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Abstract: 

The paper analyzes the quest for identity – sexual, minority, human in general –through the study of the grotesque versus the normative body in the dystopic state of a probable ground zero. Shelley Jackson’s novel Half Life concocts a world in which ‘twofers’ – conjoined or “Siamese” twins – are a politicized minority. Her vision of the future, which despite being firmly grounded in naturalistic description, represents a surreal post-apocalyptic one, is written on and through the body, as always in her print and cybertexts. By exploring both sympathetically and sarcastically various minority cultures as the women’s movement, the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender movements, Jackson creates a postmodern parable of the quest for identity, where the body is an unmanageable amorphous text, seeking for a ‘cohesive device’ to help define it and hold it together. The multiplicity and disunity of self  and body is both metaphorically and literally represented in the book through the strange world of dolls, freaks, automata, prosthetic body parts. The monstrous and deformed is used to challenge the understanding of normativity, of the fluid boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

Stitching the Body and Self: Shelley Jackson’s Half Life
Shelley Jackson has been thematically consistent in her writings – be they print texts or cybertexts – by focusing on the living human body and issues of dis/embodiment in contemporary technoculture. Jackson states: “I have always felt that language and the body have a kindred issue, which is that they have a kind of physical dimension that's literal, which in language could be described as the sound of language, the music of language, the way it looks. Even in the body of books - its papery, stitched, glued, bound aspect. But its conceptual apparatus is something like a spirit or a soul. How the two communicate with each other struck me as an unresolved problem in the same way the self and the body seems to me an unresolved issue. A lot of my work is thinking about that middle space.”
  

Her Patchwork girl, a reworking of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, published by Eastgate Systems in 1995, is now considered a groundbreaking work of hyperfiction. Later she published two more hypertexts, the autobiographical My Body (1997) and Doll Games (2001). These were followed by a short story collection The Melancholy of Anatomy (2002), where the body disperses and is substituted by various organic parts. One of her most audacious undertakings was the Skin Project, which she launched in 2003. Described by Jackson as a “mortal work of art”, it is published exclusively in the form of tattoos on the skin of some 3000 volunteers. In 2006 her first ‘conventional’ novel, Half Life
, went on to win the James Tiptree, Jr. Award for science fiction and fantasy. As in the best science fiction Half Life comes alive in the fusion of our reality with another, one that is both unfamiliar and intimate, grotesque, yet commonplace.
The body is at the intersection of nature and culture, of the individual and society, of corporeality and spirituality. It is subject to social control, but is also the seat of our individuality. This highly ambiguous position of the body is further complicated in computer-mediated communication, virtual reality and disembodiment in the digital realm. In his famous essay Techniques of the Body Marcel Mauss
 used the term technique to denote “the ways in which men, in each society, know how to use their body.” (365) Digital technologies, however, take control over the body and this results in its greater objectification, externalization and, paradoxically, alienation from the Self.

The current implosion of the body across the arts and theory is a direct consequence of the new human-machine configuration. The symbiosis between the two has led to speculations about our posthuman age and the consequent technoanxiety concerning the demarcation of the human. The current technofears of our dis/embodiment generate an exaggerated interest in the deviant and grotesque body, foregrounding the concern with who we are and what we are evolving into under the pressure of our digitalized environment. Jackson’s representations of the body reflect predominantly these preoccupations.

Half Life is simultaneously a satire on identity politics – sexual, minority, national, human in general – a meditation on semiotics, a murder plot, a critique of the nuclear age. The novel describes an alternative history, alarmingly plausible, in which nuclear testing in the Nevada desert has resulted in genetic mutation and the preponderance of conjoined twins or ‘twofers’, as they are called. They are common in the fictional world, which is otherwise quite naturalistically depicted and is undistinguishable from our own. The novel describes the desert of Nevada, where in fact nuclear tests were frequently carried out in the 1950s and afterwards, as the “National Penitence Ground”. In this account the US Government staged explosions, destroying simulacra of American houses and towns, whose inhabitants were mannequins, as an expression of guilt and remorse for Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As result many of the people who worked on the penitence ground died of radioactive-related diseases, such as cancer, or as Jackson puts it ironically: they died of sadness.

We can be reminded here that in actual fact in October 1990 the US Congress passed the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act to provide “compassionate payments” for injuries to US citizens exposed to radiation from nuclear testing. The legislation contains an apology to individuals and families for “the hardships they have endured”. Between 1951 and July 1962, a hundred atomic bombs were detonated above ground there, 23 of them were larger than the one dropped on Hiroshima.
 Until 1963, 105 above-ground tests at the Nevada Test Site exposed more than 250,000 US soldiers to radiation.
 Some were marched directly toward "ground zero" to see what health effects would occur from radiation. The survivors of these military experiments formed “The National Association of Atomic Veterans” and documented that almost 98 percent of their medical claims from radiation exposure were denied by the Veterans Administration. They say their government used them as “human guinea pigs.” 
The rich intertextuality, incessant wordplay and political involvement of the novel links it to the fictional worlds of Vonnegut, Heller, Pynchon and DeLillo, by submerging the reader in an absurdist, surrealist present, populated by freaks, and other peculiar objects such as dolls and dollhouses, automatons, prosthetic limbs and heads, as well as other “medical curiosities” (the two-headed animals and deformed fetuses, for example) on display in the real Hunterian Museum of the Royal College of Surgeons in London, described at great length in the novel. So are several other museums of oddities that the main character visits. 

The reader will easily discover the intertextual references not only to Poe, with whom Jackson shares a preoccupation with the ambiguity of identity and authority, but to Mark Twain's “Those Extraordinary Twins”, reconstituted as Pudd’nhead Wilson and included with that book as an appendix in the 1894 edition. Is has been claimed that Twain is the originator of the fictional text about conjoined twins in the US. Jackson pays homage to Twain by quoting him on the manuscript: “I could not offer the book for publication, for I was afraid it would unseat the reader’s reason.” This is exactly what Jackson undertakes to do. The narrator adds the comment that she actually wrote two stories: a farce and a tragedy.
The twofers – this mutant strain of Homo Sapiens, believed to be the New Human - are sufficiently present and visible in society, so that they form a distinct minority, demanding civil rights and proclaiming pride in their identities. This powerful minority has its own lobby groups, support groups and religious groups, such as the Togetherists, consisting mostly of singleton activists, the Siamists and the Siamystics. Many of these groups advance a new-age propaganda proclaiming that twofers have overcome the metaphysical split of the singleton, and his/her pain of solitary confinement and atomic integrity. (HL: 35) The mutation is celebrated as successful by fusion theologists, for through it twofers have made it halfway to a wholeness, a peaceful union of the Self, celebrated as “the essential next stage in the spiritual evolution of a species finally advancing beyond self-interest”. (HL: 47) A whole industry of self-help books has sprouted around their community, including the hilarious “Idiot’s Guide to Self-Esteem for Siamese Twins”, “Beating Yourself Up: Violence between Conjoined Twins”, as well as the Venn psychotherapeutical society offering affirmation for both twofers and singletons, who regret not being twofers.
Amidst this highly politicized environment Jackson draws her protagonists – the torso-conjoined twins Nora and Blanche Olney. Blanche has been comatose for 15 years and in this largely first-person narrative, the reader learns how Nora feels trapped in their one inescapable body with two heads and two very different personalities. Nora fears mirrors and defines herself as a freak. She keeps a “Siamese Twin Reference Manual”, a sort of diary, consisting of many limericks, bad puns, trivia from the media, absurd poems, all described by her as “a devotional of self-loathing”.
As strange and inexplicable things start to happen, Nora gets suspicious that her other half, “the white night to her dark day” (HL: 5) is beginning to wake up and trying to take control over their body. So Nora sets out on her quest for the “One way”. She contacts the Unity Foundation – a shadowy illegal organization – that offers “doctor-assisted individuality surgery,” euphemistically labeled “The Divorce”. The Unity Foundation have staged a moral and surgical crusade against: “this disease of duplicity, this fornication of solitudes, this cancer metastasizing in the first person pronoun.” (HL: 192) The symbol of the Unity Foundation is the circle, which Nora alternatively interprets as a whole, or as a null. A poem, one of the many dispersed and accrued to the main text, summarizes Nora’s decision to part with her sister, in other words to murder her: 

For a relief
From indecision

I recommend

A small incision.

You make the choice

But I’ve decided

I will be cold, sad, alone

But undivided. (132)

The novel examines in a Poesque manner how the Self contemplates murder of the Other within, which is naturally trickier, if your victim occupies your own body. The idea of separating from her twin sister is one that Nora entertains as a child, when she simulates decapitation on a cactus and once threatens Blanche with a knife to her throat.
 
And while the decision for surgical removal of the Other may seem at first a cruel and perverted idea, all we need is a simple reminder from Jackson based on the in-depth research she carried out on conjoined twins prior to writing the novel: “confusion about conjoined twins can be resolved one way: by cutting them apart. Increasingly, this is seen as the only acceptable response. Nobody would want to be monstrous if they could help it, goes the thinking… Profound philosophical questions were resolved surgically.”
 
Arriving in London, trying to get hold of the Unity Foundation by meandering through the many misdirections that it uses to hide its tracks, even more inexplicable things occur to Nora: inanimate objects start to talk, she throws things unintentionally. As she moves closer to surgery, Nora is forced to consider the possibility that Blanche is trying to communicate with her, and an even more preposterous and frightening alternative, that it is Blanche who is in control of their body and is intending to murder Nora.

The structure of the plot is twin-like as well, as the narrative traverses not only Nora’s and Blanche’s present but their past in the reconstructed ghost town of Too Bad, Nevada, involving issues such as childhood trauma and imagination. At that time Nora still conceptualizes her twin Self as “we”, whereas later she refers to herself only as an “I”. In the last act of the novel Nora returns to the desert. She staggers blindly through the dust, as in all-too-familiar Western, having carved two holes into a dollhouse’s hinged halves to wear on her heads. There she delivers the memorable line: “I was alone in the room” (HL: 420), striking that unsettling counterbalance between obsession and detachment that pervades the novel.
Twins are traditionally conceptualized in three radically divergent ways. Firstly, following Plato’s view that each one of us has a kindred soul, the twins represent the unified, harmonious, complete being. Secondly, twins have been taken to denote the standardized human being, replicas of the Self, that express fixedness, stability and conformity. This view is associated with Nazism, for example, and totalitarian philosophies similar to it. Finally, the twin signifies doubling, metaphorically suggesting the split, sundered self.
The title of one the chapters is “We are all Twofers.” The book conveys the psychotic, traumatized search of an I, of what Poe called “the bi-part soul.” “The true individual is solitary, unique and pure” (Half Life: 301), states Nora, while at the underground clinic, which is literally so located, preparing for the coming separation. Nora dreams of a Self that is stable, fixed, unique, an original with no possibility of copying or duplicating, which is a pre-modern conception of the Self. But what she ends up with is the awareness that: “A cleft passes through the center of things, things that do not exist except in their twinship. That cleft is what we sometimes call I. It has no more substance than the slash between either and or.” (HL: 433)
Half Life also plays at great length with a quasi-poststructuralist theory based on Venn diagrams - an additional representation of the split. These are pictures of two overlapping circles, signifying the logical relations between two entities - exclusion, inclusion, union, separation – and are conceptualized through the Boolean operators NOT, OR, AND, and XOR (exclusive or) used in computer programming. The diagrams represent the relation between the two individuals (or the two heads) of a twofer. However, such disunities of the Self are basic to all, including those of singletons, who contain phantom twins. The use of the Boolean operators as metaphors for theorizing and conceptualizing selfhood also creates a significant reference to our digital culture and its concomitant anxieties. 
In the current age biopolitics, following the completion of the Human Genome Project, the successes of genetic engineering and the actuality of cloning interprets the body as a readable, unambiguous, self-consistent script. The body is a decipherable string of information, a database to be decoded and manipulated. If the body defines and demarcates who we are, is identity, then, to be interpreted unequivocally? Jackson’s answer rather inclines towards the negative. “I can’t help feeling, though, that we are all a little hyphenated,” writes she in “Themself.”
 Conjoined twins challenge the “ ‘closed’, normative, singular subject’ with their “corporeal ambiguity and fluidity”.
 (Shildrick: 78) Their image affirms the randomness and accident of corporeal being, as well as the fact that “the body conditions what we think and feel.” (HL 367) 
Twins have been regarded also as monsters, not only in the discourse of pathology as a biological abnormality, but in the more general sense of monstra - creatures at once marvelous and ominous, venerated and feared. Like all monsters, twins are a spectacle, whose meaning has been subject to numerous interpretations. Siamese twins, especially, were a staple in fairs and carnival sideshows. Still today, identical twins from the world over gather annually in Twinsburg, Ohio, to seek in other twins a reassurance that they are not human oddities, while others attend the fair to gawk at them for being just that.

What the twofers point to, as well as the dolls, prosthetics and freaks in Half Life, is what monsters traditionally stand for – the Other of the humanist subject. However, as Derrida has shown us, monsters are also the shadow of the same. They signify the binary opposition between normal and abnormal, natural and unnatural. Monsters simultaneously suggest radical otherness and define the core of identity. They carry the weight not just of difference, but of differance,
 signaling the continuous deferral of meaning and identity. 

The novel includes long expositions on deviant psychologies, stump worshippers and extreme sadomasochists. Jackson’s characters are often grotesque in their perversions, making Half Life a burlesque of a science-fiction novel. The farcical appears even in the search for the appropriate language item that will reflect the concept of twoness, a middle ground between ‘I’ and ‘we’. Some of the coinages offered by Jackson are: “everytwo”, “themself”, “twosomes”, and naturally “doppelgangers”.

With her rendition of the sinister, perverse, scatological and pathological Jackson’s novel contributes to a distinctive contemporary fascination with the monstrous
, a display of the gothic imagination, which simultaneously addresses current concerns. Monstrosity in the realm of possibility, which Jackson portrays, is both our great fear and fantasy. The normal, healthy body is actually the absent body. In our phenomenological environment we rarely experience the body, though its materiality is the only site where the bounded, delineated individual resides. However, when the body is diseased, damaged, or deviant, it forces the Self to remember it and consider it. 

The Siamese twin is a liminal figure evading both sameness and difference. The body, as Foucault
 has brought to focus, is the “inscribed surface of events,” the locus of various discourses, the site of contested meaning. In other words the materiality of the body is always mediated through discourse as word and practice. In this context Jackson suggests not a suppression of the deviant body, but its assertion, by stating that the Self is the body, and it is where the organic, technological, mythical and political merge, as Harraway claims.
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