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Abstract

This paper investigates the semiotic representations of illness in three foundational literary works:
The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann, The Plague by Albert Camus, and Never Let Me Go by Kazuo
Ishiguro. Employing Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiotic framework, the study examines how illness, in
these texts, extends beyond its biological nature to emerge as a potent cultural, social, and
philosophical symbol. In The Magic Mountain, illness serves as an emblem of existential decay and
societal inertia, with the sanatorium acting as a microcosm of broader philosophical discourses. In
The Plague, illness is transformed into an allegory for /ife’s inherent absurdity, engaging with themes
of suffering, human resistance, and the search for meaning within an indifferent universe. Never Let
Me Go presents a dystopian vision where illness becomes a tool of dehumanization, with euphemistic
medical language concealing the grim reality of clones’ exploitation for organ donation. The paper
underscores the significance of medical terminology, symbolic imagery, and metaphor in shaping the
narrative of illness, revealing how these works interrogate the ethical, social, and cultural dimensions
of health and disease. By analyzing the intersection of language, body, and identity, the study argues
that illness in these novels functions not only as a biological condition but also as a complex semiotic
signifier that challenges the boundaries between the personal and political, individual and collective.
Through this semiotic analysis, the paper demonstrates how illness, as represented in literature, serves
as a vehicle for exploring profound questions surrounding power, identity, morality, and the human
condition.

Keywords: Semiotics, Iliness narrative, signifier, signified and Health Humanities

7976


http://www.healthinformaticsjournal.com/
mailto:rb0219@srmist.edu.in
mailto:poonamu@srmist.edu.in

Frontiers in Health InformaticsISSN-Online: www.healthinformaticsjournal.com
2676-7104

1. Introduction:

Health Humanities is an interdisciplinary field that applies the tools of the humanities in
literature, philosophy, history, and the arts to explore and enrich our understanding of health, illness,
and medical practice. Unlike the purely scientific approach of traditional healthcare, Health
Humanities emphasizes health’s subjective, experiential, and cultural dimensions, integrating narrative
analysis, ethical reasoning, and historical context into medical education and practice. This field
recognizes that illness is not just a biological condition but also a lived experience shaped by language,
culture, and personal narratives. By examining how patients and practitioners construct meaning
around health and illness, Health Humanities aims to humanize medical care, making it more
responsive to the complexities of the human experience.

The integration of humanities into healthcare is crucial for fostering a holistic understanding
of the patient experience. Studies have shown that incorporating narrative medicine, ethical reflection,
and cultural analysis into medical training enhances empathy, improves patient-provider
communication, and aids in addressing health disparities. The humanities provide a deeper insight into
the ethical dilemmas, psychological struggles, and cultural biases that can influence healthcare
decisions. By broadening the scope of medical education, Health Humanities cultivates critical
thinking, cultural competence, and a compassionate approach to patient care. This paper will argue
that the integration of Health Humanities into medical practice not only enriches the understanding of
illness but also challenges the reductionist view of health as purely biological. It will explore how the
humanities offer essential tools for interpreting the narratives of illness, thus fostering a more
empathetic, ethical, and patient-centred approach to healthcare.

In literary studies, semiotics is the study of signs and symbols that provide a strong framework
for exploring how language shapes our understanding of illness. By examining the relationship
between the signifier (e.g., a symptom described in a text) and the signified (the cultural or symbolic
meaning attached to that symptom), semiotics unveils the deeper meanings that transcend the literal
depiction of disease. This approach is rooted in the theories of Ferdinand de Saussure, who first
introduced the concept of the sign as a combination of the signifier and the signified. Saussure
emphasized the arbitrary nature of this relationship, suggesting that the meaning of signs is not inherent
but constructed through cultural codes. In literature, descriptions of illness often serve as signifiers,
with their meanings extending beyond the medical realm to reflect societal, psychological, and
philosophical themes.

Saussure’s structural theory lays the groundwork for understanding how illness is represented
as a complex sign system in literary texts. Symptoms, diseases, and medical language become tools
for encoding cultural anxieties and exploring human identity. Building on Saussure’s foundation,
Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic model of the sign—comprising the icon, index, and symbol—adds
further depth to our analysis. Peirce’s framework helps differentiate between signs that directly
resemble their objects (icon), signs that have a causal connection (index), and signs that are constructed
through cultural conventions (symbol). This categorization is particularly useful in literature, where
physical symptoms can act as indexical signs of underlying societal issues, while the symbolic
representation of illness often reflects broader cultural narratives.
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The application of semiotics to illness narratives reveals how literature constructs meanings
around sickness, shaping perceptions of health and the body. Roland Barthes’ concept of mythologies
extends this analysis by suggesting that cultural signs accumulate additional layers of meaning,
creating myths that reflect dominant ideologies. Barthes’ theory allows us to explore how illness in
literature becomes more than a biological condition; it transforms into a metaphor for moral, social, or
existential concerns. For instance, in Susan Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor (1978), diseases like
tuberculosis and cancer are shown to be culturally loaded with symbolism, used metaphorically to
critique societal values and moral beliefs.

This research paper analyzes three novels, Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, Albert
Camus’ The Plague, and Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go, to investigate how the semiotics of illness
operates within different narrative contexts. In The Magic Mountain, tuberculosis is not only a medical
diagnosis but a cultural signifier, representing the existential stagnation of pre-World War | Europe.
In The Plague, the epidemic becomes an allegorical sign, revealing the absurdity of human existence
and critiquing political inaction. In Never Let Me Go, the clinical language of organ donation serves
as a symbolic means of dehumanizing the characters, reflecting ethical dilemmas about biotechnology
and human identity. Each of these novels uses illness as a symbolic language, engaging with the socio-
cultural frameworks of their respective periods.

Through Saussure’s structural theory, this study argues that these works not only depict disease
as a biological reality but also as a cultural construct. By examining how symptoms, medical language,
and metaphors of illness function as signs, the paper will illuminate the complex relationships between
language, illness, and identity. Ultimately, this research highlights how the representation of illness in
literature provides critical insights into broader ethical, social, and existential questions surrounding
health and the human condition.

2. Semiotic Analysis of the novel The Magic Mountain

In Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, illness serves as a complex cultural symbol that
reflects the philosophical and social tensions of early 20th-century Europe. By setting the novel in a
sanatorium where individuals retreat from the world to confront illness. Mann constructs a microcosm
of society, using the semiotics of illness to critique the cultural, intellectual, and existential crises of
his time. This analysis explores how illness functions as a sign in The Magic Mountain, revealing
deeper meanings through medical language, physical symptoms, and metaphorical representations.
Mann’s novel encodes illness as a symbolic language that critiques the decadence and stagnation of
European society.

2.1 Setting: llIness as a Cultural Symbol

The Magic Mountain is set in the Berghof sanatorium, a secluded retreat in the Swiss Alps where
tuberculosis patients are sent to recover. The setting itself is laden with symbolic meaning, acting as a
signifier of isolation, introspection, and the social stratification of pre-war Europe. Mann transforms
the sanatorium into a microcosm of society, where characters embody different philosophical and
ideological perspectives, using illness as a metaphor for the broader cultural malaise. The isolation of
the sanatorium mirrors the detachment of European intellectuals from the political and social realities
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of the time, encapsulating the insular debates that marked the prelude to World War 1.

The sanatorium seemed a world unto itself, a place removed from time and space where the everyday
concerns of the world below seemed distant and irrelevant. Here, illness was not merely a medical
condition but a way of life, a cultural code that dictated the rhythms of existence. It demonstrates how
the sanatorium functions as a cultural symbol, where illness is redefined as a normative state rather
than an exception. The patients’ retreat from the world signifies a collective withdrawal from the
political and social responsibilities of a healthy society, suggesting a metaphorical stagnation. In
semiotic terms, the sanatorium acts as an indexical sign of societal decay, reflecting the broader
disillusionment of the European intelligentsia.

2.2 Medical Language and Symbolism: The Cough as a Sign

Mann uses medical language throughout the novel to encode deeper symbolic meanings, with the
cough becoming a central signifier. The cough, a common symptom of tuberculosis, is both a physical
manifestation of illness and a cultural marker that signals the patient’s integration into the sanatorium’s
community. Upon his arrival, Hans Castorp is immediately struck by the pervasive sound of coughing:
Hans Castorp had barely stepped into the foyer when he was greeted by a chorus of dry, racking
coughs. It was a sound that echoed down every corridor, a harsh music that seemed to vibrate with a
hidden meaning as if it were the language of the place itself.

Here, the cough functions as an index, directly linked to the physical presence of disease, but it also
operates as a symbol of the sanatorium’s insular culture. The ubiquitous coughing acts as a kind of
linguistic code, signaling not only the physical condition of the patients but also their psychological
and social state. The cough becomes a badge of belonging, an initiation into the community of the sick.
Saussure’s theory of the arbitrary relationship between the signifier (the cough) and the signified (the
cultural acceptance of illness) is evident here, as the sound takes on a significance far beyond its
medical origin.

2.3 The X-ray as a Metaphor for Truth and Anxiety

The X-ray, a cutting-edge medical technology at the time, is another potent symbol in The Magic
Mountain. Mann uses the X-ray metaphorically to represent the search for truth and the underlying
anxiety of confronting hidden realities. In a key scene, Hans Castorp undergoes an X-ray examination,
which is described in vivid detail: Hans Castorp stood still as the machine hummed around him, his
bones illuminated on the screen like a map of secrets laid bare. He felt a chill, as if the machine could
see into his very soul, revealing not just the lesions in his lungs but the flaws in his character, the
vulnerabilities he had tried so hard to conceal.

The X-ray here functions as an iconic sign, visually resembling the internal structure of the body.
However, it also serves as a symbol of the modernist quest for objective truth. The technology’s
capacity to reveal the hidden aspects of the body becomes a metaphor for the exposure of deeper
psychological and existential anxieties. Barthes” concept of mythologies is relevant in this context; the
X-ray mythologizes the power of medical science to uncover the truth while also exposing the
limitations of this objective gaze. The machine’s invasive scrutiny symbolizes the broader cultural fear
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of what might be revealed when the superficial layers of society are stripped away.

2.4 1lIness as a Metaphor for Societal Decay

IlIness in The Magic Mountain is not confined to the physical realm; it becomes a powerful metaphor
for the moral and intellectual decay of European society. The philosophical debates between Hans
Castorp, Settembrini, and Naphta revolve around ideas of progress, humanism, and decadence, with
illness serving as a central metaphor in these discussions. Settembrini, an advocate of Enlightenment
values, views illness as a symbol of stagnation and regression, while Naphta romanticizes the sick
body as a site of spiritual purity and transcendence. In one of their heated debates, Settembrini argues,
Iliness is a retreat, a cowardly withdrawal from the responsibilities of life. It is the antithesis of
progress, a symptom of a decaying society that has lost its faith in reason and advancement.
Contrastingly, Naphta retorts, You speak of illness as if it were a curse, but | see it as a gift—a means
of purification, a rejection of the vulgar materialism that has corrupted the soul of modern man.

These dialogues reveal how illness functions as a symbolic battleground for competing ideologies,
with each character projecting their own philosophical beliefs onto the concept of sickness.
Settembrini’s interpretation aligns with Saussure’s notion of the signifier and signified, where cultural
beliefs about health and progress shape the sign (illness). Naphta’s view, on the other hand, reflects
Barthes’ idea of cultural myths, where the sick body is idealized as a site of resistance against the
rationalist, capitalist values of modernity.

3. Semiotic Analysis of The Plague

Albert Camus’ The Plague (1947) is not only a narrative of a city besieged by disease but also
an exploration of existential themes such as absurdity, suffering, and the search for meaning in a
seemingly indifferent universe. In Camus’ novel, illness is intricately tied to questions of meaning,
morality, and social responsibility, allowing the plague to serve as an allegory for broader existential,
political, and societal concerns. Through a semiotic lens, the novel’s representation of illness and the
body operates as a powerful critique of the human condition, the breakdown of communication, and
the absurdity of life. Exploring how the plague functions as a signifier in the aspects of existential
themes and social commentary plays a crucial role in further analysis. That is, through this framework,
we will analyze the narrative’s use of medical language, the breakdown of communication, the
metaphorical role of the plague, and the semiotics of the infected body. Each of these elements provides
critical insight into how Camus uses illness to symbolize the absurdity of human existence and the
moral and social dilemmas faced by individuals in a crisis.

3.1 lliness as Allegory: The Plague as a Signifier of Absurdity and Existentialism

At its core, The Plague is an allegory about the human condition. The onset of the plague and its
devastating effects on the fictional town of Oran act as a metaphor for the randomness and absurdity
of existence, a key theme in Camus’ philosophy of the absurd. The semiotics of illness in The Plague
goes beyond the physical symptoms and instead represent a deeper existential crisis. In the opening
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scenes, Camus introduces rats as a foreshadowing of the plague, describing their mass deaths and the
disturbing presence of the creatures in the town. This moment is rich with semiotic significance: The
town was a place where the dead rats were found in every street and gutter, and their bodies lay in
piles. There was no mystery in it, for everyone knew that rats were often seen in Oran; but the rats had
never been seen like this before, dying in droves.

Here, the dead rats function as an indexical sign of the plague’s inevitable arrival. Their deaths signal
a disruption of the natural order, a chaotic event that will upend the lives of the townspeople. In
semiotic terms, the rats are both signifiers of impending disaster and symbols of the absurdity of life.
Their unexpected and inexplicable deaths mirror the existential absurdity that Camus explores in his
philosophical works. According to Saussure, the relationship between the signifier (the dead rats) and
the signified (the plague) is arbitrary, but the significance lies in the way the characters perceive the
event. The rats are not just animals; they become symbols of death, unpredictability, and existential
despair.

As the narrative unfolds, the plague itself becomes a more profound signifier of the human condition.
For the characters, the plague is both a literal affliction and a reflection of the absurdity of existence.
Dr. Rieux, one of the central characters in the novel, reflects on the nature of suffering and the human
response to it, positioning the plague as an existential event: “The plague is no accident, but a cruel
joke... It’s our fate to die like this, separated from our loved ones, and in the most meaningless of
ways.” In this reflection, Rieux articulates the existential view that an indifferent force governs life.
This perspective echoes Camus’ notion of the absurd: the conflict between humans’ desire for meaning
and the universe’s inherent meaninglessness. The plague, in this sense, operates as a metaphor for
human suffering in a meaningless world, forcing individuals to confront the randomness of existence.

3.2 Medical Language and the Breakdown of Communication

Another key aspect of The Plague is the breakdown of communication, particularly in the context of
medical language. In the early stages of the outbreak, the authorities and medical officials hesitated to
acknowledge the seriousness of the situation. This delay exemplifies how language and
communication can fail in the face of a crisis. The discussions among the town officials about whether
to label the outbreak as a plague are rich with semiotic implications. The language used by the officials
is clinical and detached as they attempt to process a reality that does not fit within their pre-established
frameworks: The town’s health committee convened several times, and every time they deliberated on
the situation, the medical reports were contradictory. Was it a plague, or was it something else entirely?
There were no definitive signs, and that uncertainty became its own form of illness.

The semiotic significance of this breakdown in communication is profound. The officials’ reluctance
to use the word “plague” demonstrates how medical language is used not just to describe physical
realities but also to maintain control over how those realities are understood. By refusing to label the
disease as a plague, the authorities attempt to contain its significance and prevent panic, but in doing
so, they fail to confront the true nature of the crisis. The refusal to name the plague becomes an act of
denial, a failure to acknowledge the real threat facing the town.

This hesitation in medical communication reflects broader themes in Camus’ work, particularly the

7981


http://www.healthinformaticsjournal.com/

Frontiers in Health InformaticsISSN-Online: www.healthinformaticsjournal.com
2676-7104

idea that human beings are often paralyzed by uncertainty and the inability to fully articulate their
experiences. As the disease spreads, the town’s leaders shift from denial to a grim acceptance of the
reality, but by this point, the damage is already done. The medical language that was once meant to
clarify and control has become a tool of confusion, exacerbating the sense of helplessness and absurdity
in the narrative.

3.3 The Plague as a Metaphor for Political and Social Crisis

The plague in The Plague also functions as a powerful metaphor for political and social crises,
particularly the rise of totalitarianism in the years leading up to and following World War 11. Camus
himself was deeply concerned with the implications of political ideologies and their impact on
individual freedoms. Through the characters’ responses to the plague, the novel critiques how societies
react to crises and how individuals navigate their moral responsibilities within those systems. Dr.
Rieux’s reflections on suffering and resistance illuminate the philosophical tension between the
individual and the collective.

As the plague ravages the town, Rieux considers the ethical implications of his actions “I can’t stop
fighting it... I can’t just walk away. The plague is something that must be resisted, even if it seems
hopeless. It’s my duty to fight, not for the sake of a cure, but to give meaning to the suffering.” This
passage underscores the semiotic meaning of the plague as a symbol of collective suffering, a metaphor
for political oppression, and an existential struggle against an indifferent universe. Rieux’s
commitment to resistance reflects Camus’ existentialist philosophy: even in the face of overwhelming
absurdity, humans must continue to act, to resist, and to create meaning in their lives. The plague is a
metaphor for the forces of totalitarianism, which impose their own arbitrary systems of meaning and
control, but it is also a symbol of individual moral resistance to such forces.

The plague also serves as a symbolic sign of the social paralysis caused by totalitarian regimes, where
fear and uncertainty prevent individuals from speaking out or acting in the face of injustice. The
characters in The Plague must navigate their own personal responses to the crisis, reflecting the tension
between the individual’s moral duty and the social pressures that seek to impose conformity.

3.4 Semiotics of the Body: The Infected Body as a Site of Meaning

The infected body in The Plague is not only a physical vessel for disease but also a site of symbolic
meaning. Camus provides graphic descriptions of the symptoms of the plague, which serve as a visual
and visceral representation of the body’s deterioration: The bodies of the infected were marked with
strange bruises, and their breathing was labored, as if the body itself were fighting against the
inevitability of death. It was a grotesque sight, a symbol of all the things that had been swept aside, the
decay of the human spirit, the collapse of the body under the weight of the absurd.

In semiotic terms, the infected body functions as an indexical sign of the plague, directly indicating
the presence of the disease. But it also serves as a symbol of the decay of the human condition under
the influence of absurdity. The body becomes a battlefield between life and death, a site where the
external signs of illness reflect the internal struggle to find meaning in a world that offers none. The
physical suffering of the characters, often detailed in graphic terms, highlights the intimate connection
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between the body and the existential crisis. As the body decays, so too do the characters’ illusions
about the possibility of meaning or salvation. In this way, the infected body is both a literal sign of
disease and a metaphor for the condition of humanity itself. It is a canvas upon which the absurdity of
existence is written, marked by the physical signs of suffering, death, and decay.

4. Semiotic Analysis of Never Let Me Go

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005) presents a dystopian world where clones are bred
for the purpose of organ donation, exploring profound ethical questions about the human condition,
individuality, and societal structures. The novel employs a powerful semiotic framework, using
language, symbolism, and metaphor to depict the dehumanization of the clones, as well as the
manipulation of language to conceal the true horror of their fate. By analyzing the novel’s euphemistic
language, the symbolism of the clones, and the medical processes as signs, we can better understand
how Ishiguro critiques the exploitation of human beings and the ways in which societal structures use
language to exert control over individuals. The semiotics of illness, identity, and body
commodification in Never Let Me Go provide a nuanced commentary on how language can be used as
a tool for control and alienation. By examining euphemistic language, the symbolic role of the clones,
and medical language, this analysis explores how the novel constructs a semiotic world that reflects
broader questions about humanity, ethics, and the nature of existence.

4.1 Euphemistic Language: Concealing the Horror of Organ Donation

From the outset, Never Let Me Go utilizes euphemistic language as a means of concealing the true
nature of the clones’ existence and their ultimate fate. The terminology used by both the teachers at
Hailsham and the characters themselves plays a central role in masking the horror of the organ donation
process. Words such as “donation” and “‘completion” are used throughout the novel to soften the brutal
reality of organ harvesting. This language is intentionally constructed to create a distance between the
clones and the reality of their situation, rendering their fate not as a matter of violence and exploitation
but as an abstract, almost noble process.

One key example of this euphemism can be found in the characters’ use of the term “completion” to
describe the death of a donor. This is a term that, within the context of the novel, disguises the true
nature of the clones’ deaths. “Completion” implies an inevitability and a purpose to their lives,
implying that their end is simply a natural consequence of their role within the world. Kathy, the
narrator, reflects on her own impending “completion,” speaking of it almost as though it is a rite that
I can’t really explain it. It’s like I always knew that one day I’d reach the end of it all, but I couldn’t
imagine what the end would be like. It’s only when you’re finally there, when you’re about to
complete, that you realize it’s nothing like what you’ve imagined.

Here, the language of “completion” serves to dehumanize the clones further, reducing their existence
to a function of biological utility rather than human experience. By using such a term, Ishiguro critiques
how society can use language to mask the horrific realities of exploitation and reduce individuals to
mere tools of economic or social functions.

Similarly, the word “donation” is employed by the characters to refer to the process of organ removal.
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While the term is commonly associated with acts of generosity and altruism, in the context of the
novel, it evokes an insidious form of exploitation. The euphemism frames organ harvesting as a
benevolent act, masking the violent, exploitative reality of the clones’ lives: “You’re going to be
donors. You’ll give to others, and in giving, you will complete your purpose.” The use of these terms
reflects the way in which the clones’ lives are governed by an external system that controls both their
language and their bodies. By stripping away the emotional weight of terms like “death” or “killing,”
Ishiguro exposes how societal structures can manipulate language to control and obscure the reality of
exploitation.

4.2 The Clone as a Symbol of Dehumanization and Exploitation

The clones in Never Let Me Go serve as a powerful symbol of dehumanization, representing how
society can reduce individuals to mere objects or commodities. The clones are not recognized as fully
autonomous human beings with desires, dreams, or rights; instead, they are seen as tools to fulfill a
societal need. Throughout the novel, Kathy’s reflections on her own identity provide a window into
how the clones are internalizing this dehumanization. Kathy constantly grapples with the sense that
her purpose is inherently linked to her biological function, yet she also struggles to reconcile her
humanity with her role in society. In a key moment, Kathy reflects on her identity and her relationship
to the larger world: Sometimes, | feel like I’'m nothing more than the sum of my parts. | see myself as
just a collection of cells, my organs, my blood, my tissue, all there for someone else. It’s hard to
remember what it was like before I knew. What it was like to be just a person.

Here, Kathy’s sense of self is entirely defined by her biological function, highlighting the profound
alienation and dehumanization that comes with being reduced to a living organ bank. The semiotic
representation of the clones as less than human—viewed primarily as biological material—illustrates
how exploitation and commodification strip individuals of their agency, identity, and emotional depth.
The clones are systematically denied recognition as full human beings, and this is reinforced through
their upbringing at institutions like Hailsham, where their education revolves not around the
development of their intellect or personal aspirations but on their physicality. In fact, the clones’
educational curriculum is designed not to encourage self-awareness or creativity, but to prepare them
for their function as donors. We were encouraged to make art, but it was always with an end goal in
mind. They would tell us our works were beautiful, but we knew that they weren’t really for us, but
for them, for the people who would eventually take our organs. They were just our ‘gifts.’

This representation of the clones’ artistic expression as “gifts” for future recipients further reinforces
their status as objects of exploitation. The semiotics of the body and art in Never Let Me Go reflect
how the clones’ very existence is viewed as disposable and instrumental, reinforcing their status as
subhuman.

4.3 The Body as Commodity: Semiotics of the Donor Program

The commodification of the body is another central theme in Never Let Me Go, and it is presented
through the clinical descriptions of the organ donation process. Throughout the novel, the body
becomes an object of exchange, its organs stripped away for the benefit of others. The body is no
longer a vessel for individual identity but a commodity to be harvested. The clinical tone in which the
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donation process is described functions as a stark contrast to the emotional and ethical dimensions of
the act. The medical language that governs the donor program reduces the clones to mere bodies,
ignoring their humanity in favour of their biological utility: “The operation was routine. It was all
about timing—making sure the organs were removed before the donor’s body completely shut down.
It was cold. Efficient. Necessary.” The detachment of medical language from the human reality of the
donors’ suffering highlights the dehumanization of the clones. The cold, detached medical terminology
reflects a clinical approach to their bodies, treating them as interchangeable parts rather than
individuals with emotions, desires, and personal histories. The semiotic implication of this language
is that the body, once viewed as a site of human identity, is reduced to its mere biological components
in the eyes of society.

The body, in this context, is a commodity—a product to be harvested and sold, not a vessel for a life
or a soul. The commodification of the body reflects the broader societal tendency to reduce individuals
to economic units, where their worth is determined not by their individuality or humanity but by their
utility within a larger system.

4.4 Medical Language as a Tool of Control and Alienation

The use of medical language in Never Let Me Go also functions as a tool of control and alienation,
separating the clones from their emotional and psychological experiences. Miss Lucy, one of the
teachers at Hailsham, attempts to break through the euphemistic language and reveal the truth to the
students. Her outbursts challenge the sanitized, controlled language that governs their lives:Your life,
your whole life, has been planned out for you. You know that, don’t you? You have to stop pretending.
Stop making things more pleasant than they really are. You’re not like the others. You were created
for a purpose. For organ donations. You’re donors.

Miss Lucy’s attempt to break the silence surrounding the clones’ existence is an important moment in
the novel. It is an effort to strip away the layers of euphemism that obscure the truth and to force the
students to confront the reality of their situation. Her language challenges the authority of the system
that controls the clones, exposing how medical discourse is used as a tool of oppression and control.
The clones’ alienation is deeply embedded in the language of their society, where their identity is
defined not by their personhood but by their biological function.

5. Conclusion

Through the lens of semiotics, each of these novels explores how illness functions not merely
as a physical condition but as a cultural and symbolic signifier—reflecting the psychological, social,
and ethical tensions of their respective times. By examining the way illness is represented in these
texts, we uncover how the language of disease shapes not only individual identities but also the
collective understanding of health, morality, and existence. Thus, these novels use the semiotics of
illness to critique cultural and societal structures, demonstrating how language functions as a tool for
both oppression and resistance. In each case, illness transcends its biological roots to become a signifier
of deeper existential, social, and ethical concerns. By examining how illness is represented through
language, symbolism, and metaphor, these texts invite us to reflect on the complex interplay between
the body, identity, and the larger social forces that shape our understanding of health and disease.
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Through semiotic analysis, we can see that the language of illness is not merely a reflection of physical
conditions but a powerful tool through which societies construct, negotiate, and challenge the
meanings of life, death, and human value.
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