�ZRXOGQpW�EH�DOORZHG�WR�GR�LQ�WKH�JODVV�WRZHUVr��/DL�������
the general population is progressively decimated, not only by the flu but 
also by precarious living conditions. Clearly belonging to this latter group, 
.RUDpV�IDPLO\�OLYHV�ZLWKRXW�VHFXUH�DFFHVV�WR�VXFK�QHFHVVLWLHV�DV�SRWDEOH�
water and sufficient food, surviving mostly through subsistence farming 
on their rooftop garden, which is also limited since the soil is almost 
completely depleted. While harvesting potatoes with her uncle, Kora must 
face the realization that new, fertile earth is unobtainable to them because 
q>W@KH�ZHW�PDUNHW� IDUPHUV�ZDQW� UHQPLQEL��D�FXUUHQF\�QR�RQH� LQ� WKH�.R�
IDPLO\� HDUQVr� ������ 0RUHRYHU�� PRVW� RI� WKH� SRWDWRHV� DUH� qJQDUOHG� DQG�
VOLP\r�DQG�LQIHVWHG�ZLWK�qZLUHZRUPVr�������VR�WKDW�VXEVLVWHQFH�VHHPV�WR�
move slowly but steadily towards starvation. In addition to material goods, 
knowledge has also been privatized in Saltwater City and is only available 
to those who can access the satellites Chang and Eng, where common 
knowledge and historical information is stored.2 Inhabitants of Saltwater 
&LW\�JHW�SLHFHPHDO�DFFHVV�E\�EX\LQJ�DQG�WUDGLQJ�qPHPRU\�VFDOHVr�������
which are fish-scale sized microchips that connect directly to the brain 
and deliver knowledge on specific subjects, such as the phases of the 
PRRQ� ������ qPHGLFLQHr� ������� KLVWRULFDO� HYHQWV�� DQG� RWKHU� SLHFHV� RI�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�qWKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�ZDVr������� 

The lives of ordinary people in Saltwater City are thus continuously 
subjected to the less tangible but no less pernicious forms of violence 
FRQQHFWHG� WR� WKHLU� qH[SHQGDELOLW\�r� %XLOGLQJ� RQ� 6KLQDOOpV� FRQFHSW�� WKH�
QRWLRQ�RI�qH[SHQGDELOLW\r�DV�ZH�XVH�LW�KHUH�UHODWHV�WR�FRQFHSWV�VXFK�DV�
Zygmund %DXPDQpV�QRWLRQ�RI�qZDVWHG� OLYHV�r�WKDW� LV� WR�VD\�� WKH� OLYHV�RI�
populations rendered superfluous in modern societies. It is also 
connected to $FKLOOH�0EHPEHpV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�qQHFURSROLWLFVr�DV�WKH�
VWDWHpV� SRZHU� XQGHU� FRORQLDOLVP� �DQG� VLPLODUO\� RSSUHVVLYH� UHJLPHV�� qWR�
define who matters and who does not, who is disposable DQG�ZKR�LV�QRWr�

 
2 The fact that Lai chose to name the pair of satellites after the conjoined twins Chang and 

Eng Bunker, born in 1811 in Thailand (then Siam), points to the complex legacies of 
FRORQLDO�� UDFLDOL]HG�� DQG� FODVV�RSSUHVVLRQV�� 7KH� WZLQV�ZHUH� IUHTXHQWO\� qH[KLELWHGr�DV�
curiosities in the so-called freak shows when they moved to the United States in 1829. 
However, they also became rich while touring the US and Canada, adopted American 
citizenship, and became slave-owners. It is also a point in the narrative, like many 
others, that emphasizes the long durée of oppressive legacies which will not disappear 
unless they are actively acknowledged, addressed, and changed. That their names now 
endure in the form of satellites also illustrates the ways in which historical knowledge in 
the narrative world has become severed from its origins and morphed into new forms, 
similarly to the mutated endurance of pop-songs in the teachings of the Grist sisters 
(also see Section three of this article).    
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(27), and WR� -XGLWK� %XWOHUpV� GLVFXVVLRQV� RI� qJULHYDEOHr� YHUVXV�
qXQJULHYDEOHr�OLIH��,Q�The Force of Nonviolence (2020), she explains that 
qD�OLIH�KDV�WR�EH�JULHYDEOHuthat is, its loss has to be conceptualizable as 
a lossr� ����� LWDOLFV� LQ� RULJLQDO�� WR� VDIHJXDUG� WKDW� OLIH� IURP� YLROHQFH� DQG�
destruction. She adds that frequently, however, lives are framed as 
qXQJULHYDEOH��QRW�RQO\�E\�WKRVH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WDNLQJ�WKH�OLIH��but also by 
those that live in a world where the presumption is that such lives are 
DOZD\V�YDQLVKLQJ��WKDW�WKLV�LV�VLPSO\�WKH�ZD\�WKLQJV�JRr�������6KLQDOO��ZKR�
critically examines ecoracism and the normalization of embodied toxicity 
RI�qUDFLDO�PLQRULWLHV�DQG� LPSRYHULVKHG�FRPPXQLWLHVr� ����� LQ� ,QGLJHQRXV�
FRQWH[WV��PRUHRYHU��GUDZV�RQ�5RE�1L[RQpV�FRQFHSW�RI�slow violence and 
-XOLD� 6]HpV� ZULWLQJ� RQ� HQYLURQPHQWDO� UDFLVP� WR� H[DPLQH� WKH� QRWLRQ� RI�
disposability of lives that are not registered as worth safeguarding. She 
REVHUYHV� WKH�FORVH� FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ� WKH� qLQFUHDVLQJ� HQYLURQPHQWDO�
degradation of the spaces in which expendable bodies reside, and how 
these bodies have ultimately suffered from embodied toxicity due to the 
toxic conditions of their environmentsr (17-18). This interconnection 
between environmental degradation, toxicity, and expandability is also 
apparent in The Tiger Flu. 

While there are few concrete explanations as to how exactly society 
reached TAO (time after oil), it becomes clear just how polluted this world 
is when Kora notes that the rain is so acidic it burns holes into clothing 
�/DL�����DQG�WKDW�D�qKHDY\�OD\HU�RI�SROOXWLRQr������SXVKHV�GRZQ�RQ�WKH�FLW\�
at almost all times. One of the rare moments when readers do receive a 
glimpse into the history that brought about the precarious conditions of 
2145 occurs when Kora shares a collective drug-induced memory-vision 
which illustrates connections of tiger bone wine production (which turns 
out to be the origin of the flu) to climate change and to the precarious and 
WR[LF�OLYLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�WKH�QRYHOpV�SUHVHQW� 

Happy revellers drink from crystal glasses at first, mouth to spigot as addiction 
deepens. Then the same vinterers and revellers waste away in overstuffed 
hospitals and clinics from Albuquerque to Seoul to Kinshasa to New York City. 
The tigers pad softly into the night and then the room fills with the roar of another 
crumbling. Vast cliffs and towers of the polar ice calve into the warming sea [f] 
Oceans swell and rise to engulf whole cities. The denizens of Saltwater City 
FRQVWUXFW�D�PDVVLYH�ZDOO�RI�HDUWK�WR�SURWHFW�WKHPVHOYHV��7KH�HDUWKpV�DQJU\�PDZ�
gapes to swallow those outside [f] (210-211). 

Not only do consumerism, climate change, and the flu itself become 
closely connected in these EULHI� qKLVWRU\� OHVVRQV�r� the vision also once 
again exposes how the lives of those left outside the city walls to die in 
the floods have been rendered expendable to those trying to save 
themselves within the city. 

Constantly underlining, in this way, the persistent links of the past to 
the future, even in this seemingly radically altered world, the narrative 
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makes clear that patriarchal structures still pervade society, despite the 
increasing absence of men. While women are largely the only ones left to 
keep society going due to the pandemic flu, Isabelle Chow only inherits 
HöSTpV�corporate empire once all her male relatives have succumbed to 
the disease (14). Once in charge, she simply keeps extending the 
FRPSDQ\pV�SRZHU�WKURXJK�WKH�VDPH�gatekeeping mechanisms (privatized 
knowledge) and exploitation of labor that her father and her uncle 
HPSOR\HG�EHIRUH�KHU��7KLV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ��IRU�H[DPSOH��LQ�+Ó67pV�QHZHVW�
project, LïFT, which RIIHUV� WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� RI� qXSORDGLQJr� RQHpV�
consciousness onto the mainframe satellite of Eng. The option of leaving 
RQHpV�ERG\�EHKLQG�WR�qOLYHr�HWHUQDOO\�LQ�D�YLUWXDO�XWRSLD�LV�KLJKO\�WHPSWLQJ��
especially to those most likely to die of the flu. But even this allegedly new 
form of life reproduces patriarchal structures of oppression and fosters 
WR[LF�IRUPV�RI�PDVFXOLQLW\��.RUD�ILUVW�OHDUQV�DERXW�WKH�qXSORDGr�ZKHQ�KHU�
EURWKHUpV�IULHQG�6WDVK��ZKRP�VKH�LQWHQVHO\�GLVOLNHV��LQVLVWV�RQ�JLYLQJ�KHU�
a glimpse of the 4XD\�Gp(VSRLU, the virtual reality created by HöST. Via a 
small disk, he establishes contact with his uploaded friend Oscar, who 
immediately dives into a speech about all the new world has to offer, 
JXVKLQJ��q<RXpUH�JRLQJ�WR�ORYH�LW�XS�KHUH��:HpUH�VWURQJ�WKH�ZD\�ZH�ZHUH�
before. There are cars like the old days. And steak and beer, and girls, 
PDQ��WKRXVDQGV�RI�FKLTXLWDV�OLNH�\RX�ZRXOG�QRW�EHOLHYH�r�ZKLFK�KH�IROORZV�
E\�qGURS>SLQJ@�KLV�SDQWV�DQG�VKDN>LQJ@�KLV�IORSS\�ZDQJ�DW�6WDVKr��������
7KH�YLUWXDO�ZRUOG�RI�/Ì)7�WKXV�SUHVHQWV�D�QRVWDOJLF�UHWXUQ�WR�qWKH�ROG�GD\Vr�
which seems to be structured around heterosexual male fantasies and 
stereotypical notions of patriarchal masculinity.  

When Oscar exposes himself, Stash hastily apologizes to Kora for his 
IULHQGpV�VH[LVP��VD\LQJ��q,pP�VRUU\�2VFDU�LV�VXFK�D�SLJ��:H�DUHQpW�DOO��\RX�
NQRZr� ���7). Yet his behavior toward Kora calls this statement into 
question. Only a few weeks prior, as readers already know, Stash 
qVXUSULVHGr�.RUD�RQ�WKH�URRIWRS�JDUGHQ�E\�KXJJLQJ�KHU�KDUG�IURP�EHKLQG�
DQG� WKHQ�qOLFN>LQJ@�KHU� IDFH�ZLWK�KLV�ZKLWH� WRQJXHr� �����DV�Vhe tries to 
push him away. Much like his friend and perhaps worse than him, Stash 
thus embodies toxic masculinity and shows sexual aggression toward 
Kora, which in his case is not only virtual but physical. 

The fact that the men of Saltwater City still engage in the same sexist 
EHKDYLRUV� DV� EHIRUH� WKH� IOX� LV� DOVR� FRQILUPHG� WKURXJK� DQ� RXWVLGHUpV�
perspective. When Kirilow, who is utterly unfamiliar with the company of 
men because she has spent all her life in Grist Village, arrives in the city 
(in search of hidden Grist sisters), she must negotiate being exposed to 
the male gaze for the first time. When a man falls into step next to her, 
Kirilow considers the implications of the situation for what the city may do 
WR�KHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KHUVHOI��q,�QHYHU�WKRXJht about my looks until this 



+IRHIV�ERH�:MSPIRGI�MR�4ERHIQMG�*YXYVIW�MR�0EVMWWE�0EMȪW�The Tiger Flu 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 61  
 

SDUWLFXODU�PDQ�ORRNHG��,V�WKDW�KRZ�LWpV�GRQH�LQ�WKLV�GHFD\LQJ�FLW\"r��������
She immediately dislikes it:      

Old Glorybind taught me what women are. I know how humans doubled in the 
time before, how they still do in Saltwater City. Technically speaking, we Grist 
sisters have the same bodies they do. He touches my arm and an unexpected 
HOHFWULFLW\�UXQV�WKURXJK�PH��o*R�DZD\��RU�,pOO�KXUW�\RX�p�,�ZDON�IDVWHU��+H�IROORZV�
me. (201) 

Kirilow establishes here that no matter her self-identification, she is 
treated like a woman of the city because she looks like one. Her 
H[SHULHQFH�RQ�WKH�FLW\pV�VWUHHWV�DOVR�FRQILUPV�WKDW�HYHQ�LQ�D�ZRUOG�LQ�ZKLFK�
almost all men are sick or dead, they still expect their power over women 
to remain intact. 

Because she is unused to the male gaze and any form of interaction 
with men, an uncomfortable overlap between flirting and harassment 
becomes apparent through her eyes. Chloe Dunston observes that in 
/DLpV� QDUUDWLYH�� qWKH� VLWXDWLRQ� RI� IUDLOW\� DQG� YLUDl toxicity in the physical 
PDVFXOLQH�ERG\�DOVR�PRUH�SURIRXQGO\�VLJQDOV�PHQpV�KLVWRULFDO�WR[LFLW\��WR�
humans and to earth, which they have achieved repeatedly through 
KHJHPRQLF�PDVFXOLQLW\r �Q��S����6KH�FRQFOXGHV�WKDW�q6WDVK�DQG�RWKHU�PHQ�
embody toxicity literally through disease and figuratively through 
masculinityuERWK�RI�ZKLFK�DUH��LQ�IDFW��HVFDSDEOHr��Q��S����,Q�DOLJQPHQW�
ZLWK�'XVWRQpV�SHUVSHFWLYH��&KLDUD�;DXVD�DUJXHV�YLD�6XVDQ�:DWNLQV�WKDW�
/DLpV�QRYHO� LV�RQH�RI�VHYHUDO� UHFHQW� IHPLQLVW�VFL-fi works that turn away 
from nostalgia for past societal structures to highlight instead critically 
qWKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�WKDW�H[LVWV�EHWZHHQ�VWUXFWXUDO�LQHTXDOLWLHV�JHQHUDWHG�E\�
patriarchy, misogyny and racism and issues such as climate change, 
global capitalism, and tHFKQRVFLHQFHr� ������ 7KH� VLJQLILFDQFH� RI� WKLV�
connection is confirmed when towards the end of the novel, Kora finds 
RXW�PRUH�DERXW�,VDEHOOH�&KRZpV�SODQV�IRU�/Ì)7��ZKLFK�SURPLVHV�WKRVH�ZKR�
FRPSOHWH�WKH�XSORDG�qlife after lifer��������DQ�HWHUQDO�YLUWXDO�OLIH�after they 
KDYH�JLYHQ�XS� WKHLU� SK\VLFDO�H[LVWHQFH�� WR�PDNH� WKLV� YLUWXDO�ZRUOG� qIHHO�
UHDOr� ������ LW� QHHGV� *ULVW� VLVWHU� FORQH� '1$�� EHFDXVH� ZLWKRXW� LW�� WKH�
H[SHULPHQW�KDV�VWDOOHG�DW�qHLJKW\-ILYH�SHUFHQW�YHULVLPLOLWXGHr��������,Q�WKLV�
way, the LïFT project relies on further bodily exploitation of the Grist 
VLVWHUVp�ERGLHV��.RUD�REVHUYHV�KRZ�VL[�PHQ 

[f] usher a group of [Grist] women into an empty elevator. Docile as sheep, 
eyes emitting green vapour, the women step unquestioning past the sliding 
doors. The doors reel shut behind them. The numbers of the little dial begin to 
ascend. Then the doors of the elevator beside it slide open. The foul odour of 
ammonia, sweat, and rotten onions fills the room, and water gushes out the 
elevator doors. There is something in it. A writhing, flapping mass of fish, 
interspersed with clots of red. Blood? The water floods away into a deep gutter 
DW�WKH�HOHYDWRUVp�HGJH������� 
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The bodies of the Grist women and others arH� OLWHUDOO\� qIHGr� LQWR� WKH�
elevatorutheir minds are uploaded, and their bodies turned into fish, 
which are subsequently eaten by the remaining population of Saltwater 
City (239, 248). At the same time, and in contrast to others that freely 
choose the upload, the Grist sisters do not believe in virtual existence. For 
WKHP��q>W@KLV�VWUDQJH�NLOOLQJ�DQG�UHELUWKLQJ�LV�>6DOWZDWHU�&LW\@�EXVLQHVV��:H�
Grist sisters have no faith in such things. If the body is dead, then so is 
the woman, whatever these occultists [inhabitants of Saltwater City] think 
WKH\�KDYH�FRSLHGr��������:LWK�WKH�IRUFHG�XSORDG�RI�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV��WKH�
kind of capitalist exploitation that occurs everywhere in the novel turns 
into cannibalism, the ultimate form of transgressive consumption.  

The lives of the Grist women are made expendable for no other 
reason than the fact that those in power thrive off of the flu. To make 
PDWWHUV�HYHQ�ZRUVH��.RUDpV�EURWKHU��.���UHYHDOV�WR�.RUD�WKDW�WKH�HSLGHPLF�
continues because it is actively kept alive by the corporation. He explains 
that the tiger-ERQH�ZLQH�IDFWRULHV�DUH�VWLOO�qRSHUDWLQJ�VPRRWK�DV�VLON� >f@ 
Why do you think the flu epidemic keeps getting worse? They are making 
LW�ZRUVH�DQG�WU\LQJ�WR�H[SRUW�LW�WR�WKH�80.�>8QLWHG�0LGGOH�.LQJGRP@��,WpV�
not jusW�KDQJRYHU�WUDXPD�IURP�VRPH�WLPH�ORQJ�SDVW��,WpV�KDSSHQLQJ�RYHU�
DQG�RYHU�DJDLQ��ULJKW�QRZr�����-227). To make Lïft more profitable, HöST 
keeps infecting people on purpose (229). Consequently, a huge number 
of sick men are uploaded in the hope of being able to cheat certain death. 
The Grist sisters are thus not the only ones who become victims of 
FRUSRUDWH�qSURJUHVV�r�8QOLNH�WKH�PHQ��KRZHYHU��WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�GR�QRW�
get to choose or to refuse the upload. After all their DNA is needed to 
render the virtual environment more realistic. Their role as a useful 
commodity to HöST highlights how the intersections of gender, race, and 
FODVV�UHQGHU�VRPH�ERGLHV�PRUH�qH[SHQGDEOHr�WKDQ�RWKHUV�� 

Via the transgression of cannibalism, the narrative also raises 
questions about the ramifications of expendability beyond the realm of 
humans (or humanoid clones). The consumption of human flesh, 
qGLVJXLVHGr� DV� RU� WUDQVIRUPHG� LQWR� ILVK�� DQG� .RUDpV� DEVROXWH� UHYXOVLRQ�
once she realizes just what she is offered for food recalls an event from 
earlier in the novel when Kora experienced a bout of violent vomiting after 
she gave in to her hunger and ate a bowl of stew made of her pet goat 
(and friend) Delphine (Lai 67). Yet, in the rest of the narrative, animals are 
consumed at various points with enjoyment. Those isolated counterpoints 
VHUYH� WR� KLJKOLJKW� WKH� FXOWXUDO� FXVWRPV� WKDW� UHQGHU� DQLPDOVp� OLYHV�
expendable as a norm, be it because they are turned into food or clothing. 
:KHQ� .RUDpV� IDPLO\� XUJHV� KHU� WR� MRLQ� WKH� &RUGRYD� 'DQFLQJ� 6FKRol 
because it could presumably secure her continued survival and access 
WR� HQRXJK� IRRG�� .RUD�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� DOVR� OHDUQV� DERXW� qFDWFRDWVr� WKDW�
render its wearers invisible. Made by the headmistress out of kittens, 
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which are pounded to fit the human form, catFRDWV�DUH�VWLOO�qDOLYHr�WR�WKH�
extent that they can feel pain, and they purr when they feel human body 
heat (153). The Tiger Flu here not only evokes fantastic stories about 
PDJLFDO� REMHFWV�� EXW� LW� LV� DOVR� UHPLQLVFHQW� RI� 3KLOLS� .�� 'LFNpV� IDPRXV�
science fiction novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep,3 which 
TXHVWLRQV�FXOWXUDO�DWWLWXGHV�WRZDUGV�DQLPDOV��/LNH�'LFNpV�QRYHO��The Tiger 
Flu raises questions about what behavior toward other sentient beings is 
acceptable and what is considered cruel, repulsive, or taboo. The Tiger 
Flu here moreover links the ways in which humans are reduced to their 
consumable bodies to how non-human animals are treated as 
expendable all the time. Lai thus draws attention not only to cultural 
attitudes, but also to ethical questions, and to material inequalities which 
complicate any simple answers to those ethical questions.  

At the school, Kora also quickly learns that her own survival is 
predicated on killing others, or at least on not caring if they die. As part of 
KHU�qWUDLQLQJr�VKH�LV�PRUH�RU�OHVV�FRHUFHG�E\�WZR�RWKHU�JLUOV�WR�VKRRW�DQ�
old man while the group is raiding a so-FDOOHG�qSODJXH�KRXVHr� IRU� IRRG�
(140). Terrified at having pulled the trigger when the man tried to stop 
KHU�� .RUD� qUXQV� RXW�� RYHU� WKH� KHDS� RI� GHFD\LQJ� ERGies, and into the 
sunlight. Modesta and Soraya are there on the black lawn, laughing their 
KHDGV�RIIr��������7HVWLQJ�KRZ�KDUGHQHG�QHZ�UHFUXLWV�DOUHDG\�DUH�VHHPV�
to be a firm part of being initiated into the group of dance students. 
Therefore, it is not surSULVLQJ� WKDW� RQH�RI�.RUDpV� ILUVW� H[SHULHQFHV�DIWHU�
arriving at the Cordova Dancing School is a small group of girls hazing 
KHU�ZKLOH� UHSHDWHGO\� WDXQWLQJ� KHU�ZLWK� WKH� TXHVWLRQ�� qZKDWpV� WKH�ZRUVW�
WKLQJ�\RXpYH�GRQH�IRU�IRRG"r�EHIRUH�IRUFLQJ�KHU�WR�HDW�KHU�RZQ vomit (98). 
$OWKRXJK�KHU�IDPLO\�DGYHUWLVHG�WKH�VFKRRO�WR�.RUD�DV�D�qVDIH�VSDFHr�IURP�
the perils of Saltwater City, it turns out that even within the school 
community, violence is used to keep individuals in line. This example 
VKRZV� WKDW� HYHQ� SUHVXPHG� qVDIH� KDYHQVr� OLNH� WKH� GDQFLQJ� VFKRRO� DUH�
pervaded by the structures of violence that organize survival in Saltwater 
City. 

The fact that neither of the two narrative perspectives in the novel is 
RPQLVFLHQW�OLPLWV�WKH�UHDGHUVp�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�WKH�ODUJHU�SROLWLFDl structures 
of the world depicted, structures that remain very difficult to discern 
throughout the novel. Travel between quarantine rings (i.e., different 
zones) is strictly controlled and frequently prevented by armed militias. 
When Kirilow and Kora contemplate how they might escape Saltwater 
City towards the end of the narrative, a friend warns them that the border 

 
3 ,Q�'LFNpV�QRYHO�DOPRVW�DOO�UHal animals are extinct. Therefore, to possess a real animal is 

an enormous luxury; most people only own mechanical animals. However, owning an 
animal of some kind is deemed essential because taking care of an animal is seen as a 
moral necessity for humans LQ�WKH�QDUUDWLYHpV�SRVW-apocalyptic world.  
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WR�WKH�VHFRQG�TXDUDQWLQH�ULQJ�LV�RQO\�RSHQ�qWR�D�OXFN\�IHZ��/RWV�RI�SHRSOH�
DUH� G\LQJ� RU� GLVDSSHDULQJ� RQ� WKDW� ERUGHU�� 7KH� 80.� GRHVQpW� ZDQW�
Cosmopolitan Earth to take in too many refugees from Saltwater Flats. 
7KH\pYH�VHQW�LQ�PLOLWDU\�SROLFHr��������7KH�SHRSOH�RI�WKH�80.�DUH�WKH�RQO\�
ones who still possess nuclear armsuand thus they are feared by others. 
Still it is unclear whether any of the regions mentioned in the narrative 
have democratically elected governments or whether they are all in the 
hands of corporate family dynasties, such as the one of Isabelle Chow. 
What becomes clear in this part of the novel is that poor inhabitants like 
Kora, the Cordova girls, and many others who struggle to subsist in the 
city are subject to violence on the part of state-like technocratic powers 
that have replaced former national structures. The LQKDELWDQWVp�
vulnerability is exacerbated because they do not have access to reliable 
information about the larger power struggles and political conflicts 
between governing authorities.  

Here, as elsewhere in the novel, the present condition of the world is 
not portrayed as unique or disconnected from previous history but as a 
continuation of what came before. Having been drugged during her 
escape from Saltwater City, Kora is overtaken by overwhelming anxiety. 
6KH�EHJLQV�WR�VFUHDP�XQWLO�qVKH�EHFRPHV�WKH�VFUHDP��WKH�KRZO�RI�WKH�ORVW�
dog at night, the scream of a decade past, and the decade prior to that, 
WKH�WUDLO�RI�WLJHU�IOX�LQ�UHYHUVHr��������$V�VKH�VFUHDPV��KHU�YLVLRQ�UHDFKHV�
EDFNZDUG�IURP�qWKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�TXDUDQWLQH�ULQJV��WKH�ILUVW�HSLGHPLF��
the tiger wine craze, the end of oil, the launch of Chang and Eng, the 
expulsion of the Grist sisters, their legalization for labour on Pacific Gyre 
Island [f]r�������DOO�WKH�ZD\�EDFN�WR� 

the consolidation of the United Middle Kingdom from China and all the little Asian 
countries that surround it, the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong, the birth of 
&KDQ�/LQJpV�JUHDW-grandmother to a young Hakka woman in the village of Happy 
Valley in the early days of the British colonial administration, the Opium Wars, 
the fall of the Ming dynasty >f@ screaming the scream of her long history. (274-
275)  

Via the physicality of her scream, this history is presented as an 
embodieduand also as a gendered and racializeduinheritance. She 
qEHFRPHV�WKH�VFUHDP�r which illustrates the persistence of past violence 
and oppression in the present. In this way, Lai once again subtly depicts 
how the present world emerged out of the past, by emphasizing 
connections between colonial occupation, the destruction of nature, 
consumerist greed, and the existence of the tiger flu.  

3. Construction & Doubting Utopia in an All-Female Society: The Grist Sisterhood 
The world Lai has created in The Tiger Flu is one whereuinstead of taking 
the poor, the racialized, and disenfranchiseduthe virus primarily affects 
the white, the rich, the men, the ones in power, and those who associate 
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with them. In other words, it would appear that the conditions in the novel 
are such that they enable the creation of a non-white, all-female or 
female-dominated society as the basis for a feminist utopia. As the 
previous section has outlined, however, the environments that Kora 
encounters in the novel (Saltwater City, Saltwater Flats, the Cordova 
Dancing School) are anything but utopian or marked by gender equality: 
patriarchal structures have survived, and violence is persistent. The 
potential for a utopian all-female society is still arguably present in the 
Grist village and its inhabitants, the Grist sisters, which serve as an 
oppositional alternative to the post-apocalyptic, post-pandemic world of 
Saltwater City and the quarantine rings.  

The Grist sisters are introduced to the readers by the second 
protagonist Kirilow in Chapter 2, directly following the exposition of the 
Saltwater City storyline in Chapter 1. The Grist sisters originated from the 
genetically modified parthenogenic clones of a group of Asian women, 
who were exiled from Saltwater City three generations earlier. They fled 
to a region in the fourth quarantine ring, and set up an all-female 
community. Historically, another form of expendability is thus embodied 
by the Grist sisters. Since they were originally clones manufactured by 
the Jemini Group as workers for the HöST factories, their lives were never 
registered as lives worth safeguarding. They were brought into the world 
as useful but expendable bodies to exploit their workforce; their individual 
lives are not valued, and the possibility of their untimely deaths is 
considered as a calculated risk. Alexander Pedersen reDGV� qWKH�*ULVW�
sisters [f] DV�D�FULWLTXH�RI�JOREDO�FDSLWDOLVPpV�H[SORLWDWLRQ�RI�oGLVSRVDEOHpr�
FKHDS�ODERU��EXW�DOVR��VSHFLILFDOO\��RI�qGHKXPDQLVHG�$VLDQ�ZRUNHUVr�������
D�OLQN�HVWDEOLVKHG�YLD�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUVp�&KLQHVH�OLQHDJH�4 In parallel to how 
the expendability of Grist sisters is explored in the passages set in 
Saltwater City that deal with the Lïft project, the history of the Grist sisters 
presents their disposability from the very beginning as gendered. 

,Q�WKH�QRYHOpV�SUHVHQW��KRZHYHU��WKH�IRFXV�LV�Rn the make-up of the 
(all-female) community the Grist sisters established after they escaped 
from the company. In stark contrast to Saltwater City, the Grist village and 
its inhabitants are posthuman and live in close touch with nature. Not only 
have they developed a mode of reproduction that is based on the physical 
re-growth of organs, their lifeworld is also characterized by states of 
complex embodied selfhood, natural environments in which human and 

 
4 /DLpV� IRFXV� KHUH� LV� DOVR� VSHFLILFDOO\� DQFKRUHG� LQ� %ULWLVK� &ROXPELDpV� DQG� 9DQFRXYHUpV�

history of xenophobia and specifically anti-Chinese-racism, which does not lie in the 
past, as anti-Asian hate crimes have again been surging since the Covid-19 pandemic 
(Canadian Human Rights Commission). This specific connection adds another way in 
which The Tiger Flu exposes enduring ties between the past and the present (and the 
future) that trouble clean-slate fantasies of utopian thinking.  
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non-human agents interact and coexist in harmony, and organic detritus 
that becomes material for repurposed clothing or homes: tents, pillows, 
blankets, and gauzes are made from mushroom fibers, and instead of a 
QHW�WR�FDWFK�SUH\��WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHU�XVH�D�qZRPE�ERPEr�������0RUHRYHU��
they have intentionally detached themselves from all kinds of technology 
IURP�qWKH�WLPH�EHIRUHr������, and they follow a religious mythology, the 
5HOLJLRQ�RI�WKH�0RWKHU��ZKLFK�SXWV�D�SDUWLFXODU�HPSKDVLV�RQ�qPDLQWHQDQFH�
and oral transmission of knowledge,r EXW� DOVR� RQ� DQ� qLQHYLWDEle 
LPEULFDWLRQ� DQG� LQVHSDUDELOLW\� RI� WKH� KXPDQ� ERG\� DQG� PLQGr� �3DVFXDO�
101), thus establishing a strict opposition to the upload of knowledge and 
consciousnesses the satellites Chang and Eng enable in Saltwater City. 

Taken together, these innovative and posthuman features of the 
Grist sisterhooduand thus their continuous positioning as an opposition 
to the inhabitants of Saltwater City throughout the noveluhave often led 
to the interpretation that The Tiger Flu qFHOHEUDW>HV@�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUKRRGpV�
guiding principlesr (Murray 13). Arguably, the Grist sisterhood presents 
a female apocalyptic alternative that stands in contrast to narratives such 
as The Road, because LW�UHSODFHV�qFRORQLDO�DQG�SDWULDUFKDO�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�
paternity and conquest with metaphors of mother-GDXJKWHU�UHODWLRQVKLSVr�
(Watkins 13, also see Murray). Yet, identifying the Grist sisterhood as the 
female utopian alternative to still existing patriarchal structures in 
Saltwater City also erases some of the problematic aspects of this 
community. This holds true in particular when focusing on the use of 
violence and the newly established (gender) hierarchies in Grist village. 

A first problematic aspect to be addressed is reproduction and the 
violent social relations it produces: the community of the Grist sisters 
consists of a queen, Radix Bupleuri, and three types of regular grist 
VLVWHUV�� qJURRPV�r qVWDUILVKHV�r� DQG� qGRXEOHUV�r� Because only the 
qGRXEOHUVr�FDQ�UHSURGXFH�SDUWKHQRJHQLFDOO\�DQG�WKXV�VHH�WR�WKH�VXUYLYDO�
of the FRPPXQLW\��LW�LV�WKH�qJURRPVpr�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�FXW�RUJDQV�IURP�WKH�
so-FDOOHG�qVWDUILVKr-members of the community. Starfishes have the ability 
WR�UHJURZ�ERG\SDUWV�DQG�DUH�H[SHFWHG�WR�JLYH�WKHP�WR�WKH�qGRXEOHUVr�WR�
prolong their lives. When Kirilow introduces readers to her community, 
she points out that the Grist village where she lives only has one doubler 
left, Auntie Radix. Being a groom herself, Kirilow has to harvest organs 
from her beloved starfish Peristrophe Halliana to then provide them to 
Auntie Radix: 

(YHQ� LI�VKH� LV�RXU� ODVW�GRXEOHU�� ,�GRQpW�ZDQW�$XQWLH�5DGL[� WR�KDYH�3HULVWURSKH�
+DOOLDQDpV�H\HV��$XQWLH�5DGL[�DOUHDG\� WRRN�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV� OLYHU�D�ZHHN�
ago, and one of her kidneys four weeks before that. Auntie Radix says that it is 
the duty and nature of a starfish to give. I tell her it is the duty and nature of a 
doubler to know when to stop asking. (Lai 18)  
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This statement, which opens Chapter 2, makes clear from the very 
beginning that the new reproductive structures of the Grist village do not 
UHSUHVHQW�ZKDW�;DXVD�LQ�KHU�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�QRYHO�LGHQWLILHV�DV�D�qQHZ�
paradigm for care work, which must be considered not as unpaid and 
IHPLQL]HG�GRPHVWLF� ODERXU�EXW�DV�FROOHFWLYH�FDUHr� ������:KLOH� WKH�*ULVW�
sisters work as a collective, Kirilow nevertheless showcases the costs and 
pain the reproductive mechanisms entail for individual members of the 
FROOHFWLYH��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZKHQ�.LULORZ�FXWV�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�H\HV��
this procedure is assisted both by the heavy usage of drugs, the so-called 
qIorget-me-GRr��/DL������DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FKDQWLQJ��ZKLFK�LV�PHDQW�qWR�SXVK�
GRZQ� WKH� GUHDG� WKDW� URLOV� LQ� P\� >.LULORZpV@� EHOO\r� ������ :KHQ� NHSW� LQ�
perspective, the hierarchy in the Grist sisterhood is thus one that 
resemblesuin uncanny waysuthat of their origin as female clones to be 
exploited for their productive labor to the point of death. In Grist village, 
starfishes, such as Peristrophe Halliana, essentially serve as living 
biobanks for the other Grist member, and doublers take on the roles of 
surrogates, who are separated from their offspring soon after birth and 
only kept alive to produce further offspring.  

At first, the loving relationship that groom Kirilow has with her starfish 
partner Peristrophe Halliana might mask the painful reality that the Grist 
sisters are bound to repeat the exploitative structures from which they 
have tried to flee by escaping the company. Eventually, the question of 
WKH�qH[SHQGDELOLW\r�RI�*ULVW�VLVWHUVp�ERGLHV�VXUIDFHV�DJDLQ��KRZHYHU��WKLV�
time in their community rather than in the corporate world of HöST. In 
Chapter 8, Auntie Radix needs a new heart and Kirilow is asked to take 
3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�DQG��WKXV��WR�NLOO�KHU�� 

Glorybind Groundsel told me, if the Grist is dying down to the last doubler, her 
word is flesh, her woUG�LV�JRG��<RX�FDQpW�VD\�QR� 

But all my fibres scream it. (34) 

According to the Grist reproduction hierarchy, when doublers are at risk 
RI� G\LQJ�� WKH� VWDUILVKHVp� OLYHV� EHFRPH� H[SHQGDEOH�� DQG� SHUVRQDO�
relationships to that doubler, such in the case of Peristrophe Halliana and 
Kirilow, are not allowed to matter. When Kirilow cannot force herself to 
WDNH�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�KHDUW��DQG�$XQWLH�5DGL[�GLHV��VKH�LV��WKHUHIRUH��
FDVW�RXW�E\�RWKHU�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�DV�D�qWUDLWRUr������5 With Kirilow, The Tiger 
Flu thus introduces a protagonist who, from the beginning of the novel, 
GHYLDWHV� IURP�KHU�RZQ�VRFLHW\pV�QRUPV�DQG� UDLVHV�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW� WKH�
apparent utopian structures of the Grist sisterhood.  

 
5 Notably, this development has haunting parallels to the body economy of the 

Jemini Group and HöST, where the (virtual) lives of some are priced over the 
physical lives of others. 
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While the sisterhood at first glance is in stark positive contrast with 
the unsustainable top-GRZQ� FDSLWDOLVW� ZD\V� RI� 6DOWZDWHU� &LW\�� .LULORZpV�
SDLQ�LOOXVWUDWHV�WKH�FRVW�RI�WKLV�qXWRSLD�r�%\�IRUHJURXQGLQJ�KHU�VWRU\�DQG�
SHUVSHFWLYH�� WKH�QRYHO�KHQFH�FDOOV� LQWR�TXHVWLRQ� WKH� IDPLOLDU�qJRRGr�YV��
qHYLO�r� RU� qXWRSLDQr� YV�� qG\VWRSLDQr� QDUUDWLYH� IRUP� WKDW� LV� SDUWLFXODUO\�
FRPPRQ� LQ� SDWULDUFKDO� qHQG� RI� WKH� ZRUOGr� QDUUDWLYHV�� :KLOH� WKH� *ULVW�
sisterhood certainly imagines various innovative procedures and 
qWHFKQRORJLHVr� WKDW� VKRZFDVH� KRZ� WKH\� qFR-habit with the animal and 
vegetablH�ZRUOGV�LQ�HJDOLWDULDQ�DQG�KDUPRQLRXV�ZD\Vr��;DXVD������ZKHQ�
it comes to survival, their community structures are exposed as being 
anything but egalitarian and harmonious. This observation is valid not only 
for structures within the Grist sisterhood but also for its relationship to 
outsiders, as exposed by the following scene where Kirilow encounters a 
q6DOW\�r�DQ�LQKDELWDQW�RI�6DOWZDWHU�&LW\� 

7KHUHpV�D�UHG�IODVK�RI�KDLU��,WpV�D�ELSHG��OLNH�XV��2QH�RI�WKRVH�VQHDN\�FUHHSV�IURP�
Saltwater City? But unlike XV��WDOO��SDOH��DQG�JDQJO\��2XU�JHQHV�GRQpW�H[SUHVV�OLNH�
that. We manifest crow-black hair, autumn-OHDI� VNLQ�� DQG� VKRUW� OHJV�� >f@� ,W�
stumbles into a clearing. Gotcha! I throw a knife at it, neatly severing its left hand. 
(Lai 36-37) 

While Kirilow initially considers a certain similarity between herself and the 
stranger, she eventually uses the physical difference between them as 
her justification for denying the humanity of the stranger. Consequently, 
in her view, violence is warranted. When she tries to throw a knife at the 
6DOW\�LQ�RUGHU�WR�NLOO�LW��VKH�KRZHYHU�RQO\�LQMXUHV�WKH�VWUDQJHUpV�KDQG��DQG�
the Salty is able to run away. When Kirilow sees the Salty again a couple 
of days later and manages to capture it, hatred and the wish to hurt the 
strangHU�RQFH�DJDLQ�RYHUFRPHV�KHU� �q,� \DQN� WKH�ZRPE�ERPE� WLJKWHUr��
q:KHQHYHU�,�ZDQW�\RX��DOO�,�KDYH�WR�GR�LV�SUHHQr�>��@��q$W�OHDVW�OHW�PH�EOHHG�
LW�D�OLWWOHr�>��@���,W�LV�RQO\�ZKHQ�.LULORZ�DQG�KHU�qmother double,r Glorybind 
*URXQGVHO�� UHDOL]H� WKDW� WKH� 6DOW\ps hand has grown back, potentially 
making it a starfish, that Kirilow begins to acknowledge the humanity of 
WKH� 6DOW\�� 7KLV� YDOXH� KRZHYHU� GHSHQGV� RQ� WKH� 6DOW\pV� LPPHGLDWH�
reproductive worth for the community. 

While Kirilow has been taught all her life that inhabitants from 
Saltwater City pose a threat, the fact that the intruder might be a starfish 
could increase the chances of survival for the Grist community, who at 
this point of the narrative have not only just lost their last doubler, Auntie 
Radix, but also only have one starfish left. 1RWDEO\��.LULORZpV�WDXJKW�KDWUHG�
against 6DOWLHV�VWLOO�HYHQWXDOO\�JDLQV�WKH�XSSHU�KDQG��q%XW�\RX�FDQpW�VWRS�
me from hating. You yourself told me the storiesuof how they rounded 
RXU�JUDQGPRWKHUV�XS�E\�WKH�WKRXVDQGV�>f@�:Ky should you care if I hurt 
LW�RU�QRW"r�������6KH�HYHQWXDOO\�FRQYLQFHV�WKH�RWKHU�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�WKDW�WKH�
6DOW\�qFDPH�WR� LQIHFWr������WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUKRRG��GUXJV�LW�ZLWK�IRUJHWWLQJ�
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WHD��DQG�WDNHV�LW�EDFN�WR�WKH�IRUHVW�WR�qGXPS�LW�XQFHUHPRQLRXVO\�LQWR�WKH�
dirWr� ������ 7KH� KDWUHG�� ZKLFK� LV� PRVWO\� EDVHG� RQ� D� KLVWRULFDO� KRVWLOLW\�
against Salties and hence knowledge Kirilow has not experienced first-
hand, thus eventually prevents her from considering the stranger as 
someone whose starfish capabilities could help the Grist community. In a 
plot twist, only hours after the Salty was released back into the forest, 
3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQD��WKH�*ULVW�YLOODJHpV�ODVW�VWDUILVK��GLHV�� 

In parallel to other scenes in the novel, the encounter between Kirilow 
and the stranger H[HPSOLILHV�WKDW�ZKHQ�WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�VD\�WKDW�WKH\�qKROG�
DOO�WKDW�UHPDLQV�RI�WKH�ROG�ZRUOGpV�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�RXU�UDZ�EUDLQVr�������WKLV�
also applies, at least in part, to problematic hierarchies and prejudices 
against outsiders. In some uncanny ways, the Grist sisterhood is still 
linked to its Saltwater originsuand thus also to the world of the past. 
While the linkages are only in some cases made explicit, such as in the 
examples above, the Grist sisters also sometimes point them out 
WKHPVHOYHV��q7KH Grist may have evolved beyond its former masters, but 
ZH�DUH�QRW�LPPXQH�WR�WKHLU�LOOQHVVHVr�>��@���,W�LV�VWULNLQJ�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W�WKDW�
WKH�ILUVW�FKDSWHUV�QDUUDWHG�WKURXJK�.LULORZpV�YRLFH�DOVR�FRQWDLQ�QXPHURXV�
(pop-�FXOWXUDO�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�WKH�qWLPH�EHIRUH�r�PDQ\�RI�ZKLFK�SRLQW�WR�ROG�
power hierarchies and systems of exploitation. The references the Grist 
sisters use are, however, always several steps removed from their original 
contexts. :KLOH�WKH�SKUDVH�qGLDPRQGV�DUH�D�JLUOpV�EHVW�IULHQG�r�WKH�IDPRXV�
linH� IURP� &DURO� &KDQQLQJpV� HSRQ\PRXV� ����� VRQJ�� KHOSV� .LULORZ� WR�
remember that her whetstone is made from diamonds stolen off the 
fingers of dead married women, a reference to a popular commercial 
reminds her that her scalpels must be disinfected at least twice so that 
WKH\�qVKLPPHU�FOHDQ��D�OHDQ�PHDQ�FOHDQ�[f] like the lemon muscle man 
IURP�WLPH�EHIRUHpr�������2WKHU�qFKDQWVr�.LULORZ uses during the procedure 
RI�FOHDQLQJ�KHU�NQLIH�DQG�FXWWLQJ�RXW�3HULVWURSKH�+DOOLDQDpV�H\HV�LQFOXGH�
q7KH�ILUVW�FXW�LV�WKH�VOHHNHVWr������FI��5RG�6WHZDUWpV�q7KH�)LUVW�&XW�LV�WKH�
'HHSHVWr�� DQG� q7KRVH� DUH� SHDUOV� WKDW� ZHUH� KHU� H\HVr� ����� FI��
6KDNHVSHDUHpV�The Tempest).6 As much as these veiled and repurposed 
pop-cultural references are still recognizable if one is familiar with them, 
all the phrases Kirilow was taught in the Grist sisterhood now belong to 
the so-called Religion of the Mother, an ideology which is a powerful guide 
for Kirilow that also keeps her from scrutinizing her life and her role in the 
community. Drawing on the personal experiences of Grandma Chan Ling 
�WKH�IRXQGHU�DQG�ODWH�PDWULDUFK�RI�*ULVW�9LOODJH�DQG�DQ�HVFDSHH�RI�-HPLQLpV�
labs) in addition to pop-FXOWXUDO�qZLVGRPr�RI�WKH�SDVW��WKH�*ULVW�VLVWHUV�WKXV�
use a partly imaginary, but certainly selective and distorted version of the 
past to help them remember lessons that will in turn help them to survive 

 
6 Note how these references also perpetuate traditional patriarchal and heterosexual 

notions of gender relations. 
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in the presentua process that is problematized through the protagonist 
Kirilow and her actions.   

One of the epigraphs of The Tiger Flu that further underscores such 
D�FULWLFDO�UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH� LQWHUWH[WXDO�UHIHUHQFHV�LV�IURP�0RQLTXH�:LWWLJpV�
1969 novel Les Guérillères, another radical feminist utopia featuring an 
all-female community: 

They say that at the point they have reached they must examine the principle 
that has guided them [f]. They say that they must break the last bond that binds 
them to a dead culture. (epigraph)  

What Lai emphasizHV� KHUH� LV� WKDW� FRPPXQLWLHV� VXFK� DV� :LWWLJpV�
Guérillères or the Grist sisters, which are pitted against highly patriarchal 
dystopian societies, are not per se completely oppositional, non-
patriarchal, and/or utopian. Instead, such societies, too, are at risk of 
SHUSHWXDWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�EHKDYLRUV�IURP�qD�GHDG�FXOWXUHr�
(epigraph), that is to say, from the patriarchal society from which they 
evolved. Simply reading the Grist sisterhood as the oppositional and thus 
prototypical all-female utopian alternative to Saltwater City thus obscures 
that violence, harmful hierarchies, and prejudices still exist even in the 
Grist sisterhood and that all three are woven into the very religion that 
guides this community. In turn, these aspects complicate any unilateral 
understanding of the Grist sisterhood as a utopian alternative to Saltwater 
City.  

4. Conclusion: A Queer Posthuman Utopia?  
Apart from writing against male-dominated post-apocalyptic speculative 
fiction, The Tiger Flu also draws on familiar strategies by feminist authors 
such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Marge Piercy, and Monica Wittig. Not 
only does the novel feature two non-white female-presenting 
protagonists, whose individual quest narratives are resolved in a 
commitment to relationality, it also features the all-female posthuman 
community of Grist Village as a potential alternative to Saltwater City, 
where patriarchal structures and violence have outlasted large-scale 
social upheaval. But while The Tiger Flu adapts and innovates such 
traditional dystopian and feminist utopian elements, it ultimately 
challenges the original paradox of dystopia/utopia and thoroughly 
complicates the notion of a new and different post-pandemic world as a 
necessarily worse or better world: emphasizing the continuance of violent 
and oppressive structures in both Saltwater City and Grist Village, the 
novel highlights the necessity, even in this seemingly radically altered 
world, to reckon with the lasting ties of the present to patriarchal, 
capitalist, and colonial structures of the past. Instead of emphasizing the 
simplistic utopianism of one solution for all, The Tiger Flu works to 
interrogate several older utopian and dystopian models and the traditional 
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ideologies on which they rely. By showing how such traditional ideologies 
are recycled, modified, and reused in post-pandemic knowledge 
structures, the plot emphasizes utopian possibilities as a continual 
aspiration for communities rather than as an endpoint at which one can 
arrive once and for all. 

Particularly the ways in which the individual quest narratives of the 
protagonists ultimately become entwined are indicative of The Tiger FlupV�
own quest of probing different models of dystopian/utopian traditions 
without necessarily settling on one. After both the last doubler and the 
last starfish have died and HöST attacked Grist Village, Kirilow eventually 
decides to travel to Saltwater City to find a new starfish, as the Grist 
sisterhood otherwise faces extinction. She meets Kora at the Cordova 
Dancing School and learns that the school, like Grist Village, was founded 
by a group of clones who escaped the Jemini factories. When Kirilow 
DPSXWDWHV�.RUDpV�KDQG�DIWHU�LW�EHFRPHV�LQIHFWHG��LW�JURZV�EDFN��UHYHDOLQJ�
that Kora is a Grist sister as well and a starfish. However, Kora at first is 
anything but willing to join Kirilow and rather accepts an invitation from 
KHU�EURWKHU�.��WR�D�qWLJHU�SDUW\r�KHOG�DW�WKH�3DFLILF�3HDUO�3DUNDGH�KRSLQJ�
to be reunited with her family. It is there that Kora learns that even her 
own brother has betrayed her and realizes she must flee from Saltwater 
City. In the end, it is thXV� QHLWKHU�.RUDpV� QRU�.LULORZpV�ZRUOG�� RU� UDWKHU�
worldviews, that succeed or supersede the other; only through eventual 
compromise and collaboration, the two protagonists manage to survive 
and escape. When Kora gets hit and injured fatally during their flight, 
Kirilow uses both her skills as a groom and instructions from one of 
,VDEHOOH�&KRZpV�FKLS-like knowledge scales to reprogram the LïFT and 
XSORDG�.RUDpV�PLQG�WR�VDYH�KHU�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��VLQFH�VKH�FDQQRW�VDYH�
her body: 

The wormy scale teaches my fingers VRPHWKLQJ�WKH\�GLGQpW�NQRZ�EHIRUH��$W�ODVW��
,�SXOO�P\�EORRG\�KDQGV�RXW�IURP�WKH�PHDW�RI�WKH�/Ì)7��o+HUH�JRHV�QRWKLQJ�p 

>f@�,�NQHHO�DQG�VWURNH�WKH�G\LQJ�JLUOpV�KDLU��o,WpV�JRLQJ�WR�EH�RND\�p�,�WHOO�KHU��o,Q�
MXVW�D�IHZ�PLQXWHV��\RX�ZLOO�VHH�p������ 

While Kora and Kirilow start off in the novel as two protagonists from 
opposing worlds, the resolution of The Tiger Flu presents them in a 
cautious care relationship with each other, thus connecting the two 
worlds. 

Notably, these notions of collaboration and care are also upheld in 
WKH�ODVW�FKDSWHU��HQWLWOHG�q7KH�.RUD�7UHH,r�ZKLFK�SUHVHQWV�WKH�UHDGHU�ZLWK�
DQ�RXWORRN�WR�WKH�IXWXUH��DIWHU�KHU�XSORDG��.RUDpV�PLQG�ZDV�GRZQORDGHG�
again and transferred into a so-FDOOHG� VWDUILVK� WUHH�� qBombyx Mori and 
Kirilow Groundsel worked for many years to make me what I am and to 
VHHG� WKH�HQWLUH�6WDUILVK�2UFKDUG� WKDW�QXUWXUHV� WKH�*ULVW�*DUGHQr (328, 
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italics in original). In a truly posthuman fashion, the conscious Kora Tree 
ends up serving the newly established New Grist Village as an organ 
donor, thus securing the survival of the Grist sisterhood. That this 
development is understood as a truly new form of existence is also 
marked by a change in narration: most of the last chapter is narrated 
WKURXJK� WKH�.RUD� 7UHH��ZKLFK� qYLEUDWHV� ODQJXDJHr� ������ WR�D�JURXS�RI�
young Grist sisters who sit underneath her branches (this vibrating is 
marked in italics). Notably, the Kora Tree not only explains her function to 
the young members of the Grist community but also once again points 
RXW�qWKH�LOOV�Rf a hetero-patriarchal society that used to exert violence of 
HYHU\�NLQG�XSRQ�LWV�IHPDOH�PHPEHUVr��3DVFXDO�������LOOV�WKDW�FDQ�SHUKDSV�
finally be left behind by the next generation of Grist women. 

,Q�FRQWUDVW�WR�qoOGr�*ULVW�9LOODJH�EHIRUH�WKH�SODQWLQJ�of Kora Tree, the 
establishment of New Grist Village is narrated almost like a return to Eden: 
qWKH� OLWWOH� GRXEOHUV� WXUQ� WR� DGPLUH� WKH� 6WDUILVK�2UFKDUG� WKDW� VXUURXQGV�
WKHP� LQ� D� OHDI\�� FRPIRUWLQJ� GDQFH� RI� OLJKW� DQG� VKDGRZr� �/DL� ������
Seemingly, the closing chapter of The Tiger Flu offers up a pastoral 
UHIXJH��DV�FRQWUDVWHG�WR�WKH�qGLUW\�JDUGHQr�RI�6DOWZDWHU�&LW\��������8QOLNH�
WKH� PDQ\� qEHWUD\HG� (GHQVr� �%XHOO� ����� ZKLFK� QDWXUH� ZULWLQJ��
environmental literature, and climate fiction frequently offer, this ending 
appears truly utopian in some ways: an all-female, post-patriarchal world 
LQ� ZKLFK� WKH� qVWDUILVK� WUHHr� JURZV� UHSODFHPHQW� RUJDQV�� HIIHFWLYHO\�
abolishing the necessity to harvest organs from Grist sisters and thus 
older forms of reproductive/restorative violence. In the new and isolated 
Grist Village, old structures of corporate exploitation, patriarchal norms, 
DQG�KHWHURVH[XDO�UHSURGXFWLRQ�ILQDOO\�VHHP�WR�OLH�RXWVLGH�WKH�VLVWHUVp�UHDOP�
of concern.  

The ending thus offers a glimpse into a queer, posthuman future that 
raises the question of whether The Tiger Flu settles on a final utopian 
vision, after all. And yet, even in this presumably utopian world, Lai 
includes space for ambivalence, as the former world still has not entirely 
disappeared. Both Kora and Kirilow are still marked by what they have 
lost. While Kirilow dreams of reuniting with her beloved Peristrophe 
Halliana, the Kora Tree likewise betrays a yearning for the past. Just as 
Kora gets reDG\�WR�UHVXPH�KHU�WHDFKLQJ�RI�WKH�\RXQJ�*ULVW�VLVWHUV��q>D@W�
the very top of her branches a little tendril lights up momentarily, calling 
RXW�WR�QR�RQH��6KH�ZLOOV�LW�WR�GLPr��������7KH�XWRSLDQ�SUHVHQW�LV�QRW�IUHH�RI�
history, at least not yet. This impression is further reinforced by the last 
VHQWHQFH�RI�WKH�ILQDO�FKDSWHU��ZKLFK�UHDGV��q>)@DU�EH\RQG�WKH�HDUWK��LQ�WKH�
deepest reaches of space, the old communications satellite Eng lurches 
along her still-deepening orbit, a long ellipsis that will take her a thousand 
\HDUV� WR� FRPSOHWHr� ����-������ (QJpV� HYHU-expanding orbit has been a 
UHPLQGHU�VLQFH�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�QRYHO�WKDW�KXPDQLW\pV�WHFKQRVFLHQWLILF�
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projects are frequently deeply flawed, because when Eng moves too far 
away from Earth, the knowledge and consciousnesses it stores will no 
longer be accessible. At the same time, the suggestion that the satellite 
will reappear in the distant future is also a reminder that the new Grist 
Village in all its radical new existence might rely on ignoring the outside 
world and the potential return of patriarchal and other exploitative 
structures at its own risk. Saltwater City, Cosmopolitan Earth, and other 
political entities continue to exist and operate at a distance from the 
localized utopian community of the Grist sisters, even if Kora narrates 
them as a thing of the past. By insisting on these ambiguities, Lai teases 
readers with the possibility of utopian closure that The Tiger Flu, however, 
ultimately denies. If at all possible, utopia is definitely not envisioned as a 
place, though maybe as an ongoing process. In this sense, possibly the 
most utopian quality of the new Grist Village is the sincere 
acknowledgment of existence as not only necessarily relational but also 
ideally compassionate, when Kora states, almost like a new maxim for the 
FRPPXQLW\��q<RX�PXVW�UHPHPEHU�P\�SDLQ��DV�,�UHPHPEHU�\RXUVr������� 
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