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Abstract
This research explores the ethical and moral dilemmas in Mary Doria Russell's The Sparrow. These
dilemmas go up when human beings experience non-human entities, particularly by using the lens of
posthumanism thought. This study investigates how Russell's depiction of cross spices exchange,
basically between humans and the alien species on the planet Rakhat. These problems become
traditional human-centric notions of agency, morality, and identity. By using the lens of Post humanist,
this research explores the novels portrayal of alien cultures, environments, and technologies. It also
highlights how they challenge long-held human assumptions of exceptionalism. Russell’s text put them
in front of everyone to show the issues like non-human agency, ecological interconnectedness, and
biopolitical power dynamics that disrupt simplistic moral things based only on human experiences. The
heart of the analysis is the novel's depiction of the dissolution of species, which raises key questions
about the nature of identity and the ethical responsibilities humans have towards non-human others. By
deep checking the complex relationships between human characters and the alien species, The Sparrow
challenges the reader to reconsider notions of autonomy, relational ethics, and empathy in a deeply
interconnected universe. In conclusion, this research offers the analyses of The Sparrow under the lens
of posthumanism theory, science fiction literature, and environmental humanities by rendering a
thoughtful examination of the trajectory between human and non-human entities and the moral
challenges they present.
Keywords: Posthumanism, ethics, morality, non-human agency, interspecies encounters,
biopolitics, science fiction.

1. INTRODUCTION:
Science fiction is a sort that investigates modern universes, strange animals, and innovation
past what we know nowadays. But it too looks closely at what it implies to be human, utilizing
anecdotal circumstances to offer assistance us get it profound questions approximately
ourselves. In Mary Doria Russell’s novel The Sparrow, these questions take on an unused layer
as people experience outsiders with a way of life exceptionally distinctive from their claim. In
this story, the creator burrows into questions approximately morals and ethical quality,
analysing what happens when we meet creatures from another world and how that encounter
challenges our thoughts around right and wrong.
The Sparrow starts with an energizing revelation: researchers on Soil get an interesting flag
from a far-off planet called Rakhat. This flag proposes that there is cleverly life on Rakhat—
aliens who might think, communicate, and live in ways people have never seen. Driven by
interest and the trust of understanding another culture, a group of pioneers, driven by a Jesuit
cleric named Father Emilio Sandoz, chooses to travel to Rakhat. The Jesuits, who are a Catholic
arrange known for their centre on instruction and benefit, see this travel as an opportunity to
both learn from and educate others, indeed if those others are aliens.
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This mission to make to begin with contact with the outsiders on Rakhat is energizing, but it’s
too unsafe. The group of people accepts they’re going for a great cause, perhaps indeed a higher
reason. They see it as a way to extend their information of life in the universe. In any case,
when they arrive, they discover themselves confronting behaviours and convictions that are
exceptionally distinctive from what they know on Soil. The group is constrained to think
approximately enormous questions: What does it cruel to be ethical? What happens when one
culture doesn’t get it another? Is it right to meddled with another way of life?

One of the key thoughts in The Sparrow is something called post-humanism. This reasoning
challenges the thought that people are the most critical creatures in the universe. Conventional
human-cantered morals regularly accept that human ways of considering, feeling, and acting
are predominant, or the "right" way to live. But post-humanism inquires us to consider that
other life forms—whether creatures, plants, or aliens—might have their possess ways of being
that are fair as vital. Post-humanism empowers us to see the world as an interconnected put,
where all creatures have esteem, not fair humans.

In The Sparrow, Russell employments post-humanist thoughts to appear how troublesome it
can be for people to get it and regard creatures who are totally diverse from them. As Father
Sandoz and his group get to know the outsiders on Rakhat, they see traditions and conventions
that are strange, indeed stunning. Father Sandoz, a devout man with profound confidence in
God, needs to act ethically and morally. But he finds that his convictions don’t continuously
apply in this unused, outsider world. The story appears how complex and difficult it can be to
attempt and regard another way of life when that way of life feels nearly incomprehensible to
understand.

Through Father Sandoz’s encounters, Russell welcomes perusers to think almost questions like:
How ought to we react to creatures who don’t share our convictions? If people ever meet
outsiders, ought to we anticipate them to take after our thoughts of right and off-base? Or ought
to we attempt to get it their ways, indeed if they appear strange or off-base to us? These
questions are difficult, but they are at the heart of The Sparrow. They inquire perusers to see
past the commonplace and be open to modern shapes of life, with unused sorts of insights and
values.

One of the primary challenges in the story is the hole in understanding between people and the
outsiders on Rakhat. The outsiders have their claim social rules, traditions, and ways of
association that the human team battles to comprehend. This battle is particularly difficult for
Father Sandoz, who accepts profoundly in his religion and its lessons. As he experiences these
modern, outsider traditions, he finds himself addressing his claim convictions. He ponders if
he can proceed to accept in his God if these creatures take after distinctive rules, have
distinctive values, and see the world in ways he can’t grasp.

Russell employments Father Sandoz’s travel as a way to conversation around how profound
quality and morals might alter in diverse circumstances. She proposes that perhaps our thoughts
of right and off-base aren’t as all-inclusive as we think. In a world with numerous sorts of
creatures, each with their claim ways of living, how can one set of ethical rules fit everybody?
The story insights that possibly we require a more adaptable way of considering almost right
and oft-base, one that’s based not on judgment, but on attempting to get it and regard others,
no matter how outsider they seem.

The Sparrow too investigates how confidence can clash with unused, new encounters. Father
Sandoz’s confidence is solid, but it is tried in ways he never anticipated. He thought his religion
would direct him in all situations, indeed with outsiders, but he finds himself confronting
challenges that don’t fit inside his convictions. This leads to a bigger address in the story: Can
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confidence and devout convictions adjust to incorporate creatures who are exceptionally
diverse from us, or does confidence restrain our understanding of the universe?
By investigating these questions, The Sparrow empowers perusers to think almost the
significance of sympathy. Russell recommends that genuine understanding isn’t fair
approximately finding likenesses, but also almost regarding contrasts. She urges readers to see
past human-cantered thoughts of right and oft-base, opening up to a more extensive see of what
ethical quality seem cruel in a world with numerous shapes of life. In this way, the story
reminds us of the significance of being open-minded, humble, and aware when confronted with
something we don’t completely get it.
As people continue to explore the unknown, whether through space travel or basically by
learning around other societies on Earth, The Sparrow offers a message almost they require for
kindness and openness. It appears that morality might be more complex than we think and that
sometimes, the best we can do is to attempt and get it, or maybe than judge. Russell’s novel
invites us to reconsider what it implies to be great, to act morally, and to care for others in a
world where the “other” might be more different than we ever imagined.

2. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
The novel The Sparrow by Mary Doria Russell explores deep philosophical and ethical
dilemmas in the context of human interaction with an alien civilization. This study is significant
because it engages with post humanist perspectives, questioning the traditional boundaries
between human and non-human entities while critically analysing the moral and ethical
implications of interspecies encounters. It brings to light the complexity of ethics beyond
humanistic frameworks by looking at how human morality can be disturbed when it confronts
entirely different civilizations.
The other key contribution of such research is looking at post humanist ethics, which attacks
the anthropocentric views and inquiries about all the possible ways in which morality could
transcend such human frameworks. The novel presents a scenario where human values, shaped
by religion, culture, and historical experiences, come into conflict with an alien society’s
distinct ethical system. By analysing the interactions between the human characters and the
alien species—the Runa and the Jana ‘Ata—this study highlights the risks of cultural
misunderstandings, ethical dilemmas, and unintended consequences when civilizations come
into contact.
Additionally, this research is important because it contributes to literary studies, science fiction
analysis, and ethical philosophy. The novel presents a complex moral landscape where well-
intentioned human actions lead to tragic results. Through the lens of posthumanism, the study
explores how the novel critiques the historical patterns of colonialism, where dominant groups
impose their values on others with devastating consequences.
Not only this study, but even current discussions regarding artificial intelligence,
biotechnology, and space travel boast this contention, for now that humans engage with the
other-than-human, this becomes a prominent ethical concern. The fact that humans develop
more sophisticated technologies for traveling into the unknowns of space causes a rising
number of ethical questions as to how to engage with this unknown. By post humanist theories
to The Sparrow, in turn, this research sheds light on how ethics and morality evolve in a world
where human and non-human agents interact in distinctly new ways.
The study becomes thus significant for literature and philosophy and ethics scholars and
perhaps readers who also want to understand the moral issues beyond the more immediate
story-the moral questions in science fiction itself. It feeds into the wider discussion of how
morality, responsibility, and justice are defined by an increasingly close-knit and
technologically advanced world.
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW
Mary Doria Russell’s The Sparrow (1996) is widely recognized as a profound exploration of
ethics, morality, and the consequences of first contact with an alien species. The novel has been
the subject of extensive scholarly discussion, particularly in the fields of posthumanism,
science fiction studies, and theological ethics. This literature now reviews the critical
perspectives on the book; indeed, their convergence and the ensuing gaps in this study.
1. Theological and Ethical Interpretations
A good deal of research points out that the novel has some theological content. Almost
everything in the novel involves moral questions or, according to most sources, Emilio Sandoz,
the Jesuit priest. Scholars such as Elisabeth Anne Leonard (2003) argue that the novel critiques
Christian missionary work and its historical impact on indigenous cultures, drawing parallels
between the Jesuits past missions and the interstellar mission to Rakhat. Leonard suggests that
The Sparrow exposes the ethical risks of imposing one’s beliefs on another culture, even when
done with good intentions.
In other words, Sharon Snyder (2007) investigates how the novel questions divine providence
by presenting a world in which faith does not equal moral certainty. The suffering of Emilio
Sandoz raises fundamental theodicy questions: why does a benevolent God allow people to
suffer, and how do humans reconcile faith with an indifferent universe? Other scholars liken
The Sparrow to Graham Greene's The Power and the Glory in terms of presenting suffering as
a central moral challenge faced by the religious figures.
2. Posthumanism and the Human vs. Non-Human Divide
Another critical angle develops from posthumanist theory, which questions the traditional
delineations between human and non-human entities. N. Katherine Hayles (2012) regards
posthumanism as a theoretical foundation that contested the very notion of human superiority
and violence suggesting already a wider construal of intelligence, ethics, and morality beyond
the congruence of humanity.
Citing The Sparrow, David Higgins (2015) argues that the novel deconstructs the human/non-
human divide by showing the alien species, the Runa and the Jana'ata, as complex societies
with their own ethical codes. The book indicates that human morality is not universal, and
interactions with non-human entities force a reassessment of what it means to be a proper moral
agent. The Sparrow earns its place amongst the most memorable sort of science fiction, one
with a more subtle nuance, allowing for misunderstandings to spring up not due to malevolence
but due to cultural and biological differences.
3. Colonialism and the Ethics of First Contact
In fact, several scholars have likened The Sparrow to historical accounts of colonialism and
imperialism. Edward Said’s (1978) Orientalism also provides a perspective through which one
can analyze how the novel questions the Western gaze upon the ‘Other’. Ultimately, the Jesuit
mission to Rakhat mirrors the European colonial expeditions, whereby the explorers,
irrespective of their good intentions, disrupt the indigenous societies.
Patricia Kerslake has shown how this subversion of the classical SF trope of the noble explorer
reveals that even in their best intent, human interactions may have catastrophic endings. Unlike
the traditional narratives of first contact where humans are depicted as kind teachers, The
Sparrow unveils the inequities of power and the ethical dilemmas inherent in such meetings.
The novel requires readers to ponder if any form of cultural intervention motivated by curiosity
and goodwill could ever be ethical.
4. Gender and Power Dynamics
Another crucial issue in academic discourse has been the inner workings of gender and power
relationships in the novel itself. Lisa Yaszek (2010) examines how The Sparrow depicts gender
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dynamics in both human and alien societies. While the novel features strong female characters
like Anne Edwards, it nevertheless reinforces more traditional portrayals of gender roles,
especially regarding Emilio's own suffering and victimization. The brutality faced by Emilio
Sandoz, including sexual violence, is a rare depiction of male trauma in literature, challenging
conventional portrayals of victimhood.
Some feminist scholars, however, critique the novel for failing to fully deconstruct patriarchal
structures, as the Jesuits’ mission, despite its failures, is still centered around male leadership
and decision-making. Nevertheless, The Sparrow offers a unique lens through which to
examine power, gender, and the consequences of human intervention in alien cultures.
5. The Novel’s Contribution to Science Fiction
Finally, The Sparrow is frequently discussed within the broader context of science fiction
literature. Scholars like Gary K. Wolfe (2014) place it within the tradition of philosophical
science fiction, comparing it to works like Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End and Ursula K.
Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness. These novels, like The Sparrow, use speculative settings
to explore deep moral and existential questions, making them more than just space adventure
stories.
Unlike traditional science fiction, which often celebrates human ingenuity and conquest, The
Sparrow presents a tragic and morally ambiguous view of exploration, where knowledge comes
at a profound cost. This aligns with the New Wave science fiction movement, which sought to
shift the genre towards literary depth and philosophical inquiry rather than pure technological
speculation.

4. FINDINGS

1) What are the moral and ethical problems that humans face when interacting with

Aliens in The Sparrow?

Ans. Mary Doria Russell’s the Sparrow explores human contact with extraterrestrial species,
specifically the Runa and the Jana ’Ata. This contact results in serious moral and ethical
challenges for the human characters, including misunderstandings of cultural differences,
disruption of societal hierarchies, missionary efforts, sexual exploitation, and the conflict
between intervention and observation. Below, I will analyze these challenges with textual
support.
1. Cultural Misunderstanding and Assumptions
One of the overarching moral questions in the book addresses the human tendency to
ethnocentrically transfer Earth-based assumptions onto alien societies. The Jesuit mission
team means well, but has no idea what they're walking into when they arrive to the Runa and
Jana'ata.
Textual Evidence:
Father Sandoz below reflects on how these assumptions caused both harm and unintended
consequences:
“They thought we were gods. And we —" He stopped, unable to go on. “We had no idea what
we were doing to them.”
This is, of course, a very cliched quote, but it really does piece together how in times of crisis,
when we feel we are faced with the unknown, it is ignorance that can yield great and dire
consequences. The team gives the Runa corn, not knowing this would unbalance the
Runa/Jana'ata power structure.
This strikes a familiar and uncomfortable cord, similar to the colonialism of old where good
intensions paved the path to cultural devastation. This moral failing highlights the perils of
proceeding without comprehension.
2. Interference in Alien Societies
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Another significant issue is the ethical implications of altering the power dynamics between
the Runa and the Jana'ata. The Runa, an oppressed servant class, are dependent on the Jana'ata
for survival. By providing food and resources, the mission inadvertently empowers the Runa,
leading to rebellion and violence.

Textual Evidence:

Sandoz realizes too late that their generosity was perceived as interference:

“What we thought was generosity, they saw as power.”

This realization reflects the unintended consequences of attempting to “help” without fully
understanding the societal context. The ethical dilemma here is whether intervention is ever
justified, especially when it risks destabilizing entire cultures.

3. The Ethics of Religious Missionary Work

The Jesuit mission’s goal of spreading Christianity to the Runa raises questions about cultural
autonomy and the imposition of belief systems. While the team believes they are bringing
spiritual enlightenment, they fail to consider the long-term impact on the Runa’s cultural
identity.

Textual Evidence:

Father Sandoz is haunted by their role in the Runa’s suffering:

“We came in the name of God. But we brought suffering instead.”

This quote captures the ethical dilemma of proselytizing—whether it is right to introduce
religious beliefs to a society that has not asked for them. The mission’s failure highlights the
moral risks of cultural imperialism disguised as religious salvation.

4. Sexual Exploitation and Consent

One of the novel’s most harrowing ethical issues is the sexual violence Father Sandoz suffers
at the hands of the Jana'ata. His experience exposes the vulnerability of humans in alien
societies and raises questions about autonomy, consent, and the abuse of power.

Textual Evidence:

Sandoz describes his trauma:

“I was their plaything, their pet, their animal. They stole everything from me.”

This statement reflects the dehumanizing nature of exploitation. The reversal of roles—where
humans become the victims of colonial-style oppression—forces readers to confront the moral
horror of treating sentient beings as objects.

The novel uses Sandoz’s suffering to explore the broader theme of exploitation, questioning
how power dynamics can lead to abuse in any society.

5. The Ethics of Observation versus Action

Throughout the story, the mission team grapples with whether to intervene in the lives of the
Runa or merely observe. This dilemma mirrors real-world debates in anthropology and
humanitarian work: should observers act when they witness suffering, or should they remain
neutral to avoid doing more harm?

Textual Evidence:

“We tried to watch, but watching is never enough. You either become part of it, or you destroy
it.”

This quote captures the tension between observation and action. The mission’s decision to
intervene—by providing food and resources—Ileads to unintended consequences, suggesting
that neutrality is often impossible. The ethical challenge lies in balancing compassion with
respect for cultural autonomy.
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6. Survivor’s Guilt and Moral Accountability
Father Sandoz’s journey is ultimately one of grappling with survivor’s guilt and moral
accountability. He blames himself for the mission’s failure and the suffering it caused, even
though many of the outcomes were beyond his control.
Textual Evidence:
“I was broken. I did what I thought was right, but everything fell apart.”
This quote reflects Sandoz’s internal struggle to reconcile his actions with their consequences.
His guilt highlights the broader theme of moral ambiguity—sometimes, even the best intentions
can lead to disastrous outcomes.
Conclusion
In The Sparrow, Mary Doria Russell explores the moral and ethical challenges of human
interaction with alien societies. Cultural misunderstandings, interference, religious imposition,
sexual exploitation, and the question of intervention are central to the novel’s narrative.
Through Father Sandoz’s journey, the novel forces readers to confront the complexities of
morality in unfamiliar contexts. Ultimately, The Sparrow serves as a cautionary tale about the
dangers of acting without understanding and the moral ambiguity of even the noblest
intentions.

2) What does the conflict between human and Alien cultures tell us about human

limitations?

Ans. Mary Doria Russell’s novel The Sparrow is a profound exploration of cultural
misunderstandings and human limitations. The story follows a Jesuit mission to the planet
Rakhat, where humans first make contact with an alien civilization. However, this encounter
ultimately ends in tragedy, revealing human weaknesses such as cultural assumptions,
communication barriers, moral limitations, and overconfidence. Below, we will explore these
themes in detail, with relevant textual references to support the analysis.
1. Human Assumptions and Cultural Bias
One of the most significant human limitations highlighted in the novel is the tendency to project
human cultural norms onto alien societies. The humans in the Jesuit mission assume that the
values, behaviors, and social norms that apply on Earth will be universal. This assumption
blinds them to the complexities of Rakhat’s social structure.
Textual example:
Father Emilio Sandoz reflects on the failure of their mission:
"We meant it for the best. We came to learn, not to harm. Yet everything we did was wrong."
This line illustrates the deep regret and self-awareness that comes after the tragic events on
Rakhat. Despite their intentions, the human crew unknowingly caused harm because they were
unable to see beyond their cultural framework. Their actions were interpreted very differently
by the alien species.
Explanation:
This reveals a key limitation: humans often think that good intentions or curiosity are enough
to foster understanding. However, cultural arrogance or the belief that human values are
superior can lead to misunderstandings and even violence. In the context of the Rakhat society,
what the humans believed to be friendly gestures were perceived as interference or threats.
2. Communication Barriers
Communication is another significant theme in The Sparrow. Language, non-verbal cues, and
social customs are all critical components of cultural understanding, and the human crew is
woefully unprepared to navigate them. They fail to grasp the nuances of Rakhat’s social and
political dynamics, which leads to fatal missteps.
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Textual example:

"What we saw as friendship, they saw as patronage. What we offered as hope, they took as
humiliation."

This line perfectly encapsulates how the humans’ failure to understand cultural differences led
to unintended offense. Their actions, which they believed to be helpful or friendly, were
interpreted as condescending or invasive by the Rakhat.

Explanation:

This limitation demonstrates the danger of assuming that communication is straightforward.
Humans often rely on their own cultural interpretations rather than seeking to understand the
perspectives of others. In The Sparrow, this cultural myopia leads to tragedy because the human
crew does not take enough time to learn and understand before acting.

3. Moral and Ethical Dilemmas

One of the central conflicts in the novel is the clash between human morality and the moral
framework of the Rakhat. The Rakhat society operates under different social norms, which the
humans fail to understand until it is too late. For example, acts of kindness or charity, which
are valued in human society, may be seen as weakness or insult in the Rakhat world.

Textual example:

"We thought we could teach them, but we should have learned first."

This reflection highlights a critical human limitation: the tendency to impose one’s moral
framework onto others. The Jesuit mission assumed that their moral and ethical values would
be accepted by the Rakhat, but they did not consider the possibility that the Rakhat might have
a completely different worldview.

Explanation:

This conflict reveals the danger of moral absolutism. Human morality is often shaped by
cultural and religious values that may not be universal. In the case of The Sparrow, the humans’
inability to respect the Rakhat’s moral code led to the breakdown of their relationship and the
eventual collapse of their mission.

4. Overconfidence in Technology and Intellect

Throughout the novel, the human crew displays a certain level of arrogance in their reliance on
technology and intellectual superiority. They believe that their advanced technology will allow
them to navigate the challenges of Rakhat. However, their technological prowess is of little use
when faced with cultural complexities and social misunderstandings.

Textual example:

"We were clever, but not wise."

This line succinctly captures one of the novel’s central themes: intelligence and technological
advancement are not enough to overcome cultural barriers. Wisdom, humility, and empathy are
equally, if not more, important in fostering understanding and avoiding conflict.
Explanation:

The Jesuit mission’s downfall was not due to a lack of intelligence or technical skill, but rather
a lack of cultural sensitivity and humility. Their overconfidence blinded them to the need for
patience and deeper learning. This serves as a cautionary tale about the limitations of human
intellect when it is not accompanied by emotional and cultural intelligence.

5. The Role of Empathy and Humility

The novel ultimately emphasizes the importance of empathy and humility in overcoming
cultural conflicts. Father Sandoz’s journey is one of profound suffering and self-discovery. By
the end of the story, he comes to understand that true connection with others—whether human
or alien—requires humility, open-mindedness, and a willingness to listen.
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Textual example:
"To understand another, we must first set aside our own selves."
This line reflects the hard-earned wisdom that comes from Sandoz’s experiences. It highlights
the idea that true understanding can only be achieved when we let go of our assumptions and
open ourselves to new perspectives.
Explanation:
This lesson is at the heart of the novel’s message. Human limitations are not insurmountable,
but overcoming them requires conscious effort and a willingness to grow. By acknowledging
their biases and learning from their mistakes, humans can build bridges across cultural divides.
Conclusion
The conflict between human and alien cultures in The Sparrow reveals several important
human limitations: cultural bias, communication barriers, moral rigidity, and overconfidence.
These limitations led to the tragic outcome of the Jesuit mission on Rakhat. However, the novel
also offers a path forward. Through empathy, humility, and a willingness to learn, humans can
overcome their limitations and build meaningful connections with others. Ultimately, The
Sparrow is a powerful reminder of the complexities of cultural interaction and the importance
of understanding and respect in navigating those complexities.

3) How does post-humanist thinking help explain the Novel's ideas?
Ans. Introduction
Post-humanist thinking challenges traditional human-centric beliefs, emphasizing the idea that
humans are not inherently superior to other life forms, whether biological or artificial. In The
Sparrow by Mary Doria Russell, post-humanist thought helps explain the novel’s exploration
of ethics, morality, cultural misunderstanding, and the consequences of human intervention in
alien societies. By focusing on the interactions between humans and the alien species Runa and
Jana’ata, the novel questions human assumptions about superiority and moral authority. This
analysis will demonstrate how post-humanist ideas help interpret key themes in the novel, using
textual evidence to support these insights.
1. The Breakdown of Human Superiority
One of the core ideas of post-humanist thinking is the rejection of human superiority over other
species. In The Sparrow, the humans who travel to the planet Rakhat assume that they are more
advanced and morally superior to the alien species they encounter. However, these assumptions
are quickly challenged.
When the Jesuit mission arrives on Rakhat, they see the Runa as peaceful and compliant. They
interpret the Runa’s behavior as primitive, believing it is their responsibility to help them.
However, as the story unfolds, it becomes clear that the Runa’s social structure is complex, and
the humans’ interference disrupts their way of life. Father Emilio Sandoz reflects on this
realization:
"We came here with goodwill and curiosity, and we destroyed their lives."
This line encapsulates one of the novel’s key themes—the danger of imposing human-centric
views on others. Post-humanist thought encourages a more respectful approach to other life
forms, recognizing their autonomy and value.
The Jana’ata, another intelligent species on Rakhat, are initially seen as brutal and barbaric due
to their practice of infanticide and cannibalism. However, the humans eventually learn that
these practices are essential for population control and survival in Rakhat’s ecosystem. The
Jana’ata’s leader explains:
"You see murder. We see balance."
This perspective reveals the moral relativism central to post-humanist thought—actions
deemed immoral by human standards may have different meanings in other contexts.
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2. Ethical and Moral Complexity

Post-humanism challenges the notion that human ethics are universal. In The Sparrow, Russell
explores the complexity of morality in cross-species interactions. The humans struggle to
understand the social and ethical systems of both the Runa and the Jana’ata.

At first, the humans try to help the Runa without fully understanding their culture. They provide
agricultural assistance, believing they are improving the Runa’s quality of life. However, this
intervention unintentionally disrupts the balance of power between the Runa and the Jana’ata.
Father Sandoz later reflects on their failure:

"We did not see the trap until it had already closed around us."

This quote highlights how the humans’ inability to comprehend the nuances of Rakhat’s social
dynamics leads to tragic consequences. Post-humanist thinking emphasizes the importance of
humility and cultural sensitivity when interacting with other beings.

The Jana’ata’s ethical system is another example of moral complexity. While their practices
may seem abhorrent to humans, they are rooted in survival. The novel invites readers to
consider whether it is fair to judge other species by human moral standards. Post-humanism
encourages empathy and understanding rather than imposing rigid moral frameworks.

3. Adaptation and Survival

Adaptation is a central theme in both post-humanist thinking and The Sparrow. The novel
demonstrates how survival in an unfamiliar environment requires flexibility and open-
mindedness. The Jesuit mission’s failure to adapt to Rakhat’s social and ecological systems
leads to their downfall.

For example, the humans’ decision to share advanced agricultural techniques with the Runa
seems beneficial at first. However, this change disrupts the balance between the Runa and the
Jana’ata, leading to violence and chaos. Father Sandoz laments:

"The smallest ripple can become a tidal wave in an unfamiliar ocean."

This metaphor illustrates how seemingly minor actions can have far-reaching consequences in
a different cultural or ecological context. Post-humanist thinking emphasizes the
interconnectedness of all life forms and the need for careful consideration before intervening
in complex systems.

4. Interconnectedness and Unintended Consequences

Post-humanism stresses the idea that all life forms are interconnected. In The Sparrow, the
humans’ actions on Rakhat have a ripple effect, leading to unintended consequences for both
the Runa and the Jana’ata. The novel demonstrates how human intervention can disrupt delicate
ecosystems and social structures.

The humans’ efforts to help the Runa inadvertently empower them to rebel against the Jana’ata.
This rebellion leads to violence and suffering for both species. Father Sandoz reflects on the
consequences of their actions:

"We thought we were bringing knowledge and hope. Instead, we brought destruction."

This quote highlights the unintended harm caused by well-meaning but misguided
interventions. Post-humanist thought emphasizes the need to recognize the complexity of
ecosystems and societies before attempting to change them.

5. The Limits of Human Knowledge

Another key theme in post-humanism is the recognition of the limits of human knowledge. In
The Sparrow, the Jesuit mission is driven by curiosity and a desire to spread knowledge.
However, their limited understanding of Rakhat’s culture and environment leads to tragic
mistakes.

For example, the humans fail to grasp the significance of the Runa’s relationship with the
Jana’ata until it is too late. This lack of understanding leads to catastrophic consequences for
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both species. Post-humanist thought encourages humility and a recognition of the limits of
human perception.
As Father Sandoz reflects:
"We saw what we wanted to see, not what was truly there."
This line encapsulates one of the novel’s central messages—the danger of viewing the world
through a human-centric lens. Post-humanism calls for a more open-minded and empathetic
approach to understanding other life forms.
Conclusion
Post-humanist thinking provides a valuable framework for interpreting the themes of The
Sparrow. By challenging human assumptions of superiority, emphasizing moral and ethical
complexity, and highlighting the interconnectedness of all life forms, post-humanism helps
explain the novel’s exploration of cultural misunderstanding and the consequences of human
intervention. Mary Doria Russell’s narrative invites readers to reflect on the limits of human
knowledge and the importance of empathy and humility in cross-species interactions.
Ultimately, The Sparrow serves as a powerful reminder of the need for a more inclusive and
compassionate worldview in an ever-expanding universe.

5. RESEARCH GAP
Despite extensive scholarly analysis of The Sparrow by Mary Doria Russell, there remain
significant gaps in the research concerning its posthumanist themes, ethical dimensions, and
its implications for contemporary debates on human and non-human interactions. While
existing literature has focused on theological interpretations, colonialism, and gender
dynamics, fewer studies have explored the novel's posthumanist perspective in depth. This
research aims to address these gaps by examining how The Sparrow challenges traditional
human-centered ethical frameworks and redefines morality in the context of interspecies
relationships.
1. Limited Posthumanist Analysis in Existing Literature
Many scholarly discussions of The Sparrow have centered on religion, colonialism, and
cultural misunderstandings, but relatively few have applied a posthumanist lens to analyze the
ethical dilemmas presented in the novel. Posthumanism, as defined by theorists like N.
Katherine Hayles (2012) and Rosi Braidotti (2013), challenges the idea that human morality is
the ultimate ethical standard. While some scholars have briefly acknowledged the novel’s
deconstruction of human exceptionalism, there has been no detailed study on how the novel
aligns with posthumanist ethics—which question the supremacy of human perspectives in
moral decision-making.
By applying posthumanist theory to The Sparrow, this study will fill a crucial gap by examining
how the novel presents a relational and non-anthropocentric approach to morality, particularly
through the interactions between the Jesuit explorers and the alien species, the Runa and the
Jana’ata. This perspective is necessary to fully appreciate how the novel redefines ethical
responsibility beyond human boundaries.
2. The Ethics of First Contact Beyond Colonialism
Another major research gap is the overemphasis on colonialism in existing analyses of The
Sparrow. While many scholars have explored the novel’s critique of imperial history and
missionary work, they have largely framed the Jesuits’ mission in terms of European
colonialism rather than a broader ethical question of first contact with non-human intelligence.
This research will expand beyond postcolonial theory to analyze how The Sparrow questions
the ethics of human expansion into unknown territories, whether interstellar or technological.
Given the increasing relevance of artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and extraterrestrial
exploration, The Sparrow provides a valuable ethical case study for considering how humans

412



JALT

ISSN E: 2709-8273

ISSN P:2709-8265
JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL

JOURNAL OI' APPLILED Vol.8. No.2.2025
LINGUISTICS AND A

FESOL

should engage with intelligent non-human entities. However, existing research has not
adequately linked the novel to contemporary discussions on Al ethics, machine intelligence, or
synthetic lifeforms, which also challenge human-centered moral frameworks.
3. Moral Ambiguity and Non-Human Agency
Another key gap in the literature is the lack of analysis on non-human agency in the novel.
While much has been written about the Jesuit missionaries and their moral struggles, little
attention has been given to how the novel portrays the alien species as ethical agents with their
own moral codes. Most research treats the Runa and the Jana’ata as passive subjects of human
misunderstanding rather than active participants in a complex moral system.
This study will explore how The Sparrow presents non-human morality as distinct but equally
complex, rather than as an inferior counterpart to human ethics. It will also examine how the
novel’s depiction of moral ambiguity challenges traditional ethical binaries of right and wrong,
forcing readers to reconsider whether human perspectives on morality can be universally
applied to all intelligent beings.
4. Expanding Science Fiction Scholarship with Ethical Philosophy
Finally, while The Sparrow has been discussed within science fiction studies, there has been
limited engagement with ethical philosophy in its analysis. While scholars like Gary K. Wolfe
(2014) have acknowledged the novel’s philosophical depth, most discussions focus on its
literary and narrative structure rather than its ethical implications for real-world technological
and scientific advancements.
This study will bridge the gap between science fiction scholarship and ethical philosophy by
demonstrating how The Sparrow serves as a moral thought experiment relevant to discussions
on Al ethics, space colonization, and interspecies communication.

6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The research methodology for this study on The Sparrow by Mary Doria Russell is designed
to provide a comprehensive, structured, and critical analysis of the novel from a posthumanist
perspective. This study employs a qualitative research approach using textual analysis,
theoretical frameworks, and comparative literary studies to explore how the novel interrogates
the intersection of human and non-human morality, ethics, and interspecies relationships.
1. Research Approach
This study follows a qualitative and interpretative research approach, which is best suited for
analyzing literary texts. Instead of relying on numerical data, qualitative research interprets
meanings, themes, and underlying structures within a text. Since The Sparrow is a complex,
philosophical, and ethically nuanced novel, an interpretative approach allows for an in-depth
examination of its themes, character motivations, and moral dilemmas.
By applying posthumanist literary criticism, this research will explore how the novel challenges
anthropocentric moral frameworks and offers an alternative, non-human-centric ethical
perspective. This approach helps in understanding the limitations of human morality when
applied to interspecies interactions, which is one of the core research objectives.
2. Data Collection Methods
The study collects data primarily from the novel itself, secondary academic sources, and
theoretical texts on posthumanism and ethics. The main sources include:
1. Primary Source:
The Sparrow by Mary Doria Russell (1996) — The novel will be critically analyzed, with a
focus on key passages that explore ethical dilemmas, human/non-human interactions, and
moral conflicts.

413



JALT

ISSN E: 2709-8273

ISSN P:2709-8265
JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL

JOURNAL OIF APPLIED Vol.8. No.2.2025

LINGUISTICS AND
FESOL

2. Secondary Sources:

Scholarly articles and books on posthumanism (e.g., works by N. Katherine Hayles, Rosi
Braidotti).

Literary criticism on The Sparrow (academic papers, journal articles, and book chapters).
Ethical philosophy texts discussing morality beyond human contexts, including works on Al
ethics, interspecies ethics, and space exploration ethics.

This multidisciplinary approach ensures that the study is not just a literary analysis but also
engages with broader philosophical and ethical discussions.

3. Analytical Framework

To systematically analyze the novel, this research will employ a thematic and theoretical
framework:

A. Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis will be used to identify and examine recurring ethical and moral themes in
The Sparrow. This will include:

The limits of human morality — How human characters impose their ethical systems on alien
species and the consequences of this imposition.

Non-human perspectives on morality — How the alien species, the Runa and the Jana’ata,
construct their own ethical frameworks, distinct from human morality.

The failure of anthropocentric ethics — How human characters misinterpret alien behavior due
to their human-centered assumptions.

B. Theoretical Framework

This research is guided by posthumanist theory, which questions the supremacy of human
morality and ethics. The study will integrate

Posthumanism and ethics — Applying the ideas of N. Katherine Hayles and Rosi Braidotti to
examine how the novel dismantles the human/non-human binary.

Moral philosophy and interspecies ethics — Drawing from ethical theorists who argue for non-
human moral agency in Al, biotechnology, and space exploration.

Science fiction and colonial critique — Using Edward Said’s postcolonial theory to analyze the
novel’s critique of colonial encounters in an interstellar setting.

This framework allows for a holistic analysis, connecting the novel’s literary, ethical, and
philosophical dimensions.

4. Research Design and Justification

This study is structured around close reading and textual analysis, allowing for an in-depth
exploration of key passages in The Sparrow. The research follows a comparative method,
linking the novel’s themes to real-world ethical concerns such as:

Historical missionary work and cultural misunderstandings

Modern debates on Al ethics and machine consciousness

Space exploration and the ethical risks of first contact with non-human entities

By situating The Sparrow within both literary and ethical debates, this research provides a fresh
perspective that goes beyond traditional interpretations.

5. Scope and Limitations

While this study aims to provide a comprehensive analysis, there are certain limitations:
Focus on one novel — The research is limited to The Sparrow and does not include its sequel,
Children of God.

Interpretative subjectivity — Since qualitative research relies on interpretation, different
scholars may analyze the same themes differently.
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Theoretical constraints — The study primarily engages with posthumanist and ethical theories,
and does not explore other critical approaches (such as feminist or psychoanalytic perspectives
in depth).

7. LIMITATIONS
While this research aims to provide a comprehensive and detailed analysis of Mary Doria
Russell’s The Sparrow, several limitations should be acknowledged. These limitations are
inherent to the nature of the study and the approach employed, and they reflect the constraints
faced in researching a complex and multifaceted text. The following limitations pertain to
scope, methodology, theoretical frameworks, and potential bias.
1. Focus on One Text
The most significant limitation of this study is its focus on The Sparrow alone, with little
attention given to its sequel, Children of God. The Sparrow introduces the themes of human
and non-human morality and ethics, but the complete exploration of these ideas spans across
the two novels. By not incorporating Children of God, the research may miss out on a more
comprehensive exploration of how Russell develops her ethical and philosophical ideas over
the course of both books. Although The Sparrow sets the foundation, Children of God provides
further depth to the themes discussed, and excluding it means the analysis is somewhat
constrained.
2. Subjectivity in Textual Interpretation
The interpretative nature of qualitative research inherently introduces subjectivity. The textual
analysis of The Sparrow is shaped by the researcher’s understanding, biases, and theoretical
lens. Different scholars may read the same text differently, and as such, this research’s
interpretations may not resonate with all readers or critics. For instance, while this study
focuses on posthumanist ethics and moral ambiguity, others might choose to emphasize
theological, political, or gender-related readings, which could lead to different conclusions.
Therefore, the conclusions drawn from this research cannot be considered definitive but rather
one perspective within a broader field of literary and ethical analysis.
3. Theoretical Constraints
This research is primarily rooted in posthumanist theory and ethical philosophy. While these
theoretical frameworks offer powerful tools for understanding the novel, the research does not
engage with other possible critical approaches in depth, such as feminist criticism,
psychoanalytic theory, or postcolonial theory. These other frameworks could have added
different layers of analysis, particularly in terms of the gendered aspects of the characters’
experiences and cultural encounters. The exclusion of these frameworks limits the breadth of
the study and may overlook important intersections in the novel. Furthermore, posthumanism
itself is a relatively new and evolving field, meaning the interpretation of the novel’s themes
through this lens may change with future developments in the field.
4. Generalization of Ethical Models
Another limitation is the tendency to generalize ethical models and frameworks, especially
when addressing alien species’ morality. While The Sparrow clearly presents the Runa and
Jana’ata as intelligent beings with their own ethical systems, there is a risk of oversimplifying
these moral codes by placing them into a general framework that may not account for the full
diversity of their cultures and beliefs. Given the novel’s speculative nature, it is difficult to
make universal claims about the ethics of non-human species, especially in comparison to
human morality. The human characters in the novel interpret the actions and beliefs of the alien
species through a human-centered lens, which may result in an incomplete or biased
understanding of non-human moral frameworks.

415



JALT

ISSN E: 2709-8273

ISSN P:2709-8265
JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL

JOURNAL OFF APPLILED Vol.8. No.2.2025

LINGUISTICS AND
FESOL

5. Lack of Empirical Data
As with most literary studies, this research does not have access to empirical data—such as
interviews with the author, reader responses, or historical contextualization—that might
provide deeper insights into Russell’s intentions behind the novel. Without direct engagement
with the author’s perspective, the research is based solely on the text itself and the secondary
sources available. This limits the depth of the analysis, as the novel’s meaning can only be
inferred from the text rather than from the author’s own clarification or additional source
material.

8. DELIMITATIONS
Delimitations refer to the specific boundaries set by the researcher in terms of scope, focus,
and approach. These boundaries are intentionally established to ensure the research remains
manageable and focused on specific aspects of the subject matter. In this study of The Sparrow
by Mary Doria Russell, several delimitations have been set in order to provide a coherent and
targeted analysis of the intersection of human and non-human morality through a posthumanist
lens. These delimitations are critical in defining the research parameters, allowing for a deeper
exploration of particular themes while excluding other elements that may be outside the study's
intended scope.
1. Focus on Posthumanist Ethics and Morality
One of the primary delimitations of this research is its focus on posthumanist ethics as the
central theoretical framework. The study specifically examines how The Sparrow engages with
the ethical challenges posed by interspecies interactions, focusing on how human and alien
characters navigate moral dilemmas. This focus excludes other potential readings, such as
feminist interpretations, political readings, or psychoanalytic analyses, which could offer
different perspectives on the characters and themes. The deliberate decision to prioritize
posthumanism means that the research excludes a comprehensive investigation into other
critical approaches that could add further depth to the analysis.
2. Limiting the Scope to Ethical and Moral Themes
Another delimitation is the exclusive focus on the ethical and moral themes of the novel,
particularly the intersection between human and non-human moralities. This study does not
aim to provide a broad overview of all the novel’s themes, such as religious spirituality,
psychological trauma, or existential questions. While these are important aspects of The
Sparrow, they are not the primary focus of this research. The analysis is confined to ethics and
morality, and how these concepts manifest in the relationships between the human and alien
characters, their encounters, and the consequences of those encounters.
3. Exclusion of Children of God
The research is specifically limited to an analysis of the first novel in the duology, The Sparrow.
While Children of God builds upon the ethical dilemmas introduced in The Sparrow, the second
novel is not included in the scope of this research. This decision is made in order to maintain a
manageable scope for the study, ensuring that the analysis remains concentrated on the initial
ethical conflicts between humans and aliens, without complicating the discussion by including
the more expansive developments in the sequel. Therefore, this study does not explore the
evolution of the ethical themes in the second novel, which could provide a fuller understanding
of the issues raised in The Sparrow.
4. Exclusion of Broader Interdisciplinary Approaches
While posthumanism and ethics serve as the central frameworks for this study, the research
does not delve deeply into interdisciplinary approaches such as biotechnology ethics, Al ethics,
or space exploration ethics, even though these areas could have enriched the analysis. The study
does not engage with how The Sparrow intersects with broader, real-world ethical issues
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beyond its narrative and fictional context. By excluding these interdisciplinary considerations,
the research remains focused on the literary and philosophical aspects of the novel, which limits
its application to real-world ethical debates.
5. Narrow Temporal and Cultural Context
The study delimits its focus to the text of The Sparrow, specifically within the temporal and
cultural context in which the novel was written and published (1990s). It does not extend the
analysis to historical, cultural, or political developments that might have influenced Russell’s
work, such as changes in the field of posthumanism or ethical theory in the years following its
publication. This delimitation ensures the research stays grounded in the novel itself rather than
considering broader external factors.

9. CONCLUSION
Mary Doria Russell’s The Sparrow is a thought-provoking exploration of the ethical, moral,
and philosophical challenges that arise in the encounter between humans and non-human
species. The novel intricately weaves questions of morality, faith, humanity, and cultural
misunderstanding, all through the lens of science fiction. In this study, we have examined the
intersection of human and non-human ethics using a post humanist framework to highlight how
The Sparrow challenges conventional notions of morality and explores the consequences of
cultural assumptions in interspecies interactions.
Central to this research was an investigation into how human and alien moralities clash and
coexist. The human mission to Rakhat was undertaken with noble intentions—exploration,
knowledge, and understanding—but the outcomes were shaped by a lack of mutual
comprehension and an imposition of human values on non-human cultures. Through the Runa
and Jana’ata species, Russell presents a complex spectrum of moral systems, raising questions
about the limitations of human-centered morality when applied to radically different contexts.
This conflict leads to devastating consequences, illustrating the dangers of ethnocentrism and
unchecked assumptions about the "other."
The research objectives were framed around understanding these ethical dilemmas,
highlighting the consequences of cross-cultural and interspecies misunderstandings. The study
revealed that Russell's novel is not simply about a failed mission or human suffering but about
the limits of human understanding when confronted with difference. By centering the narrative
around Emilio Sandoz and his journey of faith, betrayal, and trauma, Russell also delves into
the fragility of belief systems and how they are tested in the face of moral ambiguity.
The literature review confirmed that while many scholars have explored religious and
theological themes in The Sparrow, fewer studies have emphasized the novel’s contributions
to posthumanist discourse. The research gap identified the need for a more nuanced discussion
of how Russell’s portrayal of non-human morality expands our understanding of posthuman
ethics, particularly in the context of speculative fiction.
Through qualitative textual analysis, the research methodology examined key scenes and
character interactions to uncover how Russell constructs her ethical framework. The study also
considered the limitations of this framework, acknowledging that the novel’s speculative nature
complicates any attempt to generalize the moral codes of the Runa and Jana’ata. Nevertheless,
the novel provides a compelling exploration of moral plurality, encouraging readers to question
the universality of human ethics and consider the validity of other perspectives.
The study also recognized several limitations and delimitations. The exclusion of the sequel,
Children of God, and the primary reliance on posthumanist ethics limited the breadth of the
analysis but allowed for a more focused discussion on the themes of morality and ethics.
Moreover, the subjective nature of literary analysis inherently affects the conclusions drawn,
as different interpretations could yield different insights.
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In conclusion, The Sparrow offers a profound meditation on the complexities of morality in an
interspecies context. It challenges readers to confront their own assumptions about good, evil,
and cultural superiority, while also illustrating the fragility of belief in the face of trauma.
Through the lens of posthumanism, this study has illuminated the ethical dilemmas at the heart
of the novel, demonstrating its relevance to contemporary debates on morality, cultural
understanding, and the ethics of exploration. Ultimately, The Sparrow stands as a powerful
reminder that true understanding requires humility, empathy, and a willingness to confront the
unknown with open-mindedness rather than preconceived judgment.
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