
Never Let Me Go

A haunting exploration of humanity, identity, and the ethics of scientific advancement 

in an alternate England of the 1990s.



Kazuo Ishiguro: The Author

• Born in Japan but raised primarily in the UK where his father worked as an oceanographic scientist

• Educated at the University of Kent and earned a master's degree in creative writing at the University of East Anglia

• Achieved global renown for The Remains of the Day, which won the Booker Prize in 1989

• Known for using dramatic irony, where readers know more about narrators' lives than narrators themselves

• Still writing today and resides in London



Historical Context

Ishiguro wrote Never Let Me Go at the beginning of the 21st century during rapid developments in biological and medical sciences. The 1990s saw 

scientists in the Western world begin work on cloning—with the first clone being a sheep named Dolly—alongside controversial stem-cell research 

that "farmed" undifferentiated cells for medical purposes.

These advancements sparked intense ethical debates about humankind's moral obligations to cellular life. Never Let Me Go imagines a more complex 

organ-farming system where clones are fully human but exist solely to provide organs for "real" humans. Ishiguro focuses on the human story of love 

and loss against this scientific backdrop, making the novel's premise feel disturbingly plausible.



Plot Summary

1Childhood at Hailsham

Kathy H., Ruth, and Tommy grow up at Hailsham, an idyllic boarding school 

where students create art for the mysterious "Gallery" and are taught to 
care for their health. They slowly learn they are clones created to donate 

organs.
2 The Cottages

After leaving Hailsham, the trio moves to the Cottages to prepare for their 

futures. Ruth and Tommy are a couple, while Kathy harbors feelings for 
Tommy. They hear rumors about "deferrals" for couples in love.3Careers Begin

Kathy becomes a carer, while Ruth and Tommy become donors. Years later, 

Kathy reunites with Ruth, who is weakened after her first donation. Ruth 
admits she kept Kathy and Tommy apart. 4 Ruth's Confession

During a trip to see a beached boat, Ruth apologizes for keeping Kathy and 

Tommy apart. She gives them Madame's address, hoping they can apply for 
a "deferral" to delay their donations.5The Truth Revealed

After Ruth's death, Kathy becomes Tommy's carer and they fall in love. They 

visit Madame and Miss Emily, who reveal there are no deferrals. Hailsham 
was an experiment to prove clones had souls. 6 Final Donations

Tommy completes (dies) after his fourth donation. Kathy prepares to begin 

her own donations, holding onto her memories of Tommy, Ruth, and 
Hailsham.



Major Characters

Kathy H.

The novel's narrator and protagonist. A thoughtful, 

observant former Hailsham student who becomes an 

exceptional carer. She harbors lifelong love for Tommy 

and maintains deep connections to her past.

Tommy

Kathy and Ruth's friend from Hailsham, known for his 

temper tantrums and lack of artistic ability. He dates 

Ruth though he loves Kathy. More perceptive than 

others about their predetermined fate.

Ruth

One of Kathy's best friends, Ruth is complex and often 

difficult. Her pride is her greatest weakness. She dates 

Tommy at Hailsham and later regrets keeping Kathy and 

Tommy apart.

Miss Emily

The head of Hailsham, stern but caring. She reveals 

Hailsham was an experiment in reform for clone 

treatment. Though she believes clones deserve humane 

treatment, she admits feeling revulsion toward them.

Madame

Marie-Claude, known as Madame, collects students' 

artwork for the Gallery. Initially distant and fearful of 

the students, she later reveals she used their art to 

prove clones have souls.

Miss Lucy

A guardian at Hailsham who believes students should 

know the truth about their futures. Her honesty and 

directness contrast with other guardians, eventually 

leading to her dismissal from Hailsham.

Chrissie

A resident at the Cottages who wasn't from Hailsham. 

Along with her boyfriend Rodney, she encourages Ruth, 

Tommy, and Kathy to search for Ruth's "possible" in 

Norfolk.

Rodney

Chrissie's boyfriend at the Cottages. He claims to have 

seen Ruth's "possible" in Norfolk, leading to a pivotal trip 

that reveals the complex social dynamics between the 

characters.

Laura

Kathy's friend from Hailsham who joins them at the 

Cottages. She helps reveal information about deferrals 

and provides emotional support to Kathy during their 

transition to adult life.



Themes in Never Let Me Go

Maturation and "Growing Up"

The novel follows Kathy's education and 

development from childhood through 

adulthood. Despite knowing their 

predetermined fates, the characters 

experience typical coming-of-age emotions 

and relationships, highlighting how they 

maintain humanity despite their 

circumstances.

Individual Goals vs. Social Expectations

Characters make plans for futures they can't 

have while knowing their lives are 

predetermined. The novel explores how they 

maintain humanity and personal freedom 

within rigid frameworks, symbolized by 

Kathy's attachment to the song "Never Let 

Me Go."

Losing and Finding

The novel features patterns of losing and 

finding both objects and people. Norfolk 

represents a "lost corner" where things might 

be recovered. Characters lose Hailsham, 

innocence, and each other, but find meaning 

in memories and connections.

Life, Death, and Humanity

Though biologically different, the clones live 

fundamentally human lives. Their passive 

acceptance of their fates mirrors how all 

humans must eventually face mortality. The 

novel questions what makes us human and 

how society defines humanity.



Symbols and Motifs

Key symbolic elements that carry deeper meaning throughout "Never Let Me Go":

The Judy Bridgewater Tape

Kathy's cassette tape containing "Never Let Me Go" 

symbolizes her desire for human connection and a 
normal life. When she dances to it, imagining holding a 

baby, Madame cries at the poignancy of Kathy's 

impossible desires. The tape's loss and later rediscovery 
with Tommy in Norfolk represents their connection.

Norfolk as "The Lost Corner"

Students believe Norfolk is where lost things go. This 

fantasy becomes meaningful when Kathy finds a 
replacement for her lost tape there. At the novel's end, 

Kathy imagines Norfolk might return Tommy to her, 

representing her desire to recover what she's lost.

Hailsham

The school represents both protection and deception. 

Initially a paradise for students, it's revealed to be a 
way-station preparing them for organ donation. Its 

closure symbolizes society's rejection of humane 

treatment for clones and the loss of the characters' 
shared past.

Tommy's Animal Drawings

Tommy's intricate drawings of mechanical-looking 

animals represent his attempt to prove his humanity 
and creativity. They symbolize his hope for deferral and 

his deeper understanding of their situation that others 

lack.



Key Quotes and Analysis

On Predetermined Fate

"The problem, as I see it, is that you've been 
told and not told. You've been told, but none 

of you really understand... Your lives are set 
out for you. You'll become adults... and 
before you're even middle-aged, you'll start 

to donate your vital organs. That's what each 
of you was created to do."

—Miss Lucy (Chapter 7)

This quote reveals the central tragedy of the 
clones' existence—they are created solely for 

organ donation. Miss Lucy believes in direct 
honesty while other guardians prefer 
abstract teaching methods that shield 

students from harsh realities.

On Memory and Loss

"I was thinking about back then, at Hailsham, 
when you used to go bonkers like that, and 

we couldn't understand it.. . I was thinking 
maybe the reason you used to get like that 
was because at some level you always 

knew."

—Kathy to Tommy (Chapter 22)

Kathy realizes Tommy's childhood tantrums 
stemmed from his intuitive understanding of 

their predetermined fate. This demonstrates 
how Tommy perceived their reality more 
clearly than others, highlighting the theme 

of individual perception versus social 
conditioning.

On Humanity and Purpose

"Poor creatures. What did we do to you? With 
all our schemes and plans?"

—Madame (Chapter 21)

Madame questions whether Hailsham was 
ultimately beneficial for the clones. This 

reveals the moral ambiguity of the 
institution—while attempting to provide 
humane treatment, it still prepared students 

for a predetermined fate of organ donation 
and death.



Contemporary Relevance

Written in the early 2000s amid rapid advances in biotechnology, Never Let Me Go remains startlingly relevant today as we face new ethical frontiers 

in genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, and medical technology.

1 Bioethics and Human Rights

As CRISPR gene editing, lab-grown 

organs, and other biotechnologies 

advance, the novel prompts us to 

consider what rights we afford to 

human-derived biological entities and 

where we draw ethical boundaries in 

medical science.

2 Social Stratification

The novel's portrayal of clones as an 

underclass whose bodies serve the 

privileged reflects ongoing concerns 

about inequality in healthcare access 

and how society values different human 

lives.

3 Institutional Deception

Hailsham's "humane" preparation of 

students for their inevitable fate 

parallels how modern institutions may 

condition people to accept limiting 

circumstances while providing just 

enough comfort to prevent rebellion.

Perhaps most powerfully, Never Let Me Go asks us to examine how we all cope with mortality and predetermined aspects of our existence. In an age of 

increasing technological control over human biology, the novel's exploration of what makes us human—our memories, relationships, and capacity for 

love—remains profoundly important.
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