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introduction
Gary Westfahl, Gregory Benford, 

howard V. hendrix and
Jonathan alexander

according to old, stereotypical views, scholars reside both physically
and mentally in the isolated “ivory Tower” of academia, oblivious to all
worldly concerns as they carry on researching and writing about their arcane
areas of specialization. in some respects, clearly, this is no longer the case.
For today, it is increasingly difficult for qualified scholars to obtain the  full-
time,  tenure- track positions that represent the only way they can achieve
financial security; professors face intense competition as they seek financial
support from their institutions, foundations, and government agencies for
their research activities; and as they confront burgeoning expenses and dwin-
dling resources, some universities are now pondering the elimination of entire
departments in order to focus their limited funds on the disciplines that
attract the greatest numbers of students. economics, then, is very much on
the minds of contemporary scholars, at least while contemplating their own,
sometimes precarious positions within the university community.

Still, in the field of literary studies, scholars have generally remained
unwilling to examine authors as they now must examine themselves: namely,
as workers in a competitive marketplace, constantly obliged to address their
own economic interests while pursuing their own careers. (even some con-
tributors to this volume, urged to emphasize the economic implications of
their analyses, seemed reluctant to do so, as if that would violate some unspo-
ken taboo.) By and large, we suspect, critics consciously or subconsciously
continue to embrace another stereotypical attitude: that the writers who merit
scrutiny must be solely motivated by a desire to produce the very best liter-
ature possible, so they are willing to spend years supporting themselves with
menial jobs until they can finally garner the attention and respect that they
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deserve from the nabobs of the literary establishment. The scholars who study
contemporary poets, playwrights, and other contributors to literary maga-
zines may be justified in clinging to this  time- honored belief while analyzing
their works, since some of these writers may indeed still match the standard
image of the aspiring literary author. But critics of science fiction have no
excuse for failing to analyze the economic pressures that have shaped many
of the genre’s texts—because, as one of the editors of this volume observed
over twenty years ago, science fiction is, almost uniquely, “a literary genre
born of the marketplace.”1

Surveying the past two centuries, one can identify several occasions
when it seemed like a form of science fiction was emerging as a distinct cat-
egory of literature: the Gothic novels of the early nineteenth century that
strayed into  science- fictional territory, most notably Mary Shelley’s Franken-
stein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831); the “future war” stories that
imitated George Tomkyns Chesney’s popular The Battle of Dorking (1871);
the late  nineteenth- century american “dime novels” largely inspired by bowd-
lerized translations of Jules Verne; the singular stories of robert Duncan
Milne which entertained readers in old San Francisco; the many utopias writ-
ten in response to edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward: 2000–1887 (1888);
and the British “scientific romances” influenced by the groundbreaking novels
and stories of h.G. Wells. But none of these embryonic literary movements
endured to become a permanent fixture of the publishing industry. it was
only when a  profit- hungry editor and publisher named hugo Gernsback
launched a magazine of “scientifiction,” Amazing Stories, in 1926, and per-
suaded the world that a new sort of literature he soon rechristened “science
fiction” actually existed, that there was forged a strong, genuine community
of science fiction publishers, editors, writers, fans, and readers.

The authors of these science fiction stories did not seek, and could never
have obtained, any support from a literary establishment that then regarded
their work as worthless trash; instead, they had to write the material that was
most likely to appeal to the paying markets of pulp magazines. in the 1950s,
other options did become available for them—books from small presses and
major publishers, young adult fiction, films and television, comic books—
but most science fiction writers were still struggling to achieve a comfortable
income. By the 1980s, as science fiction became a dominant force in the media
landscape, a few science fiction writers were able to become millionaires,
though the vast majority of writers never achieved the same level of success.
Today, some talented writers have been forced to write Star Trek novels, Star
Wars novels, and novelizations of video games in order to support themselves,
while others piece together a tolerable income from magazine stories, small
press publications, and any other assignments they can garner.

Compounding their problems is the fact that, as one science fiction
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writer informed us in conversation, many science fiction writers are simply
not very good at making business decisions—a judgment also provided by
harlan ellison in a fiery speech announcing his resignation from the Science
Fiction Writers of america, published as “how you Stupidly Blew $15 Million
a Week, avoided having an  adenoid- Shaped Swimming Pool in your Back
yard, Missed the opportunity to have a Mutually Destructive love affair
with Clint eastwood and/or raquel Welch, and otherwise Pissed Me off.”2

as a result, some veteran writers now find themselves in financial distress,
even though they had long ago earned enough money to seemingly provide
them with lifelong security. Perhaps, writers were always impractical people,
as evidenced by their initial resolve to enter a profession with very uncertain
rewards, so that their economic incompetence precedes their work as a sci-
ence fiction writer. Perhaps, science fiction’s unusual demand for constant
creativity forces writers to concentrate exclusively on the fiction they are writ-
ing, instead of everyday concerns, so that economic incompetence is a result
of becoming a science fiction writer.

We would like to make mention of a term from contributor Charles
Platt’s compilation of interviews with science fiction authors, Dreammakers:
Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers at Work (1983), to suggest that science
fiction writers may find themselves in a fundamentally paradoxical situation,
engaged in the “business of dreammaking.” in any event, this may help to
explain one common attribute of science fiction that some essays in this vol-
ume will address: numerous works of science fiction simply ignore economic
issues, and when writers do speculate about the future of the discipline, their
views regularly seem naïve.

Based on these observations, one could conclude that there are two
aspects of economics that science fiction scholars need to consider: what sci-
ence fiction writers have had to say about economics, and how economic fac-
tors have influenced what they have written. We would add a third area of
interest, harkening back to our initial comments: the ways in which science
fiction scholarship is itself a business, with its work shaped by economic con-
siderations in the same way that the texts scholars examine are shaped by
economic considerations. The essays in the three sections of this volume will
address, in various ways, these three concerns.

The first topic—whether and to what extent science fiction authors have
addressed economic issues—was discussed in a 2003 column in the British
science fiction magazine Interzone by one of our editors, Gary Westfahl, enti-
tled “in Search of Dismal Science Fiction,” lamenting the fact that science
fiction, while dedicated to providing speculations about our scientific and
social futures, only rarely offered stimulating ideas about our economic
futures.3 That column may or may not have been read by annalee newitz,
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then an aspiring science fiction writer possibly interested in Interzone as a
potential market for her stories. Whether she read the column or not, she
did write and publish in 2016 an article that might be construed as a response
to the column, if only because of its title—“The rise of Dismal Science Fic-
tion”—though she easily could have coined the term “dismal science fiction”
independently, or borrowed it from other commentators who have used the
phrase during the last decade (an internet search turned up at least three of
them). her article maintains in essence that Westfahl’s search has been ful-
filled: after the economic recession of 2008 and 2009, she claims, writers and
filmmakers began in earnest to create science fiction works that were related
to the subject of economics.

Still, there are crucial limitations in her argument. as an aside, one notes
that a few of her examples—like George r.r. Martin’s Game of Thrones novels
and Max Gladstone’s novel Three Parts Dead (2012)—are actually fantasies,
not science fiction, and while fantasies can certainly provide interesting com-
mentaries on economics, the genre is hardly a good vehicle for proposing
specific changes in our world’s economic system, or predicting our future
economic systems. More broadly, as suggested by her subtitle, “To understand
our economic System, We need Speculative Stories,” and by the title used
in the article’s web address—“how Science Fiction helps us understand our
economic System”—she is praising “dismal science fiction” primarily as an
educational tool. Thus, just as hugo Gernsback argued that science fiction
in the 1920s could provide readers with a scientific education, newitz argues
that science fiction in the  twenty- first century can provide readers with an
economic education. (as it happens, the idea can be traced back to 1894,
when adeline Knapp published a collection of science fiction stories specif-
ically designed to convey lessons about economics, One Thousand Dollars a
Day: Studies in Economic Education.)

This is all well and good; but Gernsback’s more powerful argument for
science fiction was that it could also provide predictions of our scientific
future, even helpful ideas that could inspire salutary scientific innovations—
which parallels Westfahl’s desire for “dismal science fiction” that proposed
imaginative solutions to current economic problems. yet newitz does not
defend “dismal science fiction” on such grounds, lamely concluding only that
“Maybe by confronting our problems in metaphors and thought experiments,
we equip ourselves to solve them in the real world.”4 in contrast, Westfahl’s
column expressed a longing for science fiction that would actually offer some
specific ways to solve our problems, not merely make its readers better able
to do that work themselves.

So, resuming the search for science fiction stories that might help to
improve the world’s economies, the editors followed one obvious vector, iden-
tifying authors who are qualified to address economic issues, and there hap-
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pens to be such an individual: richard a. lovett, who in 1981 earned a Ph.D.
in economics from the university of Michigan with a dissertation entitled
“The role of the Forest Service in Ski resort Development: a Proposal for
More efficient national Forest Management.” Perhaps, one might suppose,
his stories would foreground proposals for more efficient use of other natural
resources. however, as a regular contributor to the magazine Analog: Science
Fiction/Science Fact, both his stories and his articles appear to be focused on
speculative science, not speculative economics, and numerous other publi-
cations suggest that his true passion is running marathons. even a potentially
relevant article entitled “The invisible hand,” published in a 2017 issue of
New Scientist, turns out to be about the hypothesized Planet nine, not adam
Smith. Thus, even authors with a background in economics may prove reluc-
tant to draw upon that expertise in crafting science fiction.

Despite newitz’s conclusions, then, the editors remain convinced that
science fiction has insufficiently addressed economic issues, or has done so
in only a superficial manner. one might point to several recent counterex-
amples like the film In Time (2010), which fascinatingly hypothesizes a future
world wherein the time one has to live represents the principal form of cur-
rency, or to the novels of writers like Kim Stanley robinson (discussed below)
and Cixin liu, who consistently consider economic matters while crafting
their intriguing future worlds; but such texts, we believe, remain relatively
rare.

Still, the authors in our first section do examine how science fiction
writers, however inadequately, have dealt with economic matters. Gregory
Benford’s “economics and Science Fiction: an introduction” both analyzes
a number of texts and critiques their weaknesses in addressing economics,
while Steven Postrel’s “an underutilized resource—economics in Science
Fiction” offers the perspective of an economics professor in responding to
Benford’s comments and explores how economic issues have been and might
be considered in science fiction stories. Joey eschrich’s “Complicating the
Frankenstein Barrier: Science Fiction Futures and Social Transformation”
disputes George Slusser’s interpretation of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or,
The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831) to argue that its author was actually
interested in her society’s social and economic future, not its scientific future.
Bradford lyau’s “robert a. heinlein revisited: a response to George Slusser’s
Calvinist interpretation of his Works” draws upon history and philosophy
to identify the true beliefs of an author sometimes associated with theologian
John Calvin, including comments on the economic implications of his beliefs.
David Brin’s “The emperor—and heretic—of Point of View” employs the
Dune novels of Frank herbert to critique many authors’ lingering fondness
for the ancient political and economic system of feudalism. Finally, two essays
consider the economic and social impact of the new technology of virtual
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reality: Jonathan alexander’s “Counterfeit Worlds: Simulacron-3 on Film and
Television” considers how virtual worlds might be exploited for commercial
purposes as observed in Daniel F. Galouye’s 1964 novel and its two film adap-
tations, while howard V. hendrix’s “Millions Seek the egg: replicative Tech-
nofuturism in Ready Player One and Armada” analyzes the recent young
adult science fiction of ernest Cline from a political and economic perspec-
tive.

our second topic, “The Business of Science Fiction,” has manifestly been
inadequately explored in analyses of science fiction, except for a volume of
essays that two of our editors contributed to—Westfahl, George Slusser, and
eric S. rabkin’s Science Fiction and Market Realities (1996)—which had the
expressed intent of sparking greater interest in that subject. yet there is little
evidence that the book had any impact on the community of science fiction
scholars. indeed, it is significant that out of the numerous “handbooks” and
“companions” to science fiction that began appearing in 2003 (discussed in
the final essay), only one of them—rob latham’s The Oxford Handbook of
Science Fiction (2014)—devoted a chapter to “The Marketplace,” written by
coeditor Westfahl. another valuable text devoted to this topic is Mike resnick
and Barry n. Malzberg’s collection of columns, The Business of Science Fiction:
Two Insiders Discuss Writing and Publishing (2010). For the most part, how-
ever, the material one encounters in searching for titles with words like “eco-
nomics,” “business,” or “market” tends to focus on giving advice to writers
on how to earn more money—and while there is nothing wrong with that,
such material also sidesteps the issue of how science fiction writers’ perpetual
quest for money might be affecting what they write.

To address this deficiency in the literature, this section of the volume
first offers Gary K. Wolfe’s “Science Fiction: The age of Perspective,” wherein
the veteran scholar provides an overview of the history of  twentieth- century
science fiction and its different eras, sometimes referencing the shifts in the
marketplace that influenced its evolution. Charles Platt’s “you Can’t Get There
from here: unrealistic expectations among the Practitioners of Science Fic-
tion” ponders the reason why so many science fiction writers fail to achieve
the sort of lasting success that they hope for. next come two case studies of
particular science fiction marketplaces: ari Brin’s “negotiating Fear and opti-
mism: Surveillance in early Science Fiction” examines how the introduction
of new technology into everyday life during the nineteenth century engen-
dered a particular form of science fiction best observed in the pioneering
stories of San Francisco author robert Duncan Milne, while George Slusser’s
“The Pulp Cauldron of the 1960s: ace Books and ursula K. le Guin” considers
the impact of one celebrated series of  twentieth- century science fiction pub-
lications, the ace Doubles. The examination of american science fiction con-
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cludes with Westfahl’s “The homeostatic Culture Machine revisited, or, The
Contemporary Wordmills of Science Fiction,” providing his assessment of
the current science fiction marketplace based on a thoroughgoing examina-
tion of the science fiction books available for purchase in a bookstore in 2018.
The section then shifts to russia with two essays about the development of
russian science fiction: Slusser’s “Father of the Strugatskys: The origins of
russian Science Fantasy” documents the unique circumstances that gave rise
to the tradition of science fiction represented by arkady and Boris Strugatsky,
who adapted to the peculiarities of a repressive society by devising an elliptical
method to convey ambiguous messages, while Stephen W. Potts’s “looking
Backward: Soviet utopianism and  Post- Soviet Dystopias” offers an updated
look at how russian authors have responded to the changing conditions of
science fiction publishing after the collapse of the Soviet union. Finally, lisa
raphals’s “Chinese Science Fiction and its Doubles” chronicles the history
of Chinese science fiction as it evolved during several tumultuous upheavals
in Chinese history.

The third section, “The Business of Science Fiction Scholarship,” deals
with a sensitive topic that the available literature almost never addresses—
the ways that the economics of working as a science fiction scholar affects
their work; even worthwhile analyses of current critical trends like Tom
Shippey’s “Gatekeepers and the Fabril Tradition,” included in the critical
anthology coedited by Westfahl and George Slusser, Science Fiction, Canon-
ization, Marginalization, and the Academy (2002), only tangentially explore
how economic considerations have influenced science fiction scholarship.
The editors freely acknowledge that the essays in this section represent only
preliminary ventures into this important but significantly unexplored subject;
in addition, since the authors are sometimes discussing activities that they
themselves participated in, the essays in this section at times have an unusu-
ally personal tone, though this in no way diminishes their value as analyses
of the issues facing contemporary scholars.

The section begins with alvaro  Zinos- amaro’s “The Slusser Test for
Generic identity: reflections on George Slusser’s ‘reflections on Style in
 Science Fiction,’” which explains how promising, though expensive, new tech-
nologies may radically transform the ways that scholars examine literature—
including studies of the economic factors that influence particular texts. The
volume’s focus then shifts to the career of one noteworthy science fiction
scholar, George Slusser: Julia D. ree’s “The early life of the eaton Collection
and Dr. George Slusser’s invaluable Contributions” conveys an insider’s per-
spective on how Slusser found the resources to expand and improve what is
now one of the world’s largest collection of science fiction and fantasy literature;
and robert l. heath’s “The odd Couple: Blending Disciplines of Science and
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humanities Through Teaching” describes Slusser and heath’s uniquely inter-
disciplinary approach to the teaching of science fiction, supported by a timely
grant. Slusser’s career also comes up in a final essay, Westfahl’s “Profiting
from Prophecies: Science Fiction Scholars and Their Textbooks,” which offers
an historical survey of the anthologies and handbooks designed to serve as
textbooks for science fiction classes and the various degrees of success that
they have achieved in the academic marketplace.

needless to say, the contents of this single volume necessarily do not
provide a comprehensive overview of the many ways in which science fiction
and economics interact; but we hope that the information and insights pro-
vided by these authors, as well as our concluding bibliography of “Primary
and Secondary Works related to Science Fiction and economics”—which
seeks to list all relevant novels and stories, films and television programs,
and secondary works involving this subject—will inspire other scholars to
further examine this valuable and neglected aspect of science fiction and its
critical literature.

There are individuals and institutions too numerous to name that have
contributed in some way to the creation of this volume, but the editors must
express their special thanks to the office of the Campus Writing Coordinator
of the university of California, irvine, which sponsored and supported the
2018 George Slusser Conference on Science Fiction and Fantasy where most
of the essays in this volume were originally presented as papers. and of
course, the editors must acknowledge their enormous debt to the late George
Slusser himself, whose J. lloyd eaton Conferences on Science Fiction and
Fantasy literature and resulting eaton volumes long helped to shape the evo-
lution of science fiction criticism and provided stimulating models for both
our own conference and this volume.

noTeS
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economics and 
Science Fiction

An Introduction

Gregory Benford

Scientific and technical assumptions that violate normal science, such
as  faster- than-light travel, can sometimes make for very good stories. the
same is true of economics, because economics after all is a science in a way—
it’s quantitative, empirical; there is a nobel Prize for it. and so normal eco-
nomics made me think about the assumptions behind many of the future
worlds sf builds.

Physics isn’t exactly thrilling to read if you’re not a physicist, so we writ-
ers manage to work that stuff into drama. So the dry nature of much economic
writing shouldn’t be a big barrier, though one must understand it first. Friends
like Vernor Vinge and Charlie Stross write about economics through the
social lens they choose and they are all very aware of these things. Vernor
and I are libertarian and he treats those ideas well, whereas I avoid politics
in most of my work; it seems a poor investment in the long run, when it will
often go out of date. economics, maybe less so.

Sf writers are often thinking about economics as a frame for a  person-
centered plot, and libertarians are very often  self- propelled folk, so they fit
the narrative thrust. One notable example is Poul anderson’s nicholas van
rijn stories and novels. these stories are clearly informed by Poul’s libertarian
economic views and the  market- centric economists. the driving force behind
each of the stories is that of the free trader and all that implies, demonstrated
in active detail, not lectures. (a notable shortcoming of much  economics-
centered sf is the expository lump.)

thomas Carlisle called economics the dismal science because it was
inherently about scarcity. I recalled this because my senior Dallas public high
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school thesis was on his Sartor Resartus (1836). I found it to be a confusing,
arch satire, not a set of ideas. Carlisle seemed vexed about poverty, as though
it was a disease. Yet scarcity is inherent in dynamic systems. Markets move
to minimize it. to minimize it means you must first understand it: economics,
then act. But can avoiding poverty be the central goal of society? Science fic-
tion should use such notions to envision futures, yet it seldom does.

Let me reprise my meandering education in such matters. One of the
first sf writers I met was Mack reynolds, whose stories such as “Compounded
Interest” (1956) and “the Business as Usual” (1952) interested me in futurist
economics. Visiting him in 1965 Mexico, reynolds said to me, “the dominant
economic system in the future might not be capitalism, or socialism either.
My main complaint about american science fiction was that so few writers
develop new economic systems to fit the future worlds they have created.
Face reality, man! Long live the Class Struggle!” He advocated the Minimum
Basic allowance; first time I’d heard the idea.

So I soon saw that the genre is inherently interested in economics, but
often unconsciously. (It’s impolite to talk about money, you know.) Yet most
people in the literary world are fearful of economics or want to just forget
about a solid fact: that there are scarcities and tradeoffs happening whether
you wanted to see it or not.

What’s also striking about many space operas and future societies is that
one seldom sees any economics. You can hardly ever figure out how anybody
makes money. the extreme form is Iain Banks’s anarchist future in which,
essentially, it costs nothing to manufacture anything, and everybody is rich.

I link such thinking to the old Star Trek future without money. You have
to ask yourself, “How did they carry out transactions? Or plan real costs?”

Future Economics

I’ve known Kim Stanley robinson ever since he was a graduate student
working for Fredric Jameson at the University of California, San Diego, so I
looked particularly at Stan’s and Iain Banks’s ideas because they reflect a  left-
wing view of future economics beyond what we know. From the left wing
much social pressure comes, despite the fact that various economic disasters
over the last century have largely came from  left- wing economics: the Soviet
Union, Venezuela, north Korea, Cuba, etc.

What is to be learned from studying the future depictions of ideas
already subjected to so much, shall we say, experiment? I’ve closely followed
Stan’s works and notes the narrative tics he keeps returning to, which tend
to wed together in a social picture.

In many of robinson’s futuristic novels you find a long  walk- about,
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showing off the scenery that really doesn’t do much for the story. He uses in
places a somewhat John Dos Passos–style novel of apparatus. (In Aurora
[2015] there’s a computer narrator. In 2312 [2012], aIs run the whole planetary
solar system. In New York 2140 [2017] there’s an argument about the evil
banks because currency itself is a trap.) there is in many robinson novels at
least one  even- handed economic debate in which the liberal voices tend to
win. (I agree with the British critic roz Kaveney that “if there is a weakness
in robinson’s work, it is perhaps this; his characters are so intelligent that
they never shut up.”1 alas a truth about many of us…)

In Stan’s Mars trilogy there is talk of alternatives to capitalism, such as
the gift economy and  eco- economics accounting. In that background, earth-
side, our current transnational corporations become first partners of states,
then overlords of states, and finally transcend states entirely into something
like  meta- national rivalries. But!—no World State, as such luminaries as
albert einstein and Bertrand russell said was essential. He shows  neo-
Marxist and  neo- anarchist ideas but not much of the emotional side of politics
and economics. His people seem afraid of markets because markets favor
certain abilities, give some advantages over others. alas, life isn’t fair, but
maybe government can remedy that. this tends toward some bureau or col-
lective allocating income, not supply and demand. In this future, no apple
or Google, I expect.

In a speech last year, Stan begins by saying the only way to solve our
environmental problem is to end capitalism—the personal use of assets for
personal gain. He never says what comes after capitalism (nor does his audi-
ence ask, tellingly; they just cheer). But you can tell from his novels and views
of economics that he believes that small worker collectives organized together
can create a better economy that’s more equitable. this, in the face of a simple
fact: capitalism and globalization have done more to improve living standards
than any other economic arrangement. But is democracy a necessary ingre-
dient? not in China, so far. State capitalism works, too … until it doesn’t
(see: USSr).

this is a struggle suffusing much social sf: Ursula K. Le Guin’s Always
Coming Home (1985), Cory Doctorow’s Walkaway (2017), Michael Moorcock’s
The Steel Tsar (1981), Ken MacLeod’s Fall revolution series, eric Frank rus-
sell’s “…and then there Were none” (1951), robert a. Heinlein’s The Moon
Is a Harsh Mistress (1966), L. neil Smith’s The Probability Broach (1980), J.
neil Schulman’s Alongside Night (1979), Victor Koman’s Kings of the High
Frontier (1996), Mack reynolds’s many stories.

Some love the British writers into alternative economics, like Ian r.
Mac Leod and Ian McDonald in his Luna series. americans checking in are
represented by andy Weir’s Artemis (2017) with its corporate colony, John
Varley’s Steel Beach (1992), John Kessel’s The Moon and the Other (2017).

Economics and Science Fiction (Benford)  13



there is much clashing in the economics of rapacious managers and impe-
rialism as Heinlein saw it in The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress. notably, Le Guin’s
The Dispossessed (1974) saw anarchism as leading to virtuous poverty ruled
by social pressure and guilt. Indeed, Marxist socialist countries have often
turned out to be  poverty- stricken prisons, in reality. She said to me once she
thought that virtuous societies may have to be poor ones. I said, but poverty
is not a virtue. It’s destabilizing without social pressure, which indeed The
Dispossessed implies.

the phrase from alan Greenspan, irrational exuberance, means econ-
omists must talk about emotion. But they mostly talk about equations, while
the market is both—useful for writers! Can we have a mathematically decod-
able view of a  chimpanzee- mind-driven market? the  nano- plenty, robotic
future is a  post- scarcity world, but there’s always something that’s scarce.
Space tourism, unique experiences, prime real estate, for example.

I think narrow economic models run afoul of experience. asked to write
a sequel to asimov’s Foundation trilogy I saw he had said that psychohistory
was like the perfect gas law as a model. I had already pointed out to Isaac
that in the gas law there is no memory in the system. that’s why it works. So
it couldn’t be predictive! So politics and economics can’t be predicted. He
had not thought of that. Something like that is true of Charles Stross. He
puts in fantasy elements I suspect to add confusion to computation. It’s com-
plexifying the market with fantasy elements so that it takes longer to do the
computation. that’s good for plot, bad for economics—so it would be weeded
out in a real,  non- fantasy world, if possible.

Some sf writers have invoked state capitalism, not collectivism, because
it seems at times to work. China’s mixed system of  state- directed capitalism
has produced stunning results: in just one generation, China has moved 300
million people out of poverty.

If proponents of liberal democracy don’t figure out how to fix what’s
broken, systems like China’s could become more prevalent, with severe impli-
cations for individual liberties. Still, democratic capitalism generated a 30-
fold rise in earnings throughout the 20th century, an unchallenged record.
Can collectivism do as well?

Historically, there are certain cases where you can get an anarchistic
experiment to work for a short while, but it’s very fragile if you tweak it a
little bit, or challenge it. anarchist societies during the Spanish civil war fell
apart. Wherever anarchists have tried to revolutionize the land they were liv-
ing on (e.g., Ukraine, Bavaria, Spain), they disarmed the ruling classes by an
armed uprising of the populace. their idea was that anarchy is power spread
thin, neither a legitimate concentration in a sovereign power nor scattered
to war lords or tribes.

even the current structures in Spain, like the Mondragon Corporation
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experiment in a town of that name, have survived but with some management
problems. they tried to have as little hierarchy as possible and founding ideas
like  agreed- upon wage ratios between executive work and field or factory
work. they feature too the empowerment of ordinary laborers in  decision-
making, and a measure of equality for female workers. they started having
trouble making decisions around the 100,000 member level. those who came
in early, the founders, didn’t want to share the increasing profit margin with
the latest who just walked in the door. How to solve this? Create a Founders
Group? How is that not like the shareholders who came in with money and
help at the early, lower stock value—as happens in companies. (I’ve seen this
happen in companies I founded.) So maybe such collectives will evolve into
modified companies? In robinson’s 2312, Mondragon Corporation has
evolved into a planned economy system called the Mondragon accord,
attempting to graft the present into future socioeconomics.

the fact that cooperatives have often failed historically doesn’t figure
much in Stan’s work. there’s a sidewise acknowledgment of this in Aurora.
aboard a starship with no captain or ship officers, everything is done by con-
sensus in classic collectivist mode. But they slowly starve. When things go
awry, they differ over goals. Half of the crew murders the other half. nobody
knows how to stop this (no Captain, no discipline method). there is no reflec-
tion on why this arose or how to fix it, much less the smart aIs controlling
the craft.

aIs also run economics in robinson’s future history novels. essentially,
aIs = gods, because they sweep aside all the messy human aspects of eco-
nomics. this assumption is opposite to Lenin’s ignorant early theories, inher-
ited from Marx (“any cook should be able to run the country”2). But mostly,
it eliminates human agency, so economics is in the end handled by artificial
intelligences, aI.

robinson has this in common with Banks, who also has sentient artificial
intelligence running a galactic economy in the presumptively titled Culture.
this seems to appear often in future sf to make it seem plausible that the
human science of economics could be objective and not subject to great emo-
tional surges. nobody questions what the aIs think about taxes or distribu-
tion. nobody much wonders how you know the aIs aren’t running the world
to benefit…. aIs? Stuff just appears because the aIs apparently know what
will be needed before humans even know themselves. So you get these
implausible aI futures that have plentitude, with all the economic magic done
off stage.

In 2312 the Mondragon accord is crucially controlled by means of a net-
work of aIs running on quantum computers, as though this solves the knotty
human aspects of economics. In Iain Banks, this means you end up fighting
over the age-old things which echo medieval plots—kings and queens, tribes
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and passions rule. But struggles are not about economics because everybody
has everything they want. this reflects ignorance of real economics because
there’s always some scarcity—Beatles tickets, high fashion, good ocean views,
fame, etc.

Maybe that’s why there’s so much love of aI future economies—you
build an aI with no motives or biases, to be fair. Can’t trust those pesky
humans! I said to my old friend Marvin Minsky long ago, can you build an
aI that’s really intelligent without its own motives and can you build one
without an unconscious? a big issue, because much of our emotion funnels
through the unconscious, which we cannot inspect rationally at all. He said,
“I don’t know the answer about either of those.” and nobody does now,
decades later. So… aIs should run economics? this is an empty dodge.

Such futures are akin to soft dreaming, ignorant of biology. We are really
plain old smart chimpanzees. We have a lot of historically inherited, genetic
loading for the Chimpanzee Paradigm. the common chimp has a power
pyramidal system with an alpha male at the top. the bonobo chimps mediate
disputes with intense sex, while they dine in the deepest forests. We’re the
evolved chimps who solely got out of africa.

In robinson’s near future new York City, there are no racial or ethnic
partisanship groups endlessly feuding; it just doesn’t happen, unlike today—
a miracle by author’s fiat. the tribal tensions that dominate new York City
today, like the  near- collapse of systems such as the subway, don’t happen in
his future ecosphere. Finance capital gets blamed instead. If you get rid of
the banks, everything would be fine—which opens the old problem of how
to make new ideas work, since there’s apparently no organized borrowing—
no market in money, which after all is just a fluid commodity.

Many sf writers don’t like extreme wealth. Some ask, who is the man
behind the curtain that you should ignore? Must be a conspiracy of some
kind….

and that man is the fear of economics being ruled by passions, as it
always has been in alliance with such mechanisms. John Stuart Mill believed
that  worker- run and -owned cooperatives would eventually displace tradi-
tional  capital- managed firms in the competitive market economy, due to their
superior efficiency and stronger incentive structure. this proved wrong. Why?

Both Mill and Karl Marx thought that democratic worker management
could be more efficient in the long run compared with hierarchical manage-
ment. at times, though, Marx was not hopeful about the prospects of  labor-
managed and -owned firms as a means to displace traditional capitalist firms
in the market economy, even though they would counter his idea of worker
alienation. Marx maybe saw what the trouble is—eventually divisive groups
arise and paralyze efficiency (it’s not clear if he thought this through much).

So, why do people keep writing such utopias or even dystopias? Because
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our desires to run our lives have limits, which maybe society can correct.
Labor- managed firms strive to maximize net income for all their members,
while traditional capitalist firms maximize profit for owners.  Labor- managed
firms create an incentive to limit employment to boost the net income of the
firm’s existing members. an economy of  labor- managed firms tends to  under-
utilize labor and have high rates of unemployment. that’s a contending ineffi-
ciency that markets have historically weeded out. Indeed, the Bolsheviks and
Marx thought a full transformation of the work process could only occur
after technical progress has eliminated dreary and repetitive work—which
hasn’t happened yet, even in the advanced Western economies. (Grading
freshman essays, for example.)

this goes way back to edward Bellamy and economist  Pierre- Joseph
Proudhon (“mutualism” in contrast to the “parasitism” of capitalist society)
and others in the 19th century, who thought scaling up small units like farms
would yield better results if run by the workers. thinking about the future
is almost always governed by the things you want, rather than the things you
know.

that’s my not short introduction. now a real economist will speak.

nOteS
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an Underutilized resource
Economics in Science Fiction

Steven Postrel

A Response to Gregory Benford

as someone who started out doing industrial organization economics—
monopoly, oligopoly, antitrust policy, and all that—and then quickly migrated
to teaching business strategy over in the management schools, one thing that
has jumped out to me about science fiction is that there isn’t usually much
space or thought given to the hard problems of management.

Operational stuff, maybe, like how to turn the inputs into outputs, but
almost nothing about marketing or strategy, figuring out what we should be
doing and what we should stay out of, how to design and position our prod-
ucts given what everybody else is doing, etc. But one of the biggest problems
that planned economies and cooperatives both tend to have is making good
decisions about products and strategies, because the role of “corporate pol-
itics” is orders of magnitude stronger in such systems than inside actual cor-
porations (which can be plenty political).

With respect to the moral dimensions of hostility to capitalism among
many  left- oriented sf writers—and it really pops out at times in Kim Stanley
robinson’s work—there is a useful framework due to an anthropologist at
UCLa named alan Fiske. He and his many students and coworkers have
come up with a “relational model theory” that describes the four modes with
which people mentally classify any relationship: authority ranking (a tells
B what to do), equality Matching (a and B alternate providing like services
or direction), Communal Sharing (from each according to his ability, to each
according to his need), and Market Pricing (a and B agree on a common
ratio scale by which they exchange dissimilar things). the last of these is the
only one found in humans but not in other animals.
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Different societies (and individuals within societies) have different
beliefs about which sorts of things ought to be governed in which mode, and
these disagreements can cause strong political conflict. For example, I’ve
noticed lots of people who find the idea of providing medical care by anything
other than communal sharing to be repugnant. Others (like me) see it more
as an ordinary service like getting your car fixed that ought to be governed
by market pricing. But even people like me think that interactions within
our families ought to be governed by communal sharing (or maybe equality
matching, depending on the subject). So we might at least be able to agree
on what people are disagreeing about by adopting Fiske’s framework.

Economics in Science Fiction

In most science fiction, economics is not part of the science and plays
only a small role in the fiction. Firmly in the background, commerce and
production follow whatever sketchy analogies with the past or present the
author finds congenial: something like contemporary business life, perhaps,
or a variation on feudalism. But whether the barons in question be of the
corporate or lordly type, problems of scarcity and resource allocation don’t
intrude much on the story’s characters or action.

On those occasions when the economic aspects of a science fiction sce-
nario do take center stage, they tend to do so in terms of what economists
call “comparative systems.” authors, intending pointed commentary on the
real economies in which they live, spin out their utopian, dystopian, or satiric
visions of how some fictional society might answer the classic economic ques-
tions: what is to be produced, how it is to be produced, who is to get what,
and how will it all be decided?

I find this state of affairs a bit disappointing. even when such visions
don’t violate known economic principles, the greatest thematic and story-
telling resources of economics are not being used. Most of what economic
science comprehends isn’t about holistic matters of political economy, where
historical irreversibility makes each case unique, but rather about  more-
generalizable, less  grand- scale, patterns of resource allocation and distribu-
tion. that’s why “comparative systems” is not a  high- prestige subfield in eco-
nomics, despite some very fine theoretical and empirical work. Since the fall
of communism (and the intense interest in the “transition economies” it
engendered), one would be hard pressed today to find an article on the subject
in a top journal.

there are some examples of science fiction, though, where speculations
about economics do play a central role, creating an economic subspecies of
“hard” science fiction. In standard hard science fiction, a typical move is to
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imagine something (an environment or technology or phenomenon) that has
not been discovered but that also does not directly contradict known empir-
ical laws, and then to play out the implications of that thing for a story’s char-
acters, society, or ecosystem. “Hard economic” science fiction does a very
similar thing.

In order to understand these sorts of sf stories, it’s helpful to grasp in
broad terms how economists organize their thinking. the general structure
of an economic model includes three sets of “exogenous” elements (things
assumed rather than explained) and a set of “endogenous” variables that get
determined by the interaction of  gain- seeking agents who take the exogenous
elements as given. the canonical example would be the endogenous emer-
gence of equilibrium price and quantity in a supply and demand model, tak-
ing as given the preferences determining demand, the technology and input
prices determining supply, and the institutions of property rights and free
competition that allow the equilibrium to emerge.

these three sets of exogenous elements—

1. technology and the relative scarcities of primary (unproduced)
inputs,

2. Individual preferences and social norms, and
3. Institutional rules for agent interaction

—provide the raw material for speculative fiction. Hard economic sf works
by positing some interesting change in one of these areas, then tracing out
its impact on human behavior. that behavior includes relative prices and
quantities (what becomes scarce and what becomes abundant), organizational
structures, careers, foci of innovation, etc., all traced out in accordance with
standard economic principles.

the most obvious type of speculation for hard economic sf is to imagine
a new technology and then to trace out its economic effects. Damon Knight’s
A for Anything, also published as The People Maker (1959), is a classic example.
the Gismo can costlessly, instantly duplicate any inanimate object, including
another Gismo. as a result, shortly after its viral release to society by its ide-
alistic inventor (overcoming the apparently villainous forces that seek to sup-
press it), all material objects lose their scarcity value and most productive
industry becomes superfluous. With characteristic ironic bite, Knight presents
this new material eden as a social catastrophe (validating the concerns of the
“villain”): In this new world where anyone can have any inanimate object at
a  near- zero price, the only things that have value are animate objects, namely
human slaves, and the most  far- seeing and ruthless individuals quickly
enslave the majority population of  more- docile and fearful folk, forming the
basis of a new aristocratic class. the old order collapses within the first few
hours of the introduction of the Gismo; apparently Knight believed (or pos-
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tulated) that people only conform to moral norms and perform their social
roles in order to meet their material needs, under the expectation that others
will do so as well. Once those needs and expectations vanish, it’s every man
for himself and all institutions disintegrate. (neal Stephenson’s The Diamond
Age [1995] employs a related premise, where pervasive nanotechnology some-
how hollows out the  nation- state, with human loyalty and identification shift-
ing to tribes and “phyles.”)

another  ought- to-be touchstone story of new technology overturning
the economic order is Bruce Sterling’s “the Beautiful and the Sublime” (1986).
Here the postulate is that a form of narrow artificial intelligence has enabled
the automation of almost all work in science and technology. as a result,
except for the surviving older inventors of this aI (who were able to cash in),
the wages and social status of technologists have collapsed—their skills are
now superfluous. In this new world of material and technical abundance,
what is relatively scarce is the ability to create art and narrative and to make
the world seem interesting, beautiful, and meaningful. those with status and
access to resources are thespians and artists and writers; the remaining engi-
neers are relegated to the social margins, much as starving artists have been
in our world. the mores and virtues of the artistic class (which Sterling amus-
ingly portrays as a version of 19th-century european romanticism, replete
with grand gestures and displays of emotion) are the “respectable” ones. Pru-
dence, practicality, attention to detail, and scientific curiosity are embarrass-
ing traits to be kept out of polite society.

Both A for Anything and “the Beautiful and the Sublime” start with a
speculation about how technological advances might change the relative
scarcities of things, and thus their relative economic value. Such changes in
scarcity and relative value lie at the heart of hard economic sf. But both tales
do even more, going beyond standard economic theory to show how this
change in technology can in turn alter the other supposedly “exogenous” ele-
ments, namely preferences and institutions. A for Anything depicts complete
institutional collapse when material scarcity disappears, and later describes
how the class of aristocratic slaveholders evolves its own complex honor cul-
ture, full of tests of courage and physical prowess, featuring finely graded
levels of status and privilege. “the Beautiful and the Sublime” lays out an
inversion of cultural status norms as a result of changing the relative scarcity
of “practical” and “artistic” goods.

While these specific new institutions and norms may not be accurate
predictions about how things would play out, they do reflect what I believe
is a general principle about economic change: Merit tracks value with a lag.
By “merit” I mean the kinds of personal characteristics and actions that people
find laudable. By “value” I mean what is scarcest relative to demand. a his-
torical example1 occurred after the decline of the Western roman empire, as
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bandits and brigands roamed the countryside. anyone who was willing and
able to use violence to provide physical security to the local population was
highly valuable. Such individuals displayed a lesser fear of death in combat,
a greater commitment to martial prowess and glory, a pugnacious determi-
nation to defend their territory, and a lack of squeamishness in enforcing
discipline and inflicting punishment on friend and foe. these traits, unlovely
as they may have been at the time when they first became so important, soon
became central to the perceived merit of what evolved into the noble class,
eventually being refined into concepts of honor and chivalry. Centuries later,
when local bandits and Viking raiders were no longer a major threat but local
prosperity depended on growing more food per acre, making  higher- quality
and  lower- cost goods for trade, assembling capital, and finding good trading
partners, what became scarce and hence valuable were the characteristics of
the bourgeoisie—productivity, industry, frugality, honesty, ingenuity. these
characteristics gradually grew in perceived merit, largely (but not completely)
replacing the older esteem for aggressive bullyboys offering protection.

We can see similar, though less sweeping, changes within our own cap-
italist system over the decades. the economic value of creative and entrepre-
neurial executives waxed, waned, and then waxed again in the United States
from 1870 to 2018, and we saw the picture of the meritorious businessperson
track that value with a lag: the innovative Carnegies and swashbuckling Van-
derbilts were gradually replaced in esteem by the loyal and responsible Organ-
ization Men, only to be superseded by the creative, disruptive technology
and media operators of the late twentieth and early  twenty- first centuries.
Because of the  value- merit lag, the newly scarce, valuable class tends to be
resented at first, not only because of envy but also for their seeming lack of
merit—why do these people deserve to get rich and powerful when they con-
spicuously lack the virtues we’ve come to hold dear? a new understanding
of what is meritorious has to be fashioned to conform to the new realities of
economic value and relative scarcity. (economic historian Deirdre McClos -
key, I should note, argues the reverse of this thesis, claiming that the economic
takeoff of the modern world, initiated in northwest europe in the late 17th
century, was actually caused by new public ideas of what was meritorious—
bourgeois innovation, trade, and accumulation—leading directly to leaps in
productivity and market growth.2)

turning to the second type of hard economic sf story, one that starts
from a shock to preferences rather than technology, another clear example
also comes from Damon Knight: “the Big Pat Boom” (1963). Here we have
enigmatic advanced alien visitors who start buying up ordinary cowpats at
high prices. this injection of demand for a previously zero or negatively
priced item leads to a massive shift in economic resources toward manufac-
turing, collecting, and merchandising them. Secondary and tertiary markets
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develop, a form of connoisseurship springs up classifying and valuing cowpats
according to their color, texture, and curl, and people’s lives become devoted
to working in the industry. So we can see how a shift in preferences not only
affects resource allocation but also induces change in market organization
within the broader exogenous institutional structure.3

Knight probably had the famous Dutch tulip mania in mind when he
wrote this story (interestingly, modern scholarship has greatly reduced esti-
mates of the size of this bubble and its financial impact). His depiction of
eventual ruin for many when the aliens cease their “experiment” (portrayed
more as a practical joke) parallels what really happens when surges of demand
enter and leave a market, particularly when resale is an important possibil-
ity.

It turns out that in markets for assets (objects that are not consumed
but used to generate income, where the possibility of resale is important),
bubbles are perfectly normal, unlike ordinary consumption goods. We know
this because of economic experiments, where people are put in a lab and
allowed to buy and sell things for real money. Vernon Smith, an economist
now at Chapman University, won the nobel Prize partly for showing that in
experimental markets for consumption goods, supply and demand not only
works as the textbooks say, it works better! Forget all that stuff about perfect
competition, perfect information, large numbers of buyers and sellers, etc.
Markets converge quickly to the theoretical equilibrium with just a few buyers
and sellers making bids and offers, even when these experimental subjects
only have very limited information—in fact convergence to equilibrium tends
to get screwed up if they have too much information.

But with experiments on assets, where, say, you have a simple, tradable
security that pays a certain amount to its owner each period, with a known
finite number of periods so that the “fundamental” value of the asset is known
to all, you see bubbles almost every time. the price goes above the value of
its remaining payment stream and then crashes. Why is that? My favorite
guess is that it has to do with a lack of “common knowledge,” the technical
term in economics for infinite repetition of an “I know that you know that I
know…” sequence. With a finite number of “I know that’s” about the true
remaining value of the asset, traders may think that “overpaying” for the asset
is sensible if someone else is going to “overpay” even more later in hopes of
in turn finding a still “greater fool.” and it turns out that the people who
make the most money in these experiments are not the ones who only trade
based on the fundamental value, but rather the ones who guess most accu-
rately when the bubble will burst (while the worst performers are the ones
who try to time it and fail).4

But asset bubbles are far from the only way in which economic outcomes
depend on preferences. If a change in exogenous norms and preferences were
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drastic enough, lots of products and practices we take for granted today would
disappear and other new ones arise. Suppose people started reading epicurus
(not the hedonistic caricature but the original text) and decided that he was
right about how to live the good life, that is, in small communes of good
friends eating simple food together, wearing simple clothes, and having great
conversations. How would that affect what was relatively scarce, and how
would people apply technology and management to get more of it? What
would happen to the supply of skilled labor? What would happen to the peo-
ple and resources previously dedicated to making luxuries and other products
whose demand had collapsed? What new products and services would evolve?

thinking about these questions while keeping them firmly embedded
within a modern market economy, rather than following the lazy analogy of
“simple material life = arcadian or feudal past,” is what makes for a hard eco-
nomic sf approach.5 In an american context one can well imagine that this
epicurean turn might entail a great deal of commercial and technical inno-
vation aimed at improving the convenience, status differentiation, and
authenticity of the experience. epicurus’s emphasis on avoiding discomfort
and mental distress would mesh nicely with our society’s health, therapy, and
 self- help obsessions, and the industries focused on those areas would likely
see a great efflorescence, though focused more on feeling good than living
longer, as the great philosopher disdained the fear of death itself. all sorts of
different communal/residential setups would be attempted, with rules varying
as much as do those for today’s condominiums and  master- planned commu-
nities, to cater to the wide range of tastes for individual privacy vs. interaction,
levels and styles of “simple” physical facilities, etc. these might be branded
and form chains, with  self- selecting population types becoming associated
with each brand, much as Internet dating services do now. Others might have
boards that selected applicants, and there might be elaborate status distinc-
tions (not necessarily jointly agreed by all groups) associated with which type
or specific commune one lived in. Some might even specialize in people inter-
ested in science, or even a specific area of science, and then the whole vexed
question of  work- life balance, as well as the degree to which laboratories
ought to be treated as proper professional workspaces rather than personal
tree houses would take on new dimensions.

Positing a shock to the last of the three exogenous parts of an economic
model—basic institutions and rules of economic interaction—resembles most
the utopian, dystopian, and satiric tales to which I referred above. But in a
hard economic sf story, the impact of such changes in the rules has to be
traced through somewhat realistic implications for how resources get
directed, where innovation appears, what sources of new value are stimulated,
and how the distribution of that value is affected. Something like Jerry Pour-
nelle’s CoDominium Series, with its assumption that a global U.S.–Soviet
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alliance has prohibited technological innovation outside of its control, could
have generated such a story, but the author’s interests lay elsewhere.

to some extent, William Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s The Difference
Engine (1990), the alternate history that famously “invented” steampunk, pur-
sues this course.6 the novel sticks to the technology that existed when Charles
Babbage7 proposed his mechanical computers, and changes history by having
him complete his machine. this changes the institutions that allocate
resources, putting into power a faction of “Industrial radicals” who direct
r&D into  pre- electronic computing and raise technologists to political power.
From there, some of the economic implications are spun out in the back-
ground of the picaresque plot—the radicals form an alliance with rising
industrial labor unions, while ruthlessly crushing the resistance of  non-
mechanized workers, causing an even more rapid industrialization than hap-
pened historically. this advanced rate of investment at an earlier period,
before electricity, leads to a great flowering of advanced  steam- powered tech-
nology (along with even more enormous pollution problems). But the defin-
itive  institutional- innovation hard economic sf story is still to be written, in
my (possibly ignorant) opinion.

economic science could also be used in science fiction without forming
the mainspring of the action. there are a host of clever mechanisms and
ideas developed by economists, often ones not especially central to everyday
research, that create intriguing thought experiments and paradoxes. Game
theory, for example, tosses out all sorts of conundrums about what it means
to be “rational” when interacting with other thinking people in contexts that
combine cooperation, coordination, and competition, Many educated people
have heard of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, in my opinion one of the more over-
used models, but one which presents the problem of cooperation most starkly:
Payoffs are arranged such that each player ought to “defect” rather than “coop-
erate” regardless of what the other player does (so defecting is what is called
a “dominant strategy”) but the players would both be better off if they could
restrain themselves from defecting—both of them cooperating gives each
one a higher payoff than they receive when both defect. the PD is a metaphor
for a variety of collective action problems, such as the instability of a world
where nuclear first strikes are decisive, or individuals deciding whether to
pollute the commons when each one’s damage is small and the private cost
of not polluting is high.

Philosophers have wasted countless words trying to explain why it is
somehow “rational” to cooperate here, but in a  one- shot PD game it simply
is not—defecting always pays better. But what if the same two players play a
Prisoner’s Dilemma for a known finite number of periods, say 100 times?
Surely they could find a way to cooperate given the “shadow of the future,”
where playing nice might induce the other player to reciprocate—and in fact,
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in experiments, they do. But this presents a logical paradox, because in the
100th period we are back to a  one- shot game, which means defecting is the
dominant strategy. then in the 99th period, both players know that both will
defect next period, so they may as well defect now. repeating the argument—
what game theorists call “backward induction”—leads to the conclusion that
defecting is the only “rational” strategy in every period, starting from the
first. Being completely “rational” appears to lead to worse outcomes than
when one eschews backward induction.

the fundamental equilibrium concept in standard game theory, though,
is not the dominant strategy equilibrium found in the Prisoner’s Dilemma
(because it fails to be possible in most games). Instead the workhorse is the
nash equilibrium, which won John nash a belated nobel award in economics,
as depicted in the movie A Beautiful Mind (2001). (Interestingly, the film
completely botched the description of nash equilibrium, even though it is a
simple concept that is easy to explain. My supposition is that the concept’s
fundamentally selfish character wasn’t congenial to the Hollywood mindset,
which wanted to turn the actually  quite- competitive nash into a paragon of
dreamy romanticism.) a nash equilibrium is simply an assignment of strate-
gies to the players where no one wants to change his strategy given what the
others are doing.8 Once you’re at such a point, no one wants to unilaterally
deviate from what they’re doing.

Fine so far, but this simple concept doesn’t always map to observed out-
comes. Consider the following game played in a room with twenty or more
people: everyone chooses a number between 0 and 100, and the person whose
number is closest to two-thirds of the average of all the numbers picked wins
a prize. When you actually play this game you get a range of answers and the
winning number tends to be around 35–45. But the only nash equilibrium
of this game is for everybody to pick zero, as can be readily seen by a reduction
argument: even if everybody else picked 100, the best response would be 66,
so the nash point has to be at or below 66. But if everyone picked 66, then
the best response would be 44, and so on, until everyone has picked zero.

One explanation for actual behavior in this game, posited by Colin
Camerer of Caltech, is that people are “k-rational,” where k is a parameter
that differs across the population and describes how many stages of the above
argument a player goes through mentally. a k=0 player chooses a random
number, a k =1 player chooses 66, a k=2 player chooses 44, and so on. It turns
out that the best response for a “fully rational” k = infinity player depends
on the distribution of  k- types among the population playing the game—over-
estimating their k levels leads to suboptimal results. the empirical results
seem to suggest that a plurality of players are at k =1, the next biggest group
at k =2, then k = 3 or above, with a smattering of k = 0 types, but this research
is still in its early phases.9
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these conundrums of rationality (and many others that could be mined
from game theory) seem to present great possibilities for science fiction.
What happens to a world where the distribution of k shifts drastically upwards
across all contexts? Would our social norms break down or mutate? are there
 k- distributions that lead to better or worse outcomes? Could we design pop-
ulations of interacting aIs with deliberately limited  k- levels in order to engi-
neer superior results? Can a world of Big Data enable analysts to better
characterize individuals’  k- levels across contexts in order to manipulate their
behavior? If the end of the world is ever convincingly predicted some years
ahead, at what point before that end would backward induction kick in and
cooperative norms collapse when defection is  one- shot dominant?10

economics as a science has many such corners where fundamental ques-
tions about human capacities and how people interact could be spun into
science fiction stories. Moreover, the practice of economics as a science could
be as easily cast into the center of a science fiction plot as could a biology lab
or a physics experiment. What if someone discovered a way to exactly predict
the effect of taxes on prices and output? What if a hidden,  long- term  quasi-
periodic attractor were discovered to exist in economic data, so that seemingly
unrelated aspects of the economy were actually bound together in  long- wave
cycles?

there is even plenty of experimental economics nowadays, along with
“field experiments” where researchers recruit subjects over the Internet or
intervene in real online markets to test hypotheses and estimate the size of
different effects. Maybe an imaginative writer could conceive of one of these
field experiments somehow getting out of control in an interesting way.

So, perhaps optimistically, I look forward to sf writers perusing The
Journal of Economic Perspectives much as they do IEEE Spectrum or Quanta,
Econometrica much as they do Physical Review. the opportunities for the
entrepreneurial writer are there. We economists tend to believe that dollar
bills don’t lie on the sidewalk for long.

nOteS
1. this is obviously a very simplified caricature.
2. See Deirdre n. McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Commerce

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010).
3. Gregory Benford says: “I talked once about that with Damon. He had heard that

cowpats were a commercial commodity in India. When I went to India, I saw it in the large
scale because they were used for cooking fuel or heating. there was a market and once care-
fully pancaked, they were plastered to a wall to dry out. When they fell off, they were mar-
ketable. So it wasn’t that sciffy after all.”

4. repeating the game with the same players doesn’t make the bubble go away,
although it tends to pop sooner and at a lower price. But if one then makes any tweak to the
experiment, say, changing the size of the dividend paid, that tends to reestablish the bubble
at its original larger size.

For more information about bubbles, see Virginia Postrel, “Pop Psychology: Why asset
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Bubbles are a Part of the Human Condition that regulation Can’t Cure,” Atlantic Monthly,
302:5 (December 2008), 40–43, available at https:// www. theatlantic. com/ magazine/ archive/
2008/ 12/ pop- psychology/ 307135/.

5. neal Stephenson’s Anathem (2008) tries out a  post- apocalyptic scenario containing
 philosophy- and-math-but-no-tech  simple- life communes scattered about a shabby materialist
outer world that has technology but no philosophy or science, but it doesn’t do much with
the economic implications.

6. though Gregory Benford informs me that tim Powers and Jim Blaylock, as well
as K.W. Jeter, wrote steampunk before the publication of Gibson and Sterling’s megahit.

7. Interestingly, Babbage himself was an insightful writer on economics and industrial
organization, making contributions to understanding the division of labor and how mech-
anization affected cost functions.

8. this is a weaker requirement than dominant strategy equilibrium; every  dominant-
strategy equilibrium is nash, but most nash equilibria are not  dominant- strategy equilibria.

9. For more information about  k- rationality, see Colin F Camerer,  teck- Hua Ho, and
 Juin- Kuan Chong, “a Cognitive Hierarchy Model of Games,” The Quarterly Journal of Eco-
nomics, 119:3 (august 2004), 861–898, and the papers presented at a session held January 5,
2018, on “Bounded rationality,  Level- k reasoning, and Cognitive Hierarchies” at the annual
Meeting of the american economic association, posted at https:// www. aeaweb. org/
conference/ 2018/ preliminary/ 2087?q= enqrVipOLS7OzM8LqSxIVbKqhnGVraxrawGlCarI.

10. economic theory is full of paradoxes of  self- reference, where agents’ knowledge of
the theory that explains the system affects their behavior and makes the theory either true
or false. the proposition that the stock market is efficient in the weak sense, i.e., that the
past pattern of prices cannot be used to predict future prices, is based on the notion that any
such theory would be a  self- negating prophecy—those seeking to exploit the pattern would
destroy it if it previously existed, as they bid up the price of what the theory claimed to be
undervalued. But the strong sense of market efficiency, that there is also no trading gain to
be had from fundamental research into company prospects, cannot be strictly true because
if taken seriously there would be no one doing such research and then research would pay—
nobody doing research is not a nash equilibrium.
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Complicating 
the Frankenstein Barrier

Science Fiction Futures
and Social Transformation

Joey eschrich

“If science is now able to offer a real sense of things to come, literature
must find a means of presenting them to us,” writes science fiction critic and
historian George Slusser in his 1992 essay “the Frankenstein Barrier.”1 For
Slusser, a key role for science fiction is translating scientific discoveries and
making them legible, finding ways to “integrate them into existing human
systems” (47). But the essay, so stylistically assured and precisely argued, is
also haunted, anxious: Slusser is concerned about whether science fiction
can actually fulfill this charge of helping us wrap our collective heads around
futures rendered unrecognizable by scientific and technological change. Does
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831), situated
at the inception of the modern science fiction tradition, make our possible
scientific future more tractable, or does it compound our foggy confusion
about what’s to come? What is science fiction if it falls short of this task, col-
liding with an insuperable imaginative obstacle, a mute lack?

Slusser approaches these challenges of futurity in terms of science and
technology. But Frankenstein, which for Slusser suggests the possible limita-
tions of science fiction, also opens up another path for the genre’s acuity. In
Frankenstein, I believe that Mary Shelley performs a unique feat of future
imagination, but on a distinctively social, political, and economic plane. I’ll
begin by examining and unpacking Slusser’s “Frankenstein Barrier,” then
describe how Shelley’s Frankenstein charts a different course for how science
fiction relates to possible futures. I’ll conclude by considering how the
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Frankenstein Barrier, and Shelley’s evasion of its strictures, might help us
think more precisely about contemporary science fiction literature and its
goals for proposing, envisioning, and realizing human futures.

“the Frankenstein Barrier” is demanding, ranging from rené Descartes
and Sigmund Freud to the novel and film A Clockwork Orange (1962, 1971)
and the philosopher J.D. Bernal, to Carl Sagan and William Gibson and Bruce
Sterling, who appears as a kind of cool, laconic,  mirror- shaded,  jargon-
spouting Greek chorus throughout the piece. the  jumping- off point is
Slusser’s observation that in Frankenstein, Victor Frankenstein “makes, for
the first time in a literary work, a true thing of future possibility” (48), draw-
ing on the actual modern science of the day. this thing of future possibility
is what Victor himself calls “a new species,” built from human parts but tran-
scending human limitations. Indeed, the creature is an incredibly fast learner,
physically powerful, fleet of foot, resistant to the ravages of cold and hunger
and wind.

But this excitement doesn’t last long. When Victor beholds the thing he
has created, as it groans and stirs, he recoils in horror and flees. Later, when
the creature confronts Victor and demands that he create him a mate, Victor
initially agrees, but changes his mind at the last minute and tears the  in-
process female creature to bits. at the end of the novel, Victor and the creature
are in the frozen arctic wastes, chasing each other around on foot and on
sledges. all is white and blank—and crucially for Slusser, as we’ll see later,
all is physical. Victor has transmuted his new species from luminescent idea
to fleshy reality, and now it’s killed nearly everyone he loves, and it’s playing
deadly hide-and-seek with him in one of the most bleak, punishing environ-
ments imaginable.

For Slusser, Shelley’s novel, a foundation of the genre, displays a tendency
in two movements that will be repeated time and again for 200 years. the
first movement: glimpsing a radically imaginative future that is thrilling and
invigorating and truly different than our present: a disjuncture, a break with
history. the second movement: Hitting a barrier and seeing that moment of
discovery and profound change slide back into what he calls “the white wastes
of some blank and mute present” (48–49). this, writes Slusser, is the specter
of “a rational future forever held back by an atavistic present” (54).

Sf sets up thrilling future vistas, but they always end up bottoming out
in the same old oppositions and problems and limitations. as much as we
try to push our narrative premises into the future, their resolutions always
run into this Frankenstein Barrier, which makes its presence known in images
like the bleak whiteness of Mary Shelley’s arctic or the “white room at the
end of humankind’s quest for the infinite” (64) in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A
Space Odyssey (1968), and a host of others that emphasize deathlike stasis or
impenetrable irrationality.
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and this is where Descartes and Bernal come in: For Slusser, our inabil-
ity to imagine a transcendent technological future is rooted in a Cartesian
duality where pure, rational mind is held back by the flesh. the future is cog-
nitive, and thus limitless. the present is physical, heavy, natural, organic, the
body that hungers and thirsts and rages and groans and oozes.

the obduracy of material things, their dull “thingness” and implacability,
holds back our movement beyond the confines of the human form and the
physical world’s limitations and finite resources. Slusser expands on this
through a discussion of Carl Sagan’s 1977 book The Dragons of Eden,2 where
the author posits that the evolution of human intelligence is structured so
that our higher rational faculties, which evolved later, are always warring
with our monstrous instinctual impulses.

Slusser finds Sagan’s conclusions frightening, and more so because they
echo the gloomy,  late- in-life ideas of another prodigious thinker from a very
different background, Sigmund Freud. Sagan’s and Freud’s writings suggest
that the Frankenstein Barrier is innate, part of our evolutionary legacy, an
inescapable “impediment to the rational creation of a genuine future” (59)—
a future that doesn’t just recapitulate the challenges and limitations of the
present.

the stakes are high for Slusser here: He begins his essay by pondering
the relationship between visions of the future in science fiction and actual
possible achievable futures. the key question here is, “How compatible are
traditional descriptive processes of fiction with this desire to create new,
hence future, things?” (46) that is, can our science fictional explorations
actually be a meaningful part of the project to shape futures? Does telling sf
stories have any relevance or force with respect to reality? Or are we just in
the entertainment business, or perhaps the business of reflecting the present
back to itself in imaginative terms?

It’s noteworthy that Slusser doesn’t lay his cards on the table as to what
kind of future he wants. He refers to morality and law as forces in the present
that impede change, which implies perhaps a radically different way of man-
aging social relations and resources and property, or a redefinition—perhaps
a technological one—of what it means to be human.

Slusser ends the essay by riffing on the same theme, asking “whether
sf ’s vaunted ‘sense of wonder,’ that which caused Victor Frankenstein to want
to create new things in the first place” (71), is hopelessly blocked by this bar-
rier. So it’s a big question, and like Slusser’s introduction, it ties together sf
with the actual practice of science and technology. Can we conquer our primal
impulses and stop being irrational? Can we imagine things truly different
than they are? are our grandest sf dreams merely our current sociopolitical
and sociotechnical dramas dressed up in fanciful costumes?
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*  *  *
reading “the Frankenstein Barrier” helped clarify for me what I like so

much about Frankenstein: that it doesn’t actually spend very much time with
Victor as an inventor. the parts of the novel about fabricating the creature
and working on its mate are brief. near the end of the novel, when another
character asks Victor for details about the process of animating the creature,
Victor erupts into cautionary,  fourth- wall breaking hysterics, saying:

are you mad, my friend? […] or whither does your senseless curiosity lead you?
Would you also create for yourself and the world a demoniacal enemy? […] Peace,
peace! learn my miseries, and do not seek to increase your own.3

Indeed, the lion’s share of the novel is spent in humanistic and relational pur-
suits: letters exchanged among loved ones; a kind magistrate tending to a
shipwrecked traveler; wedding planning; a crisis of faith; the creature eaves-
dropping on a loving family in the woods, and learning to read from John
Milton and Plutarch and Johann Goethe; torturous ethical  self- examinations
from Victor; endless procrastination in the face of duty, also by Victor; philo-
sophical debates between the creature and its creator; and Victor and his
friend Henry Clerval bushwhacking around europe.

Slusser produces a sharp critical reading of the largest and most cultur-
ally resonant arc in the novel: that is, a scientific saga of staggering ambition,
followed by unholy creation, followed by a murderous campaign for
vengeance, followed by oblivion on the arctic ice. So what I want to do here,
to complement his argument, is to provide a few examples of how well Mary
Shelley uses Frankenstein to provide glimpses of a social, political, and eco-
nomic future that is markedly different than her present. On this front, she
doesn’t encounter a barrier; her sense of what the future could and should
be is clear.

Shelley skillfully interpolates women’s voices in what at a glance seems
to be an entirely  male- dominated novel. Captain Walton, the nautical explorer
who provides the  beginning- and-end frame narrative for the novel, is turned
away from certain disaster through his written correspondence with his sister
Margaret. Walton, who is on a scientific voyage in search of the north Pole,
nearly puts his entire crew in harm’s way in the face of inclement weather,
risking their lives and almost igniting a mutiny. We only read Walton’s side
of the interchange, but it’s apparent from his responses that Margaret helps
talk him down, stressing the importance of human life over glory and
celebrity and giving him something tangible to come home to. elizabeth,
Victor’s doomed lover and wife, performs a similar role but onscreen, making
an argument in her letter in Volume I, Chapter V for a work life connected
to happiness, the restorative energies of the natural world, and positive inter-
actions with other people, instead of the furtive, solitary, and ultimately dis-
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astrous road he walks. We might think of this as a  cultural- feminist critique
of the nascent scientific enterprise, or of the male world of commerce and
governance more broadly. Implicitly, through little glints and glances, Shelley
is showing us a more ethical world driven by collaboration and comity
between men and women.

another woman communicates Shelley’s unease with the justice system
and with organized religion. Justine Moritz, a loyal servant of the Franken-
stein family, is framed by the creature for the murder of Victor’s young brother
William. Justine is wracked by misplaced Catholic guilt and dismayed by the
suspicion of her employers and protectors, and she falsely confesses and is
put to death. Victor stands by miserably, unwilling to intercede; he is terrified
that everyone will think he’s insane—which is too big of a blow for his ego
to sustain.

But before all of this tragedy, Justine is someone in a subordinate posi-
tion who is treated kindly and humanely by her employers. We might think
of her as a symbol for an imagined rapprochement between social classes put
into open antagonism by the economic upheavals and escalating greed of the
Industrial revolution. Indeed, Shelley, in elizabeth’s letter to Victor, writes
of Justine:

the republican institutions of our country have produced simpler and happier man-
ners than those which prevail in the great monarchies that surround it. Hence there
is less distinction between the several classes of its inhabitants; and the lower orders
being neither so poor nor so despised, their manners are more refined and moral. 
[…] Justine, thus received in our family, learned the duties of a servant; a condition
which, in our fortunate country, does not include the idea of ignorance, and a sacri-
fice of the dignity of a human being [48–49].

In a more general sense, Frankenstein’s epistolary structure and its continual
shuttling between viewpoints shatter the novel’s traditional reification of the
unified individual self, that unassailably rational and closed enlightenment
subject. the literary scholar Mary a. Favret writes of Frankenstein:

this novel works to show the limits of that individuality and to replace the individual
voice with a network of voices. the principle of life is not individual, nor does it pro-
ceed in a straight line. rather, life becomes, in the novelist’s hands, a production of
multiple correspondences, always overlapping, revealing connections [….] In spite of
its title, Frankenstein refuses to be solely Victor Frankenstein’s story. the novel has a
new task, which requires combination and confusion of identity. Like Frankenstein’s
monster, the novel is a representation of human life which exceeds the dimensions of
any one individual.4

thus, in its literary structure, Frankenstein insists on the importance of commu -
nities and relationships to social harmony, ethics, and psychological  well- being.
When a man goes it alone in the novel, things break bad. Shelley insists on a
society defined by collectivity rather than unrestrained individual ambition.
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these ideas reflect the thinking of Shelley’s parents, the philosophers
Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin. Both were social constructionists
with a strong belief in the power of relationships, social norms, and institu-
tions to determine people’s character and behavior. In her A Vindication of
the Rights of Woman (1792) and other writings, Wollstonecraft argued for the
importance of education, especially for women, and for the importance of
the family. these institutions, the school and the family, shaped people into
rational adults and good citizens able to take care of themselves, comport
themselves with virtue, and contribute to the overall  well- being of society.
Wollstonecraft argued that women, who at the time could not legally own
property or vote,5 functioned as “convenient slaves,” “immured in their fam-
ilies, groping in the dark.”6 In order to achieve  self- determination and exert
a positive influence on society, women therefore needed access to the same
educational opportunities afforded to men. Wollstonecraft’s radical perspec-
tives on women’s marginalization and proper social roles paralleled her oppo-
sition to slavery, an overwhelmingly lucrative economic engine in late
 eighteenth- century europe, which she termed an “abominable mischief.”7 In
Frankenstein, the figure of the benighted creature stands in for the masses of
dispossessed and oppressed people of all stripes: reviled for his unusual looks
and unfortunate biology, barred from social interchange, unable to achieve
 self- actualization and contribute to the common good.

William Godwin, in his most influential book, Enquiry Concerning Polit-
ical Justice and Its Influence on Morals and Happiness (1793), writes: “If justice
have any meaning, it is just that I should contribute everything in my power
to the benefit of the whole.”8 Victor abandons mundane, applied scientific
work at his university (such as improving instruments for chemistry) to
undertake his Promethean project, without any specific positive social ben-
efits in mind—just a vague,  hand- wavy sense that he might conquer death
and an explicit desire that a new race would revere him as its creator. the
women in the novel contravene this tendency, pointing to a social order in
which mutual enrichment would guide our actions, not selfish ambition.
Godwin’s principle of equality holds that all people have the capacity for rea-
son, if it’s nurtured, regardless of social status. His radical opposition to “accu-
mulated property”9 beyond one’s basic needs reflects his idea that both
extreme wealth and poverty impair people’s ability to act justly and think
beyond  self- interest about the good of the community. People’s capacities for
intellectual achievement and virtue are determined by circumstance, not fixed
by birth; a more equitable disposition of property would lead to a flowering
of prosocial behavior and “sentiments of generosity and public good.”10 Build-
ing on these ideas, Mary charts the creature’s intellectual development and
innately kind and virtuous nature being vitiated by physical hardship and
continuous mistreatment. Meanwhile, Justine reflects Mary Shelley’s progres-
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sive, though paternalistic and decidedly not radical idea that relations between
classes need not be exploitative, that people of humble birth could be edu-
cated and treated with dignity even while they occupy less prestigious social
roles.

*  *  *
approaching science fiction via Slusser’s idea of an imaginative bar-

rier—and Shelley’s skirting of the logic of the barrier and emphasis on the
social, political, and economic aspects of our shared future—provides an
opportunity to reexamine our habitual ways of thinking about the future.
Slusser’s essay, and a close look at Frankenstein in its light, suggests some
realignments of how we view a constellation of issues: science fiction writers’
varying strategies and goals towards the future, the relationship between
emerging technology and meaningful social change, and the interplay
between our present and the possible futures we imagine.

First, perhaps we should be thinking about sf writers, or at least certain
sf writers, explicitly as social thinkers and critics as much as storytellers.
With the Frankenstein Barrier, Slusser enlists authors into Victor Franken-
stein’s Promethean struggle, grappling with seemingly insurmountable imag-
inative obstacles to conjure up radical technological futures for us. But some
writers today, from Kim Stanley robinson and Madeline ashby to Paolo Baci-
galupi and many more, already present themselves almost primarily as social
thinkers, and their fiction as potent commentary, in dialogue with nonfiction
and political discourse as much as other future fiction. Mary Shelley may not
have been able to surmount Slusser’s barrier in terms of imagining a posthu-
manist, biopunk future. But she did marshal her talent and resources to imag-
ine a  near- future social order that values women’s voices, mitigates abuses
based on social class, and centers community and conversation over trail-
blazing, perilous ambition. So, perhaps social acuity is a marker of sf achieve-
ment, not just heroic feats of technological imagination.

Second, Slusser’s barrier assumes that there is something on the other
side: namely, a technology that will get us out of our familiar problems caused
by class strife, racism, misogyny,  short- term over  long- term thinking, envi-
ronmental degradation, and the like. But, as the perspicacious cybersecurity
expert and designer eleanor Saitta writes, “all technical problems of sufficient
scope or impact are actually political problems first.”11 as we’ve started to see
with artificial intelligence, who controls the data and who decides which
information is included in the training sets is immensely important in terms
of social outcomes. and as we’ve seen with climate change, we can have all
of the technological solutions lined up nicely and neatly. that doesn’t mean
that entrenched interests are going to invest in a transition or acquiesce to
change. Slusser leaves the kind of futurity, the kind of change he’s hoping for
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undefined, but it’s pretty clear it’s about scientific discovery and technological
ingenuity. But even after that leap, we’ll still be grappling with class antago-
nism, rising and acidifying oceans, and we’ll still need to be thinking in terms
of a transformation of philosophical consciousness and social relations.

Finally, on a related note, the barrier argument focuses on disjuncture:
change that is radically transformative. the cyberpunk grounding of the piece
means that many of Slusser’s examples are about transcending human limi-
tations, extending the body, building a bridge between biology and the sub-
lime world of information. that’s all very millennial and seismic in terms of
changing the basic conditions of human existence. But the kind of social
change that Mary Shelley is interested in is built upon a long history of rela-
tionships, values, and inequalities—so there is continuity between the past,
the present, and the future. Frankenstein reminds us that if we don’t grapple
with our social foibles now and in the near future, we’ll remain haunted by
them no matter what fantastical technologies we create on the other side of
the barrier.

I suspect that the Frankenstein Barrier might be an appealing challenge
for a certain kind of sf mind: someone who wants to blow us away with some-
thing unforeseen—to implant a wholly new idea into the heads of inventors
and bring a technological problem from beyond the horizon into our field
of vision. But maybe there are multiple sets of goalposts, and not all of our
best science fictional minds are toiling in the shadow of the barrier. and
ironically, I think Mary Shelley was just fine not being able to see over that
imaginary wall, because she was preoccupied with the injustices and inade-
quacies and abuses that she saw in her  day- to-day life. If she wanted to think
incisively about the detailed future of science and technology, she would have
baked more of that into the book, instead of deliberately avoiding it, and
telling us that she was doing so.

So maybe there’s more than one kind of project for fiction that looks
into the future. and maybe we’re limiting ourselves if we fall back unthink-
ingly onto the assumption that all authors are pursuing the “sense of wonder”
that Slusser closes his essay with. Perched at the yawning front gate of a new
genre two centuries ago, Frankenstein might help us more accurately map
200 years of creativity, and let us see better what our friends and colleagues
are up to now.
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robert a. Heinlein 
revisited

A Response to George Slusser’s
Calvinist Interpretation of His Works

Bradford Lyau

robert a. Heinlein is the most influential american writer in  twentieth-
century science fiction. this observation should be unquestioned. His ideas,
on the other hand, raise polarizing reactions—one either loves them or hates
them. as expected, the resulting analyses, academic or otherwise, of his works
tend to be equally controversial.

an example would be George Slusser’s Robert A. Heinlein: Stranger in
His Own Land (1976, 1977), in which he argues how Heinlein, in spite of his
advocacy of a rational world view based on science and expressed through
advancing technology and a classical liberal philosophy, actually reveals in
his fiction a Calvinist view of the world. Slusser concedes that Heinlein may
not even be aware of this tendency, but Slusser claims nevertheless that a
close reading of Heinlein’s works shows patterns of Calvinist thinking and
characteristics that are integral parts of america’s collective national myth.
What Heinlein describes as the use of serendipity in his stories Slusser iden-
tifies as Heinlein’s resorting to the Calvinist central precepts of predestination
and grace.1

My contention, back when I read Slusser’s book when it came out and
still now, is that Slusser misses the mark. although Heinlein treats themes
with which Calvinism became associated as it integrated into american
thought and culture, similarity does not equal identity. toward the end of
this essay, I will suggest the parts of Calvinism where Slusser’s analysis could
apply to Heinlein and will respond accordingly.
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I will address this issue by placing Heinlein in the mainstream of amer-
ican thought, based on categories of thought from the  eighteenth- century
enlightenment and filtered through major themes which are associated with
Calvinism, developed through the nineteenth century, and are relevant to
both Heinlein and Slusser’s analysis of him. this analysis falls into two parts:
(1) Heinlein’s place in the intellectual tradition emerging from the  eighteenth-
century enlightenment, and (2) Heinlein’s treatment of themes associated
with Calvinist thought as they developed through the nineteenth century
and Heinlein’s lifetime. In my concluding remarks I will attempt to tie these
two parts together and from my conclusions of my critique of Slusser’s asser-
tions of Calvinism in Heinlein’s thought.

the text I use as the basis of introducing the categories of thought in
the  eighteenth- century enlightenment is Jonathan I. Israel’s recent interpre-
tation of this era. Before the appearance of Israel’s magisterial  three- volume
work,2 the enlightenment was usually analyzed in two ways: (1) by country
and (2) by theme—particularly the impact of new philosophical approaches
and the Scientific revolution on other disciplines. Most readers—having
studied primarily the French, Scottish, and american versions, and then
being made aware of the Dutch, German, Italian, et. al—are probably familiar
with the first category. In the second category, students are often introduced
to the philosophes’ attempts to search for laws or guidelines in politics, soci-
eties, economics, philosophy, religion, etc., that possessed the same level of
certainty as the discovered laws in the natural sciences. Later, as enlighten-
ment studies have developed, the scope of study has expanded to include
sociological and bibliographic analyses as well as the more contemporary
concerns of feminism, non–Western perspectives, and  post- colonial view-
points.

What Israel contributes to this subject, basically, is an overall  re-
examination of the enlightenment that results in his dividing its participants
into two competing camps: the Moderates and the radicals. Using most of
the substance and methods of earlier studies while adamantly maintaining
the supremacy of intellectual history, he traces in meticulous detail how,
despite the national and social particularities of the enlightenment partici-
pants, one could break down the intellectual discourse into these two groups.
to begin with, Israel defines the enlightenment as

a partly unitary phenomenon operative on both sides of the atlantic, and eventually
everywhere, consciously committed to the notion of bettering humanity in this world
through a fundamental, revolutionary transformation discarding the ideas, habits,
and tradition of the past either wholly or partially.

From this definition he describes this  all- important epoch as
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best characterized as the quest for human amelioration occurring between 1680 and
1800, driven principally by “philosophy,” that is what we would term philosophy, sci-
ence, and political and social science including the new science of economics lumped
together, leading to revolutions in ideas and attitudes first, and actual practical revo-
lutions second, or else the other way around, both sets of revolutions seeking univer-
sal recipes for all mankind and, ultimately, in its radical manifestation, laying the
foundations of modern basic human rights and freedoms and representative democ-
racy.3

How to achieve this goal of human amelioration becomes the dividing line,
according to Israel, between the Moderates and radicals.

Israel’s Moderates include the names of those individuals popularly rec-
ognized as the most influential of the enlightenment thinkers: newton,
Locke, Leibniz, Voltaire, Hume, and Smith. these thinkers contended that
new ideas could be accommodated to existing philosophies and theologies
and even applied in a  reform- minded spirit to existing political institutions,
which were mostly monarchical, aristocratic, and  anti- democratic at the time.
Most of the Moderates warned that sudden and total change was not advisable
and that measured reform would be the way to go. among these thinkers,
some viewed history as having demonstrated that the existing hierarchical
structures were part of the natural course of events and that certain people
belong on top while others ought to be ruled at the bottom—and that reform
only by society’s superiors (in ability and not necessarily by birth) would be
the best way to improve civilization. If equality and fairness are to be attained,
they must be initiated by an elite level of society.

In contrast, Israel describes the radicals as the purveyors of what a
 present- day person might label as a purer version of the enlightenment,
including the abolishment of religious authority from political and social
spheres; the use of reason—rational thought—alone as the basis for knowl-
edge and policy; the absolute equality of all people regardless of race, gender,
and class; absolute freedom of speech and action both in private and public
spheres; and—most important—universal representative democracy. Parti-
sans of this camp called for “no compromise” in attaining these goals. the
goals were both clear and immediate, and policy must follow accordingly.
the significant figures in the radical camp of the enlightenment are probably
less known to the general public, but their achievements remain no less sig-
nificant. Israel’s list begins with one person, Spinoza, whose role Israel iden-
tifies as central to this wing of the enlightenment. Baruch Spinoza’s core
concept—of God and nature being no more than two names for the one sub-
stance that comprises existence—became the basis for the concepts of reason,
equality, and freedom. Major figures who elaborated upon Spinoza’s ideas
include Bayle, Vico, toland, Holbach, and d’alembert.

Overall, Israel views the Moderates as having been the dominant wing
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of this ideological rivalry. But he concludes that it is now time for the con-
temporary world to adopt the ideas and principles of the radical enlighten-
ment.

Before proceeding further, we should note that, as Israel examines in
almost 3000 pages the differences and competition between these two camps,
he repeatedly reminds the reader of two points: (1) Both of these groups were
revolutionary in theory and impact, and (2) the biggest threat against them
remained the forces of the Counter enlightenment, the protectors and arbiters
of the old paradigm of thinking.

In an earlier paper4 I concluded that Heinlein in his post–navy career
started out in the radical camp, with his involvement with Sinclair Lewis’s
California gubernatorial campaign in 1934, but ended in the moderate camp,
becoming more politically conservative as he grew older and placing the
responsibility of a successful future on the shoulders of fewer and fewer peo-
ple. On the surface this reliance on the dwindling number of people destined
to direct humanity’s future may suggest a Calvinist leaning, but the remainder
of this essay will prove otherwise.

Calvinism continued throughout american history as well. Its basic
characteristics, in addition to the most commonly known one of predestina-
tion, include: (1) the inherent sinfulness and weakness of individuals, (2) the
encouragement of industrious altruism—and not economic individualism,
(3) prosperity and success as not necessarily signs of salvation, and (4) democ-
racy which elects an aristocracy (based on ability and piety, not birth) of
magistrates as the preferred form of government. through this last charac-
teristic, Calvinism found its political expression in the desired autonomy of
churches, which fit well with the american brand of republicanism.5

american Calvinism was going through a significant transformation by
the time of Heinlein’s youth (he was born in 1907). From the years 1870 to1920
american society was going through a process of increased secularization.
although most Calvinists supported the separation of church and state, they
were not in favor of the secularization of society. the competing religious
movements (Social Gospel; subjectivity in an individual’s approach to faith;
and an emphasis on the love of God over concerns about transcendence,
scriptural literalness, and which laws must be followed strictly) of this period
also called for the separation of church and state, but these competing move-
ments were for secularization—partly influenced by their championing of
the First amendment. this period witnessed Calvinism on the losing side
of this disagreement.6

For the most part america remained secular during Heinlein’s adult life
but basic features of Calvinism persisted in various parts of american culture
and society. In particular, three Calvinist themes persisted in the broader
culture: (1) the notion of human depravity and the subsequent need for
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redemption, (2) independence from materialist thought, and (3) alienation
and anxiety. this last point can be seen in  twentieth- century american lit-
erature, which provides many examples of alienation from God, nature, or
society. even some political leftist ideologies offer an austere, “Calvinist”
approach to social reform or redemption.7

the enlightenment and Calvinism form two major pillars of american
thought and culture. While Heinlein views himself as belonging to the former,
Slusser claims he really falls into the latter—regardless of Heinlein’s own
claims or probable lack of awareness of his Calvinist leanings.

three major themes in american history that are usually associated
with Calvinism, whether accurately or not—Manifest Destiny, patriotism,
and Social Darwinism—are important to our analysis of Heinlein’s stands
and Slusser’s Calvinist claims. the concept of Manifest Destiny is often asso-
ciated with the Calvinistic notion of predestination, but it should not be.
Besides Calvinism’s tenet of the inherent sinfulness and depravity of human
nature, this belief system also warns against the notion that outward signs of
success constitute “proof ” that a person is saved, much less that a nation is
“destined” for greatness. Be that as it may, the association persists. the more
traditional reasons of national chauvinism, racism, economic and political
greed and corruption, and xenophobia can explain with much more certainty
the roots of Manifest Destiny. In fact, most historians argue that Manifest
Destiny may have been a useful fiction to justify certain actions and that the
 continent- wide expansion of the United States was in no way guaranteed or
inevitable.8

Heinlein always expressed his pride in america’s accomplishments, but
he never stated that his country’s successful standing in the world was
inevitable or that its future was guaranteed. In his Guest of Honor Speech at
the 1976 World Science Fiction convention in Kansas City, he noted that
america—celebrating the 200th anniversary of its Declaration of Independ-
ence—had been at war for 199 of its 200 years, and then declared that there
would be more to come in the future, even with the use of nuclear weapons
because, according to Heinlein, war is the natural state of humanity. He also
mentioned that the future in space would not necessarily be an american
one.9 this state of affairs was how america came to be, not some destiny or
preordained direction of history. In some respects, Heinlein’s words sounded
less like John Calvin’s and more like thomas Hobbes’s observation that
human life is nasty, brutish, and short.

this attitude about america’s future in space is not a singular occur-
rence. In front of his largest audience, his interview with Walter Cronkite—
along with arthur C. Clarke—on CBS during the apollo 11 Moon landing,
Heinlein stated that all of humanity would be traveling into space. He made
a point of stating that all races and nationalities will be taking part in this
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great expansion. america is a part of this development, but it is not destined
to be the only one or necessarily the leading one.10

the role of assimilation plays a role in the concept of Manifest Destiny.
Joining a society that was primarily  anglo- Saxon in its culture was considered
a prerequisite for all those wishing to become part of america’s special mis-
sion of civilizing the “lesser peoples,” whether immigrant or native.11 an argu-
ment can be made that Heinlein’s ideas may be understood under this part
of the “destiny” concept. In his novel, Space Cadet (1948), Heinlein writes of
the adventures of a young man going through the Space academy (probably
based on Heinlein’s experience as a midshipman at annapolis). a point is
made of the diversity of the entering cadets and their eventual assimilation
into the culture of the Space Patrol, which protects the Solar System’s Feder-
ation.12 One could argue here that this scenario is a replay of  nineteenth-
century american expansion and the immigrant experience. However, in the
protagonist’s encounter with native Venusians later in the novel, the assump-
tion of human superiority due to humanity’s perceived unmatched triumphs
in technological achievements is tossed out the window. From this part of
the novel a reader might assume that this story is also a critique of america’s
 nineteenth- century westward expansion.

Perhaps a more convincing evidence of assimilation is Heinlein’s spec-
ulation at the end of his collection of fiction and  non- fiction, Expanded Uni-
verse: The New Worlds of Robert A. Heinlein, in the essay entitled, “the Happy
Days ahead.”13 the first part of this essay details his criticisms of what is
wrong in america and how the country can fall into a permanent decline
without the help of any external forces. the second part describes how to
solve the country’s problems. In Heinlein’s scenario an african american
woman Vice President becomes President after the President’s unexpected
death. She states categorically during the early days of her administration
that no special attention will be given to any particular group based on eth-
nicity or gender because all are americans and as such are equal, and all cit-
izens of the country must work together and solve the nation’s problems.
Heinlein never really describes how to resolve issues of privilege based in
ethnicity or gender. Instead, he appears to “solve” the problems by simply
urging a change of attitude.

In one of his later novels, Friday (1981), Heinlein does offer a portrait
of an america where this type of assimilation fails to sustain itself beyond
his present. What was the United States of america has become a polyglot
of smaller nations, each apparently possessing a particular political structure
and culture.14 examples would be the “Chicago Imperium” (141) and Califor-
nia being the only place one will “find the  clear- quill,  raw- gum,  two- hundred-
proof, undiluted democracy” (145). the latter Heinlein describes in satirical
manner, with the protagonist refusing to pass judgment on this government
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except to say that she did observe that “Democracy is probably all right used
in sparing amounts” (145). Of course, this is the viewpoint of one of his fic-
tional characters and should not be taken as Heinlein’s own—as he has warned
his readers constantly in his nonfiction. However, this presentation does illus-
trate his pessimistic view of the United States ceasing to be united.

But what does bring americans of diverse background together? Hein-
lein’s Guest of Honor speech at the World Science Fiction Convention of 1941
in Denver gives more than a hint. For him, what draws us together is the sci-
entific method. Influenced in large part by the ideas of general semantics
espoused by alfred Korzybski (1879–1950), Heinlein introduces the concept
of  time- binding and the nature of facts, and how the scientific method can
be applied to these facts. even the subject of anti–Semitism is treated under
these ideas.15 So even if Heinlein’s view of assimilation is viewed through the
lens of Manifest Destiny, it still clearly falls back on the scientific method
and not an ontological—or even “Whiggish”—view of history.

If Heinlein expressed a future in terms of faith or destiny, he applied it
to the whole human race, not just america. In a 1952 national radio broadcast
with edward r. Murrow, Heinlein proclaims,

I believe in—I am proud to belong to—the United States. Despite shortcomings, from
lynchings to bad faith in high places, our nation has had the most decent and kindly
internal practices and foreign policies to be found anywhere in history.

and finally, I believe in my whole race. Yellow, white, black, red, brown—in the
honesty, courage, intelligence, durability … and goodness … of the overwhelming
majority of my brothers and sisters everywhere on this planet. I am proud to be a
human being. I believe that we have come this far by the skin of our teeth, that we
always make it just by the skin of our teeth—but that we will always make it … sur-
vive … endure. I believe that this hairless embryo with the aching, oversize brain
case and the opposable thumb, this animal barely up from the apes, will endure—will
endure longer than his home planet, will spread out to the other planets, to the stars,
and beyond, carrying with him his honesty, his insatiable curiosity, his unlimited
courage—and his noble essential decency.

this I believe with all my heart.16

Whatever his views on humanity, Heinlein remained proud to be an amer-
ican. the theme of patriotism is perhaps the best place to consider his views
about being a citizen of the United States.

though most people do not associate patriotism with Calvinism, some
of american patriotism’s roots come from Puritan/Calvinistic ideas. Some
historians consider patriotism to be a conflation of the sacred and secular or,
more particularly, between eschatology and chauvinism—which in this con-
text makes patriotism an expression of Manifest Destiny. From this conflation
a ritual of dissent emerges, in which dissent occurs and then is resolved when
opposing parties are absorbed back into the american mainstream—which
fits in with the assimilation aspect of Manifest Destiny. this could be a reason
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why many people can view both Martin Luther King, Jr., and ronald reagan
as patriots in the diverse american tapestry.17

By 1800 patriotism could be said to be made up of two components:
constitutional principles and a sense of biblical mission. throughout subse-
quent history, when people criticized patriotism they often did so in an anti–
Puritan manner, while paradoxically reaffirming the Puritanism/Calvinist
influence. From the  mid- to-late nineteenth century challenges to patriotism
emerged, primarily due to the influx of new immigrants and to the  native-
born citizens feeling ever more marginalized in an industrializing and
expanding nation. For example, in the latter nineteenth century in the north-
ern United States, the newer immigrants were the growing numbers of
Catholics from europe, while the native born included Protestants in the
South still coming to grips with the Civil War, as well as northern labor
groups fighting among themselves in the face of industrialization and immi-
gration. For many new immigrants oftentimes patriotism replaced the old
nationalisms of their countries of origin, but their acceptance by mainstream
america varied. People of color were not included in this conversation, espe-
cially the african americans who saw the promises of reconstruction fade
away after the presidential election of 1876. the social/economic disloca-
tions of the Gilded age challenged patriotic feelings in most sectors of
society.18

During the period just before and during Heinlein’s youth, patriotism
experienced a rebound. the Progressive movement of the late nineteenth
century reinvigorated patriotism due in part to the religious inspiration that
accompanied its struggle to include women, farmers, and industrial wage
workers in the mainstream of society. Just before Heinlein reached his teenage
years, World War I galvanized patriotic fervor, with Woodrow Wilson leading
the way through his internationalizing of many Progressive goals, including
the bringing of his Fourteen Points to Versailles. It was during this period
that patriotism could be said to become nationalized, or standardized. Instead
of localized expressions of national loyalty, patriotic events and monuments
were now meant to display a more abstract version of nationality under which
local expressions were subsumed.

During Heinlein’s early adult years, patriotism experienced a downturn
due to the disillusionment of the post–World War I era and the onset of the
Great Depression, then saw an uplift upon america’s entrance into World
War II and the subsequent Cold War. american patriotism further endured
a challenge during the Sixties, and experienced something of a revival during
Heinlein’s last years (he died in 1988).19

Heinlein never denied that he was a patriot, and often discussed his
patriotism in relation to the military. He held that, regardless of the weapons
america produces or the fairness of its conscription policy, if its citizens are
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not patriotic—willing to sacrifice for their country—then the United States
is doomed. When explaining his opposition to conscription, Heinlein
describes his understanding of patriotism this way:

a lottery [for a fair conscription process], even meticulously fair, cannot make a man
willing to charge a machine gun nest in the face of almost certain death. that sort of
drive comes from emotional sources. esprit de corps and patriotism cannot be drawn
in a lottery.

Conscription works (among free men) only when it is not needed. I have seen two
world wars; we used the draft in each … but in each case it was a means of straight-
ening out the manpower situation; it was not needed to make men fight. Both wars
were popular.

Since then we have had two non–Wars—Korea and nam—in “peacetime” and
using conscript troops. And each non–War was a scandalous disaster.20

Here Heinlein talks about emotional sources. Is this a hint of something
beyond the rational world view he has been promulgating? Can the Puritan/
Calvinist influence emerge here? the answer can be found in the third and
last theme of american thought to be examined here—where Heinlein links
patriotism with Darwinian thinking.

Social Darwinism may provide the key to understanding Heinlein in
this analysis. From the Gilded age through World War II, this view of human
nature and society garnered significant influence in america. though not sup -
ported by Darwin himself, this ideology borrowed—or better yet,  co- opted—
Darwin’s biological terms and applied them to human societies as a way of
ranking which peoples or cultures were superior to others. It should be said
that Social Darwinism comes from Herbert Spencer, not Charles Darwin,21

and the ideas of  laissez- faire capitalism, industrial capacity, and military supe-
riority were especially significant for explaining or justifying the global
empire building by the european powers and america in modern times, and
by other powers in earlier periods of history.

Heinlein once said of himself that, as a boy in his native Butler, Missouri,
he was steeped in the attitudes of the Bible Belt and thus prey to the “most
bigoted” opinions, until he encountered Darwin at the age of thirteen.22 a
few years later, in his Expanded Universe (1980) he mentions Charles Galton
Darwin (grandson of Charles Darwin) and his book, The Next Million Years
(1952), as a  follow- up to On the Origin of Species (1859) and one of the most
important books of the twentieth century.23 this book resurrects the Malthu-
sian problem of overpopulation and concludes pessimistically that the human
condition ultimately cannot be improved and therefore human nature must
be improved instead. Whoever can do so, their society will endure.24 eugenics
is the solution proposed. Heinlein’s mention of the book can be seen as part
of the revival of Social Darwinist themes in american thought.25 though
Heinlein observes that eugenics is unlikely to occur (he claims it is against
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human nature), human nature will still improve the usual way—through the
survival of those best adaptable to their changing environments.26

In his James Forrestal Memorial Lecture in 1973 at the United States
naval academy,27 Heinlein makes clear what he thinks is the basis of human
social development. the title Heinlein chose, “the Pragmatics of Patriotism,”
indicates which direction he is heading. He explains patriotism in evolution-
ary terms as part of humanity’s evolutionary  make- up. Patriotism’s goal is
survival, whether of a family, nation, or a whole species—and this becomes
the basis of morality. Patriotism may be a feeling, but it is a feeling grounded
in the material world where living beings survive or do not survive. Survival
means protection as well as propagation and, since war is part of the struggle
for survival, any pacifist—following Heinlein’s line of logic—must be con-
sidered an evolutionary dead end. Using the example of a male baboon stand-
ing watch up on a tree to warn his fellow baboons on the ground below that
a predator is nearing them, Heinlein asserts that this baboon is more moral
than the pacifist. as provocative as this statement is, it nonetheless refutes
any  non- materialistic explanation for how society works.

this approach by Heinlein fits in with my earlier conclusion that he
shifted from the radical wing to the Moderate wing of the enlightenment as
Jonathan Israel interprets those groups. One might suggest that Heinlein’s
going over to the Moderate wing—in his case, meaning that only certain
qualified people, a kind of rational elite, should govern and operate society—
was a cover for Calvinist leanings. It is hoped that the above analysis disproves
such a suggestion.

even though Heinlein treats themes in both his fiction and  non- fiction
that are associated with Calvinist thought—including predestination, human
imperfection and depravity, scriptural authority, and God’s inscrutability—
his fallback explanations behind his stories or commentaries on human soci-
ety reside in the scientific method and its application to human society. His
success in using this rational method is a matter deserving a separate analy-
sis.

Perhaps if Slusser had changed his focus away from Calvinist predesti-
nation and turned it to the Calvinist theme of human shortcomings and sin-
fulness, he might have made a better case for Calvinist thought in Heinlein’s
works. However, even then Heinlein would likely have responded by explain-
ing that, despite the fact that humanity has developed a mentality seemingly
sophisticated beyond the purview of nature, humanity is still part of nature
and therefore subject to evolutionary development.

Furthermore, another part of Heinlein’s response to the Calvinist notion
of human imperfection and inherent sinfulness is outright rejection, for he
also focuses on what is good about being a human being. His long novel,
Time Enough for Love: The Lives of Lazarus Long (1973), presents many aspects
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of human life, but—as the title suggests—centers on human relationships,
especially between men and women, and argues that they are good and worth
living for, as there exist so many variations of love—and sex. Various social
taboos against certain sexual relations are brought up and dismissed one by
one as the novel progresses. each time, the only reason given for not having
a sexual liaison is biological, specifically genetic. If unwanted pregnancies or
genetically defective progeny will not be the result of a sexual encounter, then
why not engage in that sexual encounter? Heinlein even goes so far as to have
his Lazarus Long character go back in time and pursue a relationship with
his own mother. She is already expecting a child, so she—not Long—insists
that they consummate their mutual attraction for each other.28 So human
nature is good and worth living for, even in the context of violating the incest
taboo.

this essay is not a defense of Heinlein’s ideas and opinions. It attempts
to explain the basis of his ideas as they manifest themselves in his stories and
commentaries. Slusser is correct to reveal certain Calvinistic themes in Hein-
lein’s works, but my disagreement with his Calvinistic interpretation remains
the same. Heinlein may treat themes associated with Calvinism, but this
observation does not translate into him supporting Calvinist ideas. Quite the
contrary. Heinlein’s singular use of enlightenment ideas to buttress his opin-
ions could even be seen as his outright refutation of Calvinism—or of religion
in general. the more common perception of Heinlein the rational thinker
remains the correct one.

On a more positive note, Slusser and I both agree that Heinlein, due to
his importance to the field of science fiction and his influence on society at
large, must be examined within the mainstream of american thought and
culture and be seen as an important example and contributor to them.

Your turn, George.
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the emperor—and Heretic—
of Point of View

David Brin

Science fiction is a complex genre. Oh, sure, the massive bulk of “sci-fi”
production—in novels, games and Hollywood—gushes with simple goals:
manic entertainment and generating cash. But many  sf- creators often do
show genuine ambition. Like adventurers on unknown seas, they aim for
something more.

What is storytelling, after all? I’ve called it exercise for our prefrontal
lobes, those “lamps upon the brow” where humans perform  thought-
experiments like: “how might things be different than they are?” this trait
seems qualitatively unique to us, rather than just quantitatively enlarged.
asking “what if…?” led to our prodigious inventiveness, both in pragmatic
crafts and in art. Moreover, no activity stretches and exercises those pre-
frontals like science fiction, poking at every assumption of contemporary
life.

this fascination with change led to our most important works, those
self-preventing prophecies that so stir a reader or viewer that millions close
the book or leave the theater driven to act! to help stave off the terrifying
future they were just shown. among these effective warnings was Soylent
Green (1973), which recruited millions of environmentalists to the cause of
saving their world. Dr. Strangelove (1964) and On the Beach (1959) we now
know helped to prevent nuclear war. and the  grand- daddy of self preventing
prophecies—George Orwell’s Nineteen  Eighty- Four (1949)—girded many tens
of millions to denounce potential Big Brothers.

Warnings don’t have to be set in a plausible  near- future. through exag-
geration, a far off era can either chill the heart or inspire, as we’ve seen in
works of Clarke, asimov, Stapledon, and … yes … Frank Herbert, whose
many, varied sf gedanken experiments culminated in the popular Dune epic
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we’re discussing here. that richly textured and complex future human civi-
lization invites the visitor to ponder quandaries that grow more pertinent
daily—like our relationship with “intelligent” machines, or  under- exploited
powers that may lurk in human minds.

and feudalism, the way of life that dominated nearly all of our ancestors
for the last 6000 years or more. everywhere humans developed agriculture—
and likely long before—similar social patterns emerged. Large males would
gather in tight bands, pick up metal or stone implements, and use them to
crush potential rivals, taking from the losers anything they wanted. In a sim-
ple extrapolation of the battle for reproductive advantage that occurs in
countless animal species, feudalism amplified the genetic rewards spectacu-
larly, as these “lords” structured society to favor their sons, and their sons’
sons. We are all descended from the harems of jerks who pulled off this trick.
and, as we’ll see, feudal themes have drawn on that long inheritance, alluring
writers, directors and consumers for a very long time.

In the Dune universe—culminating especially with God Emperor of Dune
(1981)—we get feudalism exponentiated to its likely outcome, if lordly castes
ever come to monopolize tools of technology and the mind. tools of manip-
ulation and suasion. tools that amplify their assertion of raw power over
those below them on a rigid pyramid. and then to justify the hierarchy, as
feudal regimes have always done—through religion, mythology, tribalism,
politics … and war.

“When religion and politics travel in the same cart, the rid-
ers believe nothing can stand in their way. their movement
becomes headlong—faster and faster and faster. they put
aside all thought of obstacles and forget that a precipice does
not show itself to the man in a blind rush until it’s too late.”

—Dune, Frank Herbert, 19651

In his introduction to Dune Messiah (1969), Gregory Benford tells how
he knew Frank Herbert as a colleague. I am of a later wave that barely over-
lapped with such legends. While honored to call ray Bradbury, Frederik Pohl
and Poul anderson my friends, I exchanged mere correspondence with
Clarke and asimov. as for Heinlein and Herbert, I can only say “we met and
spoke for a while, once.” Still, I feel part of a grand conversation with all of
them, and with so many others in both science and science fiction, across a
dazzling civilization that has broken away from those old, feudal traps. to
us, the grand terra incognita of tomorrow is no narrow path defined by kings,
priests and adepts, but a vast horizon filled with dangers and opportunities
and decisions that may involve all of us, with solutions that depend on any
of us.

and beyond those horizons? More horizons, still.
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But, in order to cross this expanse, we’ll need to detect the landmines,
 snake- pits, quicksand and other traps that may have snared previous sapient
species, across the galaxy leaving it so (apparently) empty. Brave authors
plunge into these minefields, issuing warnings about environmental calamity,
or  ill- motivated artificial intelligence (aI), or misused genetic science. alas
though, all too often, the worst failure mode of all, one that plagued our
ancestors and cauterized our growth—feudalism—gets romanticized.

at least  half- seriously, Mark twain blamed the 1860s Confederacy on
southern romantics, devouring books by Sir Walter Scott that glorified the
lords and ladies of europe’s dark ages. Likewise, I see similar roots in today’s
phase of america’s  re- ignited Civil War.

Something deep inside resonates with aragorn and his snooty, immortal
 elf- pals. It’s a deep well of feeling that goes back to Gilgamesh and achilles,
found in the Vedas and Journey to the West, and every legend or ballad cat-
alogued by Joseph Campbell et al. During science fiction’s Golden age, the
great master of  chosen- one sf was a.e. van Vogt, whose protagonists were
always nietzchean ubermenschen supermen, qualitatively far above normal
humanity. It’s an ancient motif, most prevalent today in comics, but contin-
uing also in the  demigod- worshipping propaganda of George Lucas and
Orson Scott Card.

Oh, this storytelling tradition is a winner, all right. It uses  point- of-view
to flatter the reader or viewer, who thinks: “I too am an undiscovered Homo
superior, persecuted for all the ways that I’m inherently greater and destined
to rule, once I finally tap into my hidden powers.” Who can compete with
that? Compared to rule by some mystical or  sword- wielding chosen one, our
modern, accountable institutions seem dry. and yes, unromantic. even
though they freed us from our ancestors’ living hell.

not every creator accepts this devil’s bargain. a few choose not to
romanticize feudalism, but instead challenge and interrogate it, as George
r.r. Martin does, in his A Song of Ice and Fire series (better known as Game
of Thrones.) But it is Frank Herbert’s Dune epic that transports us to a future
when feudalism is extrapolated and  tech- enhanced. Its  age- old, capricious
unfairness and cruelty is undiminished by future advances. In fact, they are
augmented to a terrifying degree, never imagined by Orwell.

Damien Broderick points out in The Cambridge Companion to Science
Fiction (2003) that the “deep irony of Dune’s popular triumph, and that of its
many sequels, is Herbert’s own declared intention to undermine exactly that
besotted identification with the van Vogtian  superman- hero.”2 Science fiction
scholar Stephen W. Potts said to me in a conversation that Herbert is “under-
cutting the whole hero myth archetype, by having the characters consciously
use—and abuse—it.”

remember that Herbert had lived through the horrors of nazism and
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Stalinism and caudillo dictatorships to the south. In very recent memory—
while the Dune saga took form—came revelations of the Cambodian holo-
caust led by Pol Pot, which emptied every city, eliminating the nation’s
knowledge castes as enemies of the idealized Khmer Path to  hyper–Maoist
purity. With the fell date 1984 itself looming, just ahead, the warnings of
George Orwell were very much in Frank Herbert’s mind as he wrote his own
tale of warning.

the  hero- protagonists in these stories are no democrats, nor are they
idealists, nor even particularly “good.” Only somewhat less horrible than their
rivals. that is the slender reed upon which Herbert draws reader and viewer
identification … and upon that reed he builds a masterpiece!

not one to slavishly follow any formula, Herbert took the classic “Hero’s
Journey” prescriptions the way any good sf writer should … as a dare to do
things differently.

Which brings us to the core point of this essay…
Many fans of Dune dump on the Dino De Laurentis–David Lynch movie

(1984). and yes, by necessity the film leaves out many complex issues of reli-
gion, politics, and ecology explored in the book. Yet I found it faithful overall.
Indeed, one problem may boil down to a difference in  story- telling arcs,
between novel and film.

Full-length books deeply immerse a reader in the characters’ perspective
or point of view (POV). When reading a good novel, you suspend disbelief
to get drawn in, and that requires empathizing with the main characters. a
good writer will get you identifying with the protagonist, adopting—or trying
on for size—even a villain’s take on ethics, politics, and the story’s conflicts.
at least for the span of a chapter, you classify good and evil the way he or
she does. It’s incredibly powerful, this POV magic, and more  would- be
authors are stymied by it than any other trick of the trade.

When a brilliant craftsman like Frank Herbert leads you to identify with
Lady Jessica or Paul atreides, you take on their vendetta against the hated
Harkonnens. Similarly, in J.r.r. tolkien’s Lord of the Rings (1955–1956), the
reader identifies with aragorn or the elves, without questioning any moral
ambiguity on their part.

However, when watching a movie, there simply isn’t time for you, the
viewer, to fully immerse yourself into the characters’ point of view, let alone
experience their internalized thoughts. You’re watching from outside, observ-
ing their actions, rather than feeling their motives. as a result, something
magical that happens in a book cannot occur in the screen adaptation.

Sure, Dune’s Harkonnen villains and emperor are vile (and portrayed
as physically ugly), but it occurs to some viewers that the atreides do many
of the same things, just less gruesomely, less sadistically. Perhaps Duke Leto
is an admirable person in his context, but he’s not setting out to establish
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freedom and equality in his realm. as in Star Wars (1977) and Lord of the
Rings, goodness is telegraphed with physical surface beauty. But in the Dune
film, it’s not enough. (note that the atreides troops even dress like nazis.)

In Herbert’s novels, there are no visuals, but those the reader creates out
of authorial prompting. Instead, it is the characters’ thoughts that draw you
in. and when protagonist perspective is conveyed by a master, the magic is
to make you, briefly, willing to credit their rationalized reasons.

When reading these works—not just the original Dune, but sequels,
especially God Emperor of Dune—watch how skillfully Herbert switches nar-
rative perspective. Most authors either stick to one character’s  point- of-view
and inner voice per book, or at least per chapter. (that is certainly how I do
it! even when the varied POVs are different versions of the same person, as
in Kiln People [2002].) there are reasons; switching back and forth can jar
and confuse the reader. But Herbert was so confident in his skill that point
of view might hop among two, or three or more characters, even in neigh-
boring paragraphs!

this artfulness reaches its pinnacle in God Emperor of Dune. With appar-
ent effortlessness, Herbert conveys to the reader on a single page how deeply
suspicious these manipulative lords, savants, and rebels are of the emperor,
and of each other—a task made even more difficult by the posited existence
of prescience and some types of telepathy! this is  master- level writing craft.
Don’t try it at home … till you are as good a writer as Herbert.

Oh, these characters have reasons! In the Dune universe, certain tech-
nologies have been outlawed due to a traumatic “Butlerian Jihad” thousands
of years earlier—a war against artificial Intelligence that prompted the vic-
torious lords to renounce technology and vow never again to allow
 egalitarian- open-scientific civilization. Herbert isn’t the only author to por-
tray a future that turns its back on  enlightenment- style renaissance. In Isaac
asimov’s Foundation and robots cosmos, it is the “devoted” aIs that ration-
alize exactly the same thing prescription—as I clarify in the very last book
of the series: Foundation’s Triumph (1999).

“renunciation” stands for belief that we must turn our backs on  so-
called “progress,” lest it kill us all, and it was official policy in countless king-
doms of the past. a modern equivalent—the taliban—calls for renunciation
quite openly, while elements of american society have always expressed con-
tempt for all enlightenment notions of improvability in either society or
humanity. Indeed, reverting to feudalism has—for half a dozen millennia—
proved an effective way to stymie advancement of science, technology or
competitive ambition rising from the lower orders.

So much for the situation that Leto and Paul and Jessica find themselves
in, as the Dune epic commences. rigid, perpetual feudalism has its justifica-
tion (according to the testimony and inner thoughts of those at the top of
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the pyramid, our protagonists). But Frank Herbert then doubles down,
harkening to an even older mythology of the god-king. Paul atreides is supe-
rior to all other members of his species—the  Kwisatz- Haderach—a chosen
one demigod who can see into the future and control many currents of fate.
In Dune Messiah, Paul wields temporal power as emperor, conqueror and
leader of a  galaxy- spanning jihad. But it is on the religious and supernatural
plane that he awes and daunts all …

… and it is on that plane that he proclaims justification for a new, more
intense kind of feudalism. “It’s right because I say so.”

Which brings us back around to The God Emperor of Dune. It is 3000
years later. Paul’s son, Leto II has been both emperor and living deity over
humanity’s realm for nearly all that time. transforming himself into the phys-
iology of an arrakis  sand- worm, Leto also molded civilization, emptying or
eliminating most cities, higher education or cosmopolitan life, even quashing
most technology—except for the interstellar transportation Guild, the  bio-
hackers of tleilaxu, and the always suspect tech wizards of Ix. (I use the word
“wizards” purposely, because the fairytale purpose of these two “towers” could
not be more clear.) every aspect of modernity is deemed loathsome by Leto,
if it does not suit one of his cryptic purposes. Moreover, while he needs the
wizards for certain things, he also knows they are laboring to bring his own
downfall.

across the course of a book filled with taunts and harsh lectures, Leto
issues the chief justification for his  hyper- feudal rule—that humanity would
have killed itself off without him. that his prophetic foresight—though lim-
ited in obscure ways—has shown him a “Golden Path” that skirts this doom,
a path that necessitates every horror and repression. Humanity achieved the
stars, only to crouch under a medieval lash. But for its own good.

Does the reader start to sniff Frank Herbert’s true intent?
Oh, others have explored this territory. take J.r.r. tolkien, whose own

epic tale calls modernization inevitable, if regrettable, even lamentable. In
explanatory writings, tolkien avowed the necessity of an end to the  morally-
challenged, if beautiful, elfish oligarchy. He makes us choose then, between
two versions of modernity: one of clanking smoke—Mordor—and one of
doughty rustic yeomen—dwellers of the Shire. (I go into this in detail, else-
where.)

If tolkien is an honest romantic, open about the pros and cons, then
George Lucas and O.S. Card give us legends that unabashedly preach rule by
mutant demigods … and more demigods all the way down … proclaiming
it to be the natural and good order. (that is, Lucas pushed this theme as long
as that narrative universe remained under his control. See my argument as
“prosecutor” in Star Wars on Trial [2006]. and one can see, with some relief,
that Disney is pulling away from such obsessions in the new Star Wars films.)
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In contrast, Frank Herbert’s Dune epic strips away any sugar coating
and offers a refreshing splash of despair. He portrays our own era’s brief
escape from feudalism as ephemeral, lasting just long enough to scatter
humanity’s seed across the stars, before resuming our habitual addiction to
oligarchy, in which our sole choice will be between sadism and noblesse
oblige.

I mentioned a  latter- day parallel—George r.r. Martin’s Song of Ice and
Fire series, in which the clear best option for all the people of Westeros would
be a lethal plague upon all noble houses. But that series is set in a  past- like
parallel fantasy world. One can imagine that an infusion of the right tech-
nologies might liberate the suffering peasant, as happens in anne McCaffrey’s
unabashedly optimistic Dragonriders series, when the medieval trap is shat-
tered and the people of Pern rediscover their scientific heritage.

and hence we get to my own hypothesis about the Dune saga. that
Frank Herbert was testing us! a test that reached its culmination in God
Emperor of Dune. He clearly knew that humanity was speeding toward a crisis
of confidence—our brash civilization’s confrontation with renunciation and
all of the romantic temptations of restored feudalism. By showing us an
extremum of where it might all lead, he makes the choice stark. no spoon of
sugar.

This is where it may all lead, if you let it.
I am less subtle—known for railing that our only hope for prolonging

this grand experiment of enlightenment depends on harnessing and unleash-
ing humanity’s freedom, diversity, open accountability and—yes—competi-
tiveness. By shining light upon all elites, we force them to share with us those
very tools that they would otherwise use, to bring down eons of darkness.
We might flourish—elevating the Dune series to the high honor of  Self-
Preventing Prophecy—by empowering most people to create, innovate, ben-
efit from work, and hold each other (even the rich and mighty) accountable.

I am perhaps too strident in shouting Cassandra warnings about resur-
gent feudalism.

Frank was more subtle.
He presents us with a possible,  all- too plausible destiny. a form of gov-

ernance that 99 percent of our ancestors would recognize, far better than any
of our forebears would understand us.

Whereupon Frank Herbert demands:
Choose.

nOteS
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Counterfeit Worlds
Simulacron-3 on Film and Television

Jonathan alexander

For several years now, I have been working on a genealogy of the concept
of virtuality, focusing in particular on the ways in which various fictional
and media works have represented the virtual, especially immersive virtual-
ities. My goal has been to analyze the different ways in which the virtual has
been constructed in relation to changing historical and ideological pressures
and demands. In fleshing out this long history of the virtual, I want better to
understand what “work” the virtual has been doing in both the development
of science fiction as a genre, but also as a way of knowing and theorizing
about the world.

I turn attention in this essay to Daniel F. Galouye’s Simulacron-3, first
published in 1964, which offers a compelling case in point, particularly as it
details the creation of a simulated world in which “units” are designed to be
as “realistic” as possible and are observed as part of a marketing research
plan to track and predict consumer interest. the book was likely influenced
by Frederik Pohl’s “the tunnel Under the World” (1955), about a similar kind
of marketing research, and Philip K. Dick’s 1959 novel Time Out of Joint,
about a man who slowly realizes that he’s living in a simulation. Galouye’s
novel combines both strains into a gripping if periodically convoluted nar-
rative, accenting the digital and philosophical dimensions of simulated real-
ities. It’s a compelling enough tale that it’s been adapted into two different
films, rainer Werner Fassbinder’s Welt am Draht (1973) and Josef rusnak’s
The Thirteenth Floor (1999), released the same year as The Matrix.1 Indeed,
even The Matrix and the film The Truman Show (1998) bear striking reso-
nances with Simulacron-3, even if they are not directly based on it; in the for-
mer case, the creation of a computer simulation to control people virtually
dominates the narrative, while in the latter case a reality television simulation
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is created around an individual who doesn’t know he’s in a simulation, even
if the frequent product placements might signal that something strange is
going on. there may also be little moments of homage here: in both Simula -
cron-3 and The Matrix, telephones figure as one connecting point in and out
of the simulations, and in The Truman Show, a falling klieg light that’s sup-
posed to be the star Sirius nearly gives away the fact that truman is in a vast
simulation—a scene reminiscent of one in which Doug Hall, the narrator
hero of Simulacron-3, looks up at the stars and wonders if they are in fact
real or themselves only digitally simulated.

the reach of the book and its durability in the sf imaginary is unques-
tioned. But its complex intertwining of the virtual and the economic seems
particularly prescient and relevant for contemporary concerns. So tracing
out the narrative and its adaptation across the last fifty years may be inform-
ative about shifting understandings of the virtual  vis- à-vis economic and
other political and ideological pressures.

The Epistemic Convolutions of a Plot

Plot summaries, such as this one from Wikipedia, attempt to boil the
narrative down to its most essential parts:

Simulacron 3 is the story of a virtual city (total environment simulator) for marketing
research, developed by a scientist to reduce the need for opinion polls. the
 computer- generated city simulation is so  well- programmed, that, although the inhab-
itants have their own consciousness, they are unaware, except for one, that they are
only electronic impulses in a computer.

the simulator’s lead scientist, Hannon Fuller, dies mysteriously, and a  co- worker,
Morton Lynch, vanishes. the protagonist, Douglas Hall, is with Lynch when he van-
ishes, and Hall subsequently struggles to suppress his inchoate madness. as time and
events unwind, he progressively grasps that his own world is probably not “real” and
might be only a  computer- generated simulation.2

While concise, this description belies the sometimes bewildering ride that
Simulacron-3 takes its readers on in its relatively short 170 pages. Doug
careens from theory to theory as he tries to figure out what’s “real” as well as
who in his world is “real” and who is a simulation. He slowly figures out that
Jinx Fuller, Dr. Fuller’s daughter, is the “contact unit” for the reality “above”
his own, just as his simulation had a “contact unit,” a simulated being who
was aware that his reality wasn’t in fact real—a plot point concocted to bridge
the various realities and pawned off as “necessary” to make the simulations
actually work. Complicating Doug’s existential dilemmas—what is real? am
I real?—are the various narrative intrigues and conspiracies played out by
Siskin, the corporate executive who owns the Simulacron machine and who
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has ostensibly been using it for market research but is actually planning to
use it to predict political opinions so that he can mastermind his own ascen-
dancy to power. In the process, Siskin has to deal with the pollsters union,
which will essentially be put out of business if the simulation can start pre-
dicting consumer trends, by pitching the simulation to the public as a plat-
form for experimenting with social policies and the possible creation of
utopia—which was Doug and Dr. Fuller’s earlier plan that Siskin suppressed
so he could tout the simulation as marketing research to cover his use of it
for political machinations.

Confused yet? If anything, the plot convulsions, with existential and
conspiratorial twists and turns mounting, reflects the many different ideo-
logical and epistemological pressures surrounding the imagination of virtual
and the  re- imagination of the real triggered by the creation of virtual reali-
ties.

On one hand, the creation of the simulation machine and the monitoring
of individuals reacting to different marketing stimuli come nearly directly
from the  then- popular psychological theories of behaviorism, with Simu-
lacron seeming like a digital Skinner Box. as it’s described, with Simulacron,
“We can electronically simulate a social environment. We can populate it
with subjective analogs—reactional identity units. By manipulating the envi-
ronment, by prodding the ID units, we can estimate behavior in hypothetical
situations.”3 as such, Simulacron is an “electromathematical model of an aver-
age community [that] permits  long- range behavior forecasts” (9) since the
units inside it will “respond to any  reaction- seeking stimuli” (24). this is the
language of behaviorism, and, unsurprisingly, the staff psychologist describes
himself as a “pure psychologist—[with] behaviorist leanings” (30).

Behavioral psychology is quickly matched by existential and philosoph-
ical wondering, as Doug muses in one lyrical passage:

I was nothing—merely a package of vital simulectronic charges. nevertheless I had to
exist. Simple logic demanded no less. I think, therefore I am. But then I wasn’t the
first person to solipsists, the Berkeleians, the transcendentalists? throughout the
ages, objective reality had been held up to the closest scrutiny. Subjectivists were far
from the exception in efforts to understand the true nature of existence. and even
pure science had swung heavily to phenomenalism, with its principle of indetermi-
nacy, its concept that the observed is inseparable from the observer.

Philosophy turns to physics as Doug further contemplates at one point how
any reality, whether simulated or not, is “composed, in the final analysis, of
‘subatomic’ particles, which were actually only immaterial ‘charges’” (87).

the quickly shifting epistemologies here—what can we know and how
can we know it?—reflect Doug’s quickly shifting strategies as he tries to figure
out not only who killed Fuller but how he (and then he and Jinx) might sub-
vert Siskin’s Machiavellian plans to use the simulation for his own selfish
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political purposes. Beyond the plot twists, the shifting epistemologies prompt
us—and Doug—to wonder what is actually real, and what grounds reality. at
one point, Doug asserts, hopefully: “If this is a simulectronic creation, you’ll
tell yourself, then there must be someone with total knowledge of the setup
working on the inside” (90). and when the contact unit, ashton, in Doug’s
simulation is able to make it out of Simulacron into Doug’s reality, he pro-
claims, “I’m a step closer to the real reality! You’ve got to let me go on and
find the material world!” (84). Curiously, in Fassbinder’s version of this same
scene, ashton is named Einstein, in recognition of the shifting and multiple
realities of time and space.

Saturating all of this is yet a further set of possible groundings in eco-
nomic realities. Simulacron had been built to measure consumer responses
to marketing, and Doug wonders at one point if his own reality isn’t just a
marketing research experiment: “[O]n a higher plane, our entire world, the
simulectronic creation in which I existed as an ID reaction unit, was but a
 question- and-answer device for the edification of producers, manufacturers,
marketers, retailers in that Higher reality!” (110). the problem of the eco-
nomic is quite pressing in Galouye’s novel in that, if successful, the Simulacron
computer will put thousands and thousands of pollsters out of work. Siskin
puts it mildly: “But when automation fully takes over in opinion sampling,
some adjustments will have to be made in employment practices” (8), but
contemporaneous fears of technological advances and automation seem only
even more pressing today. Interestingly, in Fassbinder’s Welt am Draht, Sim-
ulacron is supposed to be used by the State purely for social research, but
Fassbinder’s Siskin has his own secret plans to use it to help him predict var-
ious commodities futures, such as the future price of steel. Fassbinder’s ver-
sion, which is otherwise fairly faithful to the original novel, flips the script
to show how corporate and financial interests use public goods and tech-
nologies to further their own agendas and wealth development.

In general, then, the drama of the narrative is about finding out what’s
“real” in terms of the plot, but also what’s really real—as in what forces actually
propel or guide human activity: existential and philosophical inquiry? behav-
ioral conditioning? market and economic forces? or some complex mixture
of all of them?

Questions of Economy

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the economic dimensions of this narrative have
attracted the most critical attention. richard Swope’s article in Science Fiction
Studies, “Science Fiction Cinema and the Crime of  Social- Spatial reality”
(2002), is an excellent case in point. Swope focuses on both the films Dark
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City and The Thirteenth Floor, and it is his treatment of the latter that interests
us here. For Swope, the “moment of ‘truth’” in both Galouye’s novel and The
Thirteenth Floor “arrives when [Hall] become[s] aware that the space [he]
imagine[s himself] to inhabit is not at all what [he] had presumed it to be.”4

Swope connects this indeterminacy via the work of Henri Lefebvre to how
“late capitalism has conceived or socially produced an increasingly ‘abstract
space,’ ‘founded on the vast network of banks, business centres and major
productive entities, as also on motorways, airports and information lattices’”
(223). Cyberspace and virtual realities are just one more profound extension
of such abstract spatialization; following the cyberpunk tradition of William
Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984), Swope references critic David Brande to assert
how cyberspace “is a dream of  late- capitalist ideology” (233). In one way,
cyberspace and virtual realities are an extension of a “world that could be
both known (solved) and controlled” (233). But even further, Swope argues
that such virtual reality or cyberspace “reflects or offers a metonymic vision
of the larger cultural logic of late capitalism” (236)—cyberspace “allows us
to imagine the kind of limitless space that capitalism ultimately demands”
(236), creating a virtual “spatial fix,” in the words of David Harvey (as cited
in Swope).

the need for capital to have a limitless frontier of expansion finds its
narrative apotheosis in the film The Thirteenth Floor. What had begun as a
simulation for market research to better predict patterns of consumer spend-
ing in response to marketing becomes in the film the creation of thousands
of simulations. But curiously, the creation of the simulation in the film doesn’t
come from a market corporation but rather a computer corporation—a subtle
shift that signals the ways in which capitalism often seeks to cover its tracks.
as Swope puts it:

While the increasing loss of  real- world space supplies the impetus for the creation of
thousands of simulated worlds, in turn those virtual spaces mask the ecological and
geographical consequences of market expansion. rather than feeling the pressures of
the increasing scarcity of space, the inhabitants of this world are allowed to enter a
 cyber- fantasy, or reenter a  re- circulated fantasy of an endless “frontier,” which in turn
constructs for them a new “social reality” in which there are, in effect, no spatial
dilemmas—or to put this in terms of the detective story, no crimes to solve [237].

Or, as robert Markley suggests, “Cyberspace is the ultimate capitalist fantasy
because it promises to exploit our own desires as the inexhaustible material
of consumption,” transforming the self into a “thoroughly efficient desiring
machine.”5

Following this line from Galouye through Fassbinder’s and then to rus-
nak’s films, we can track the ongoing concern with shifting economic cir-
cumstances throughout the latter half of the twentieth century: from the
concern in the novel with increasing automation and the rise of ubiquitous

62 Part One: The Business in Science Fiction



marketing as a dominant feature of contemporary life; to the problem in the
Fassbinder film of corporate interests manipulating  state- controlled resources
set aside for the common good; to more recent concerns with the proliferation
of virtual technologies as an expanded (and potentially limitless) frontier for
commercial and financial growth, albeit one that masks its own use of  all-
too-limited natural and material resources. In terms of the latter, Swope has
a lovely reading of the end of The Thirteenth Floor when, as Doug makes his
way through to the “real” reality, he’s confronted with a Los angeles business
skyline that has literally expanded into the ocean, suggesting the further
incursion of not just digital but material capitalist expansion.

Economics, Aesthetics, Sexuality

as compelling as this economic reading of the Simulacron narrative is,
I find that it steadily elides consideration of both aesthetic and sexual dimen-
sions of the narrative, and the original novel in particular, that offer some
potential counter epistemologies.

Surely, the sexual is at play in The Thirteenth Floor, early in the film’s
narrative, in which we learn that Fuller, who has created the simulation, has
been porting into a reconstruction of the 1937 Los angeles of his youth to
have sex with cocktail waitresses. this use of the virtual seemed pretty pre-
dictable by 1999, the year of the film’s release, in which the  never- ending cap-
italist expansion envisioned within cyberspace was perhaps only matched by
the id which could now use the virtual as its  ever- expanding playground for
fantastical desire. Indeed, when the detective investigating Fuller’s death in
the film version is introduced to the simulation computer, the very first ques-
tion he asks about it is if the  self- learning cyborg units in it can “fuck.” and
in The Thirteenth Floor, just as in Welt am Draht and Simulacron-3, it is ulti-
mately Jane’s or eva’s or Jinx’s love for Doug or Fred that saves him (and her
and the virtual world) from destruction by her lover/husband who has lost
his mind playing god with his simulated units, controlling their lives and
even torturing them, with a particular fetish for torturing his own simulation
counterpart. all three narrative versions play out this love story, which res-
onates with the climactic scene in The Matrix in which trinity’s love for—
and kiss of—neo is able to revive him across real and virtual worlds—as
though love is the transcendent epistemology that unites analog and digital
platforms.

articulated this way, one need not wonder why the relatively simplistic
amorous or sexual dimensions of the narrative haven’t drawn much critical
attention. But the original novel’s attention to sexuality is more intense than
we see it in the subsequent versions, particularly at the level of language. In
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the last third of the novel, we hear more and more about “couplings,” with
the Controller in the real world “coupling” with is simulacrum double, and
perhaps others, just as Doug “couples” with units in his simulation, in order
to see through their eyes, experience their world. Welt am Draht nicely plays
out one such scene, and the coupling in all the versions is understood as
potentially dangerous—the danger of coupling with another—as the simu-
lation unit could potentially backtrack up into your consciousness. talk about
losing yourself in another “person.”

the erotic dimensions of this coupling are brought to the fore in Simu-
lacron-3. Jinx reveals that the Operator is a sadist, frequently coupling with
Doug and toying with him, enjoying his pain and confusion. as she puts it,
“I suppose he realized how much pleasure he was getting from putting you
through your paces. and suddenly he didn’t want to do away with you—not
too quickly, anyway. … there was too much perverted gratification to be had
by letting you come close to Fuller’s secret, then pushing you away” (143).
there’s something definitely a little bit queer here—particularly with someone
creating a simulated likeness and then “coupling” with it to torture it. the
text even draws attention to the queerness here, having Jinx call the Operator’s
creation of a simulation in his likeness a “Dorian Gray effect” or “masochistic
expedient” in an attempt to alleviate his guilty feelings for having created a
whole world of sentient simulations (148). The Thirteenth Floor completely
tempers this queerness by showing us “David,” the sadist in the “real” world,
downloading into Doug and confronting Jane (aka “Jinx”) in the simulation.
He tries to seduce her, then attacks her when she realizes he’s not Doug. He’s
going to kill her because he’s jealous of her interest in the simulation Doug,
but he’s killed first (by the detective slowly piecing everything together). the
homoerotically charged masochistic coupling of the novel becomes hetero-
normative possessiveness.

If we stick with the queerness, though, we quickly realize that there’s
something very queer about Jinx/Jane/eva falling in love with a simulation,
which is what happens in all three versions of the narrative. “I want to be
with you, darling” (142), she says in the novel. and Doug/Fred queries her
about the strangeness of the situation, its fundamental queerness, but the
queerness is quickly dismissed as the narrative finds a way for the two to be
together in the “real” world—thus again eliding the original queerness of a
real person falling in love with a virtual person.

But that final elision occurs with a critical difference in the film versions.
In both Welt am Draht and The Thirteenth Floor, the narrative propulsion is
toward getting the couple together in the real world, with final scenes in both
films focusing increasingly on them and their happy union in reality. In the
novel, however, the plot revolves not just around getting Doug safely into the
“above” but also, just as importantly, around keeping the simulation going.
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In Galouye’s narrative, the Operator will wipe the entire simulation if he can’t
manipulate the demise of the simulation that the units have themselves cre-
ated—the simulation within the simulation. Jinx and Doug want to save both
simulations, however. as Doug puts it, “all we have to do is see that reIn is
used only for research into sociological problems…. they would see that it
was used for nothing but research into human relations” (161). In the film
versions, the simulation is largely forgotten, and in Welt am Draht, the final
scene shifts back and forth between Fred happily discovering the pleasure of
the new world while his dead body languishes in the simulation: the real is
valorized over the virtual. But the original novel retains the possibility of
using virtualities for the common good. even Jinx proclaims, “It’s the intellect
that counts” (155), and Doug muses “For  self- awareness is the only true meas-
ure of existence” (156). they are committed to the counterfeit worlds and the
“realities” that are possible to learn in and through them.

In the novel and film versions, pretty much everyone sees the simulation
as just an opportunity for further control, either economically or politically
or even psychologically through the Operator’s sadism. But Jinx sees it dif-
ferently—perhaps because she has fallen in love. and it’s this difference which
seems crucial in opening up an understanding of what the virtual could do
and the uses to which it could be put.

While the film versions shy away from such speculation, the novel’s nar-
rative keeps it open, particularly in a curious scene absent in both films. In
the novel, fleeing the police, Doug temporarily finds refuge at a poetry read-
ing, featuring “the Foremost abstract Poetrycaster of Our times—ragir
rojasta.” Donning a participation skullcap, Doug experiences a virtual reality
of shifting sights and sounds, all focused around a few lines from thomas
Gray’s “elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” (1751):

Full many a gem of purest ray serene,
the dark, unforthom’d caves of ocean bear;
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
and waste its sweetness on the desert air [118].

What is seen, and what is not yet seen—these are crucial questions enabled
and prompted by the experience of virtuality. During this virtual and aesthetic
experience, Doug realizes that “[t]his entire world would have to be wiped
clean so a new  behavior- predicting simulectronic complex could be pro-
grammed” if it’s revealed to the Controller that he and others know they are
in a simulation (119). In the process, any creative, generative, or alternative
possibilities stemming from the experience of virtuality would be lost.

the intrusion of the aesthetic here is a reminder that the virtual reality
simulation could be put to other uses—not just control through behavior
prediction. the unseen is both what isn’t being paid attention to now in the
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simulation but also what might yet occur in the simulation if it’s allowed to
continue running. this version thus borders on what ernst Bloch called
utopian anticipatory consciousness.6 Indeed, as Doug in the novel reminds
us, “to Fuller [Simulacron] was an intriguing and promising doorway whose
portals were soon to open on a new and better world” (10). Working with
Siskin was never only a “financial expedient” since the real purpose of the
virtual reality simulator “would also be fully exploring the unpredictable
fields of social interactions and human relations as a means of suggesting a
more orderly society, from the bottom up” (10). even the simulation units
want their own simulation “because they believe his simulator is going to
transform their world” (157).

this vision suggests, to borrow from ruth Levitas, a version of “utopia
as method,” or an approach to the possibilities of the virtual that doesn’t see
it necessarily as a form of control or, in the film versions, as ultimately com-
peting with “real” life.7 Virtuality is rather an epistemology itself worth explor-
ing for what it might yet tell us. Curiously, queernesses in the original novel
bring this possibility to light, with Doug and Jinx not only finding love in the
virtual world but remaining committed to maintaining the virtual reality.
José esteban Muñoz argues that “queerness as utopian formation is a forma-
tion based on an economy of desire and desiring. this desire is always
directed at that thing that is not yet here, objects and moments that burn
with anticipation and promise.”8 It’s worth asking at this point why later ver-
sions of this same story seem somewhat less invested in this queer utopian
formation.

nOteS
1. Welt am Draht [World on a Wire] (Janus Films, 1973); The Thirteenth Floor (Colum-

bia Pictures, 1999); The Matrix (Warner Brothers. 1999).
2. “Simulacron-3,” Wikipedia, last edited July 29, 2018, at https://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/ Simulacron-3.
3. Daniel F. Galouye, Simulacron-3 (1964; rockville, MD: Phoenix Pick, 1999), 9. Page

references are to this edition.
4. richard Swope, “Science Fiction Cinema and the Crime of  Social- Spatial reality,”

Science Fiction Studies, 29: 2 (July 2002), 221–246. Page references are to this edition.
5. robert Markley, “Boundaries: Mathematics, alienation, and the Metaphysics of

Cyberspace,” Virtual Realities and Their Discontents, edited by Markley (Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 74.

6. See ernst Bloch, Literary Essays, translated by andrew Joron, Frank Mecklenburg,
Helga Wild, and Jack Zipes (Stanford, Ca: Stanford University Press, 1998).

7. See ruth Levitas, The Concept of Utopia (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1991).
8. José esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (new

York: new York University Press, 2009), 26.

66 Part One: The Business in Science Fiction



Millions Seek the egg
Replicative Technofuturism in

ready Player One and armada

Howard V. Hendrix

In “the Forever Child: Ender’s Game and the Mythic Universe of Science
Fiction” (1999), George Slusser contends that,

as earlier myths extend human narratives to include natural forces and gods, sf
defines itself as narrative through its central epic tropes of life extension and immor-
tality. at this level, the science fiction narrative is less interested in the middle of Bil-
dung and formation than in the extremes of beginning and end.1

When literary critics of—and writers in—science fiction get around to dis-
cussing the origin of the genre (which, concerned as we are with beginnings
and ends, we eventually always do), we offer a number of dates and circum-
stances—Hugo Gernsback in 1926, Mary Shelley in 1818, Lucian of Samosata
in the second century, the list goes on. While not specifically weighing in on
the  genre- origins question in his “Forever Child” essay, Slusser does describe
Victor Frankenstein as “the [scientific] originator of sf ’s quest for bodily
immortality” (88). Yet in this quest for origins, one can of course stray much
further back in time than the early nineteenth century, or even the latter sec-
ond century.

noting Slusser’s idea that, in the mythic universe of science fiction,
“Death is deferred in the search for immortality,” one can make a strong argu-
ment that the first science fiction story might as well be the almost-4000-
year-old Epic of Gilgamesh, as robert Silverberg does in his introduction to
the 2013  re- issue of his 1984 novel Gilgamesh the King when he remarks that
the Gilgamesh legend “must be the earliest  science- fiction story still in exis-
tence, for surely the tale of a quest for an immortality serum qualifies as sci-
ence fiction.”2
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One may quibble that Gilgamesh himself does not find an “immortality
serum” but rather a plant that is presumed to provide immortality through
rejuvenation—returning the eater of the plant, back and back, to his youth.
Slusser’s scientific “originator,” Victor Frankenstein—in wanting not only to
rejuvenate aged flesh but to reanimate the flesh of the deceased—goes a good
deal further in Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831) than the
plot of Gilgamesh, yet the impulse is the same: the preservation of something
in the flesh that doesn’t die, that is not merely mortal.

It is curious, therefore, that the final break between Victor and his cre-
ation occurs when Victor denies the female helpmate his “creature” insists
Victor create—denies, in other words, his creation’s demand for an Other
with which to engage in procreation. this Victor does specifically on the
grounds that the monstrous progeny of such reproduction might displace us
humans from our lofty perch, at least, and perhaps drive us from the face of
the earth. (think about our own cultural fears today, of  self- reproducing
robots, aI, synthetic life, and more.)

this Frankensteinian fear of being overwhelmed by replication and pro-
creation—especially when coupled with the issue of longevity and immor-
tality—brings up another, somewhat more recent specter that haunts science
fiction, namely the “Malthusian specter” of overpopulation, including not
only that of our “monstrous creations” but also our own (see Harry Harrison’s
1966 novel Make Room! Make Room! for what is perhaps the most salient sci-
ence fictional example).

Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, author of Frankenstein, had much oppor-
tunity to be familiar, from a very young age, with issues of birth, death, pro-
creation, overpopulation, and immortality—not only from her mother’s
writings and death soon after young Mary’s birth, and Mary’s already having
lost a child before she wrote Frankenstein at age 18 but also because Mary’s
father,  proto- anarchist writer and philosopher William Godwin, was one of
those optimists on the future development of society against whom that sup-
posedly “dismal” philosopher of economics, thomas Malthus, had written
his Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). the wranglings of the two
men concerning population growth, scarcity, and humanity’s economic future
were a persistent background to Mary’s formative years.3

the complexities of procreation and population, of birth and death,
mortality and immortality that surrounded Mary Shelley’s writing of Franken-
stein have haunted science fiction from her day to ours. Silverberg provides
a long list of  immortality- themed works by twentieth century science fiction
writers. In a note to his “Forever Child” essay, however, Slusser takes a dif-
ferent tack, calling our attention back and back again to beginnings, to what
he calls “a wonderful description of birth as the Fall” in ray Bradbury’s story
from The October Country entitled “the Small assassin” (1946):
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What is more at peace, more dreamfully content, at ease, at rest, fed, comforted,
unbothered, than an unborn child? nothing. It floats in a sleepy, timeless wonder of
nourishment and silence. then suddenly, it is asked to give up its berth, is forced to
vacate, rushed out into a noisy, uncaring, selfish world where it is asked to shift for
itself, to hunt, to feed … to seek after a vanishing love that was once its unquestion-
able right … and the child resents it [quoted in Slusser 90].

although that quote powerfully tempts me to shift into full Lacanian over-
drive, I’d like to juxtapose it, here, with this. early in ernest Cline’s Ready
Player One (2011) our protagonist Wade Watts (aka Parzival, his avatar “han-
dle”) remarks, “I gradually began to figure out that pretty much everyone had
been lying to me about pretty much everything since the moment I emerged
from my mother’s womb.”4

For Wade, the world, the big Other that birth introduced him to, seems
a lie and a failure, or at least radically fails to live up to his hopes and expec-
tations. His hope for sanity and truth lies in retreating from that world, into
a  self- contained secondary reality, the cybernetic pocket universe that is
OaSIS (Ontological anthropocentric Sensory Immersive Simulation), “the
magical place where anything was possible” (18). In the OaSIS videogames
have achieved their  long- awaited apotheosis as virtuality. the videogame
ceases to be an inadequate version of reality and reality instead becomes an
inadequate version of the videogame. OaSIS is that virtual “other place” less
radical in its otherness than the Big Other of the Law of the Father. the
OaSIS virtuality is a more comforting and dreamful “matrix” (Latin for
“womb,” with all its hints of lost union with the mother).

as someone trained as a biologist, and following a hint from Baudril -
lard,5 I’d like to suggest that Paradise was lost much, much earlier than our
lapsarian expulsion from the pocket universe of the womb. Slusser writes of
the transcendent power located in psychological regression—“from a genital
stage to the ‘archaic’ preadolescent stages of anality and orality” (75)—and,
after raising the issue of the  Death- deferring immortality quest, in the very
next line of his essay goes on to wonder, “But by the same token, might not
birth also be retarded, in the sense that we prolong that moment of fall into
the common day of formation that Wordsworth [in his Intimations ode]
decried?” (74). Slusser’s idea of endless deferral—of the power that comes
from going back and back, from adolescence to childhood to the womb—
drives Wade all the way back to the egg in Ready Player One, and even that
may be a couple billion years too recent.

Consider: the products of asexual reproduction via symmetric binary
fission are identical and immortal so long as optimal growing conditions
continue to supply their needs. the asexually reproducing “parent” cell is
immortal in its potentially endless division into “daughter” cells identical to
itself, a situation known to biologists as “replicative immortality”—also one
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of the hallmarks of cancer cells. In contrast, the products of procreation, of
sexual reproduction via sperm and egg (gamete fusion), are genetically dis-
tinct and varying but also inherently mortal. Sexual reproduction allowed
for the ingression, into genetic replication, of change and novelty in sectors
ranging from size to intelligence, but at the cost of “replicative senescence,”
of aging and mortality at levels from cell to organism—George C. Williams’s
“antagonistic pleiotropy” writ large.6 the advantageous carries the deleterious
along with it.

across innumerable iterations, evolution calculates, Dna performs
risk/benefit analyses. t.B.L. Kirkwood’s “disposable soma”7 explanation for
mortality illustrates this well: statistically speaking, the less likely it is that
you’re still alive at a certain age, the more likely it is that your genes no longer
much care about you at that age; the more likely it is that your genes no longer
much care about you at a certain age, the less likely it is that you’re still alive
at that age. Yes, the reasoning is circular, ouroboric, eating its own tail here,
but that’s less important than the fact of what can be learned through the
process of traversing that circle.

More broadly, from the genetic trait’s point of view, and from the per-
spective of the assemblage of genes we choose to call a species, high mortality
rates and low fertility rates look virtually indistinguishable, as do low mor-
tality rates and high fertility rates. this in part accounts for the dilemma
that—for most populations of most species on a clearly finite earth, and all
other things being equal (a rarely observed condition)—longevity looks like
a compromise between fertility and mortality rates, the crux point on the
graph where the rate lines cross.

this is the primordial chiasmus, the X that marks the spot of the Fall
in which we “sinned all”—in which we lost the immortal  self- identity of asex-
ual reproduction to the distinct mortalities inherent in sexual reproduction.
this is the heart of our paradox, in that the paradise of immortality lost to
procreation we seek to regain through procreation—via the sort of immor-
tality provided through children. the result? the current global birthrate
among humans (as measured by the number of live births per second) is sig-
nificantly more than double the current global death rate among humans (as
measured by the number of deaths per second).8

Yet, somewhere in our cells, we seem to remember that  billions- years-
lost immortal  self- identity, or think we do, or at least feel nostalgia for such
a thing. Following Lacan, Žižek, edelman, and ruti,9 we can say, however,
that to the extent that what’s been lost is imaginary, that lost “thing” can only
be reached for in other things, never grasped in itself. that lost imaginary
thing’s ultimate, unreachable replacement is the future itself, the future that
(at least politically) is hypostatized in the figure of the child (edelman 3, 115).
that’s why traditionally we “believe the children are our future,” as the song
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“the Greatest Love of all” (1977) says, despite the fact that that future always
already only provides a “sort of ” immortality, a “sort of ”  self- identity—
immortality through the continuing reproduction of mortality, via progeny
not quite  self- identical to ourselves.

that song—“the Greatest Love of all,” written by Linda Creed and
Michael Masser and variously recorded by Shirley Bassey, George Benson,
and Whitney Houston—is riven by the tensions outlined above, for although
its first line and twenty fifth lines are “I believe the children are our future,”
it goes on to insist “I learned to depend on me” (line 10) and, repeatedly,
claims “Learning to love yourself is the greatest love of all” (lines 23–24,43–
44). alas, obsolescence and senescence are programmed into the genes of
this self each of us most greatly loves. For mortal beings, the future necessarily
implies death. time to come is also always time to go. Death lives on Future
Street. a few doors down from hope.

those tensions bring us squarely to all those science fiction dreams of
vastly increased longevity or even immortality in one’s own flesh, or geneti-
cally  self- identical posterity through cloning, or algorithmically  self- identical
posterity through uploading of human mind to vast machine or downloading
to robotic bodies. these lattermost two (mind-uploading and robotic down-
load) are ways in which geek fiction, despite swapping space helmet for 3D
 head- mounted display, continues science fiction’s obsession with what I
here—extending edelman’s idea of “reproductive futurism” (3) to include sci-
ence fiction—will call “replicative technofuturism.”

Fundamentally, this is the belief that human population growth and
resource consumption can never outstrip technological progress—not even
if consumption is amped up by population growth coupled to increasing
birthrates and/or decreasing death rates. replicative technofuturists like
“optimistic economist” (and anti–Malthusian) Julian Simon10 have asserted
that (in a rare instance of synergistic pleiotropy) more conceptions in the
flesh mean more conceptions of the mind, more geniuses for innovation and
progress: boundless reproduction of human (or transhuman or posthuman)
beings to people space and time, boundless production of goods, services,
and information to use and consume, boundless accumulation of capital and
wealth. Forward to the fantastic future forever!

to speak against such boundless optimism seems almost  mean- spirited
and miserly somehow, the sort of thing that might have been said by ebenezer
Scrooge who—before his great conversion to what Lee edelman calls second
fatherhood (47)—was a Dickensian avatar of Malthusianism. the  pre-
conversion Scrooge in A Christmas Carol (1843) says, among other things,
“If [the poor and destitute] would rather die … they had better do it, and
decrease the surplus population.”11 In Dickens’s story commemorating the
commemoration of Christ’s birth, Scrooge, the lifelong bachelor and business
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partner of the late lifelong bachelor Jacob Marley, becomes “second father”
(116) to tiny tim, but only after his Christmas night visions.

Similarly, in Ready Player One, the digital avatar of the late lifelong bach-
elor and videogaming genius James Halliday,  co- creator of that  world- wide
multiplayer game/reality, the OaSIS, ultimately serves as second father for
the orphaned Wade Watts. Halliday’s  still- living but estranged business part-
ner, the widowed Ogden Morrow, plays fairy godmother to Wade in his quest.
together Halliday and Morrow are described as a male pairing like “Jobs and
Wozniak, or Lennon and McCartney” (53). Cline in Ready Player One, how-
ever, takes pains to point out that, perhaps unlike Scrooge, Halliday (although
agoraphobic, socially maladroit, and aspergerish) is definitely heterosexual.
Halliday’s estrangement from his business partner Morrow, we are told, is
the result of his having lost Karen “Kira” Underwood, the secret love of Hal-
liday’s life, to that same business partner.

that more  business- oriented partner, Og Morrow, marries but remains
childless (more by accident than by choice). throughout the novel’s backstory,
Morrow, having been primarily involved with his wife Kira in creating edu-
cational software and content for the OaSIS, has taken the more traditionally
“female” role of “rearing the next generation.” Halliday, the better program-
mer of the two men, is the more solitarily masculine and  Scrooge- like in the
sense of being  inward- turned, reclusive, the  hoard- dragon, the Minotaur at
the heart of his maze—and, although Halliday’s mind has not literally been
uploaded to OaSIS (in the book, as opposed to the film), it is Halliday’s mind-
set that is most clearly baked into that megamachine virtuality’s algorithms.

For all the grandiloquence of that term “virtuality,” virtual reality or Vr
is neither more nor less than CPU—not “central processing unit,” but “cyber-
netic pocket universe.” the  globe- girdling OaSIS, like the worldwide web
and internet from which it is descended, is likewise a cyberspatial (and there-
fore potentially infinite) pocket universe, simultaneously both “smaller” than
our physical world and “larger”—rather like the “It’s bigger on the inside”
tardis of Doctor Who. the pocket universe is a popular trope in texts ranging
from Twilight Zone episodes to Dr. Seuss’s Horton Hears a Who! (1954) but
the most important early science fictional version of the (pre-cyber) “pocket
universe” concept can be found in theodore Sturgeon’s 1941 novelette “Micro-
cosmic God.” the novelette features another male technological pairing—
the brilliant scientist Kidder and eminently capable engineer Johansen who,
like Morrow and Halliday in the OaSIS, are ghosts in the shell. Unlike the
user interface “shell” of the OaSIS in Ready Player One, however, the “shell”
in “Microcosmic God” is literal: an impenetrable miraculous gray shell
invented by the neoterics, the race of “little people”  push- evolved by Kidder.

Like Kidder and Johansen or Scrooge and Marley, the widowed Morrow
and the deceased Halliday are equally childless in the biological sense—but
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together Halliday and Morrow have achieved a remarkable replicative tech-
nofuturist feat. their posterity is not genetic, but algorithmic. the OaSIS
built by the two men, like many another cyberpunk “matrix,” is a phallic
womb. a more comprehensible/less Otherly digital reification of the law of
the father, the OaSIS functions very much like that “second womb” of patri-
archal culture through which the  quester- initiate is “born again” from males.
the hunt for Halliday’s easter egg echoes both puberty initiation rites for the
egg hunters and, for the system’s creators, couvade (the cultural custom of
an adult male counterpart to pregnancy, confinement and “labor,” particularly
in expectant fathers, surrounding the time of the woman’s actually giving
birth, and which may be a cultural sign of male parturition envy).

Male birthing (and  self- birthing) similarly figures in Slusser’s compar-
ison of robert Heinlein’s character Lazarus Long and Orson Scott Card’s
character ender:

though called an “ender,” his power in fact comes from never beginning, from end-
lessly deferring the move into the light of common day. Where Lazarus controls the
conscious realm of his [paternal] final cause, ender probes the mystery of the uncon-
scious maternal first cause…. In becoming [the lost mother’s] “guardian,” ender relo-
cates the child before the mother [88].

that such a reading should apply not only to Card’s Ender’s Game (1985) but
also to Cline’s texts Ready Player One and Armada (2015) should not surprise
us. Cline readily acknowledges his special debt to Card and Card’s work not
only by name but also by plot points. Armada, in particular, is a book that,
in its closing chapters, reads increasingly like the love child of Card’s Ender’s
Game and a stripped down version of Homer’s Odyssey.

Cline goes his literary precursors one better, however, and not just by
“solving” in Armada the problem of miscommunication with the alien that
figures so prominently in the novel of Ender’s Game—or by just simplifying
the Odyssey’s  long- absent-father dynamic (of the Odysseus/Penelope/ tele -
machus triad) into the Xavier Ulysses Lightman/ Pamela Lightman/ Zackary
Ulysses Lightman family dynamic of Armada. no, the most important way
in which Cline, in both Ready Player One and Armada, goes his literary pre-
cursors one better involves an egg, in each case.

In Armada, Pamela and Xavier Ulysses don’t just have joyous  long- deferred
reunion sex like Penelope and Odysseus do in the Odyssey. although Xavier
Ulysses Lightman may not be the Bowman that Odysseus is, he undeniably
plays Mister Sure- Shot to Pamela’s Mrs. target, in that the Lightmans’ ecstatic
one- nighter—sandwiched into the plot space between their reunion and
Xavier Ulysses Lightman’s death while “sav[ing] humanity from total annihila -
tion” (348)—precipitates in Pamela’s pregnancy and, later, the birth of Xavier
Ulysses Lightman, Jr., Zackary Ulysses Lightman’s much younger brother.
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the egg at the end of Xavier Ulysses Senior’s night Sea Journey is thus
encountered “offstage” in Armada, but it’s center stage in Ready Player One.
Cline goes Card one better in that the power that comes from going back and
back Cline here pushes all the way back to the egg—to Halliday’s egg and its
treasures, the goal of the myriads of egg hunters or “gunters” participating
in the easter egg Hunt. travelling inside the matrix of OaSIS and through
the ordeal of the game, the gunters seek the easter egg, the male ovum sym-
bolic of both James Halliday’s legacy and Jesus Christ’s resurrection (talk
about the child before the mother!), to (yes, like sperm) fertilize the egg’s
promise of  re- birth and resurrection—and incidentally win the egg’s treas-
ures, including Halliday’s fortune of a quarter of a trillion dollars.

all this Parzival/Wade achieves, but only after proving himself individ-
ualistic white knight (who has nonetheless learned to play well with others)
and true vassal to Halliday and Morrow’s “good-parent” megacorporation,
Gregarious Simulation Systems (GSS, an intriguing homophone for “Jesus”).
not only does Parzival/Wade defeat in single combat  dark- knight usurper
nolan Sorrento, leader of the faceless corporate  Sixer- hacks of “bad-parent”
megacorporation Innovative Online Industries (IOI, 1-0-1) but also, after
Wade’s avatar Parzival is killed by IOI machinations, Parzival/Wade’s Mes-
sianic nature is further underlined by Parzival’s being literally resurrected,
the only player in the game to have won the “extra life” quarter during the
course of his quest. the friendly takeover of Halliday and Morrow’s mega-
corporation by Wade Watts—true son and subsidiary of parent corporation
GSS—could hardly stand in starker contrast to the potential “outside” hostile
takeover of GSS by Sorrento and IOI. Still more stark, however, is the vision
of the future suggested by this situation, namely that the only real “freedom of
choice” we have is which megacorporation we choose to align ourselves with.

the nature of the easter egg Hunt in Ready Player One provides proof
for Slusser’s contention that, at the mythic level, science fiction narrative is
less interested in the middle of Bildung (self-cultivation, formation, matura-
tion) than in the extremes of beginning and end. the vast videogame of the
easter egg Hunt is designed by James Halliday in his final years, but to win
the game in the 2040s a gunter must become radically familiar with the
beloved popular culture of Halliday’s first years, his childhood and youth,
particularly the 1980s.

Hallidayan pop culture and the history of videogaming, in this context,
serve as  stand- ins for the cultural collective and for history itself. as the “sec-
ond womb” of culture from which the  quester- initiate Wade/Parzival is “born
again,” the cybernetic pocket universe OaSIS is womb with room enough for
the second birth of all earth’s billions—Halliday’s children. Yet the full riches
of that second birth from culture and father, after the first birth from nature
and mother, can be grasped only by our hero, for only Wade has managed to
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penetrate to the heart of the egg and  re- father himself by identifying so thor-
oughly with the  womb- world OaSIS’s father/creator that Wade is able to
make possible not only his own rebirth, but also that of the world.

the snake eats its tail here. Halliday’s fictional egg Hunt in Ready Player
One begins with the historical fact of the first videogame easter egg, the
words “Created by Warren robinett” hidden inside a secret room that robi-
nett covertly programmed into the atari game Adventure (1979). Finding
robinett’s grey pixel dot easter egg for the first time was, as Halliday puts it,
“one of the coolest videogaming experiences of my life” (5)—the book’s “rose-
bud,” from which all things come and to which they all return.

By the time Wade obtains Halliday’s egg, the easter egg is no longer
robinett’s grey pixel dot but a silver (not the movie’s golden) egg. In Greek
Orphic mythology the silver cosmic egg, created by time/aion, is the orb
out of which bursts Phanes, the “first born,” ouroboric deity of light and
divinity of procreation. Once Parzival/Wade places this silver egg into a per-
fectly  size- matched and extremely Holy Grail–like golden chalice—thereby
completing a conjoint symbol of both procreation and immortality—a fanfare
sounds. all of Halliday’s powers and treasures are transferred to Wade, who
also becomes the new anorak, god of this cybernetic pocket universe. (Less
so in the film, with both child and aged Halliday still in frame, like David
Bowman’s 2001 apotheoses.)

Wade/Parzival now also becomes the only person whose avatar can
access the secret room that is the easter egg inside Halliday’s easter egg inside
the OaSIS—the holiest of holies that houses the Big red Button that will
launch the worm to shut down the OaSIS forever, if Wade judges it necessary
to do so in order to save humanity, by returning it,  cold- turkey, from virtuality
to reality.

In Armada the retreat from the Big Other is still more desperate. Zack
fears he will go crazy like his father and succumb to his father’s conspiracy
theory of history: namely, that there is an Other of the Big Other, an alien
invasion that is being covered up by those in the know, those behind the cur-
tain, who are pulling the strings of the great social  puppet- show. this problem
is solved when Zack—a great videogamer like his father—learns that what
Zack thought was his father’s conspiracy theory of history is in fact the true
secret history of the preceding fifty years. the pocket universe this time is
the matrix of conspiracy theory, the covert network of bases and actions of
the earth Defense alliance, that the world as a whole only learns of when
the “aliens” (who mirror our culture) actually arrive, as part of a grand test
that will determine humanity’s future.

the development of videogames, it turns out, has been secretly arranged
to train warriors to fight the aliens. as Zack notes soon after being swept up
and away into the earth Defense alliance:
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We hadn’t used up all of our oil and ravaged our planet in a mindless pursuit of con-
sumerism, but in preparation for a dark day that most of us hadn’t even known was
coming. even humanity’s lack of concern for its rampant overpopulation problem
now made a terrible kind of sense. What difference did it make if our planet was
capable of supporting all seven billion of us in the long term when a far greater threat
was waiting in the wings? and despite the overwhelming odds, humanity had done
what was necessary to ensure its survival.12

the parallel to this passage in Ready Player One occurs when Parzival/Wade
is asked by his cybercrush art3mis/Samantha what he plans to do with Hal-
liday’s vast fortune in the event that he, Wade, wins. His answer—“have a
nuclear powered interstellar spacecraft constructed in earth’s orbit,” fully
stock it with everything he might want, “get the hell out of Dodge” and “start
looking for an extrasolar earthlike planet” (97–98)—is juxtaposed to art3mis’s
answer—that she’s “going to make sure everyone on [earth] has enough to
eat,” then “figure out how to fix the environment and solve the energy crisis”
(98).

In Ready Player One, our hero wins in virtual reality but ultimately
decides to return to reality, along with the fortune he is dividing up with his
three friends, to face the challenges there. the  egg- and-chalice completion
of the game foreshadows Wade’s own potential role as avatar of Phanes, god
of procreation. His exit from the OaSIS into the real is potentially the end
of his endless deferral, his being born again into the light of common day—
including the reality of his budding affair with Samantha/art3mis, his  long-
time avatar  love- interest, and their implied future of procreation.

Implied, but not yet realized, as is also the case in Armada.
true journey is return to the real, but in Armada the conspiracy theory

matrix ceases to be an inadequate version of history and, instead, history
becomes an inadequate version of the conspiracy theory matrix. Humanity,
having passed its test from the alien emissary, is showered with gifts and
fixes by the alien federation called the Sodality. all humanity’s problems—
including the longevity/population dilemma—turn out to be  non- problems
in the face of the Sodality’s  hyper- advanced technology. Curiously, however,
Zack Lightman in the end remains skeptical of the seemingly  too- good-to-
be-true alien advent, having seen history displaced once already by conspiracy
theory.

this skepticism is understandable. the books and their main characters,
like humanity itself, all stand in the gap between the “dismal” (and too sim-
plistic) economics of population growth promulgated by thomas Malthus,
and the “optimistic” (and too simplistic) economics of technological panacea
promulgated by Julian Simon. this may be why, for the  long- orphaned but
 second- fathered Wade/Parzival and the mostly fatherless (but briefly  father-
son reunited) Zackary Ulysses—the virgin heroes of Ready Player One and
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Armada, respectively—for them, the reality of procreation, even of sexual
intercourse, like the solution to the longevity/population dilemma or the
believability of that solution, is still always already deferred to after the end
of each book, and before the beginning.
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Science Fiction
The Age of Perspective

Gary K. Wolfe

In his 1979 study The World of Science Fiction: The History of a Subcul-
ture, Lester del rey identified what he called the “five ages of science fiction”:
the “age of Wonder” from 1926–1937, the “Golden age” from 1938–1949, the
“age of acceptance” from 1950–1961, the “age of rebellion” from 1962–1973,
and the “Fifth age” from 1974 until the appearance of his book. Del rey’s
historical survey is of course now quite dated, covering a little over a  half-
century of a genre which—even if we date its beginnings as a commercial
genre from the launching of Hugo Gernsback’s Amazing Stories in 1926—
passed its ninetieth birthday in 2016, and del rey’s approach was somewhat
parochial even in 1979, although it remains of interest by offering the per-
spective of a major author whose career spanned much of that history.

Yet his formulation represented a kind of consensus history of the field
in the 20th century, which has been echoed in various forms in later histories
ranging from Brian W. aldiss and David Wingrove’s Trillion Year Spree: The
History of Science Fiction (1986) to edward James’s Science Fiction in the 20th
Century (1994) and adam roberts’s History of Science Fiction (2006, revised
2016), even though each of these studies took a considerable broader and
deeper view of the field’s history and prehistory. roberts, for example, doesn’t
even arrive at the twentieth century until Chapter eight (which considers
“high modernists” like Karel Ĉapek, evgeny Zamiatin, and Olaf Stapledon),
and only beginning in Chapter nine—halfway through the book—does he
discuss the post–1926 era which was the whole of del rey’s formulation. But
then his periods begin to look familiar: the pulp era of the 1920s and 1930s,
the “Golden age” of 1940–1960, the “new Wave” and post–new Wave era of
the 1960s and 1970s. after that, he rather abandons labels in the face of the
genre’s growing diversification and multimedia impact, titling one chapter
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simply “Prose Science Fiction 1970s–1990s.” He does discuss the cyberpunk
movement of the 1980s and a few  not- easily-classifiable writers such as Gene
Wolfe and Octavia e. Butler. Other critics and scholars have identified addi-
tional post–1980s movements, such as the “humanists” of the 1980s and 1990s
and the “new Space Opera” of the 1990s and early 2000s, but in general, the
rapid diversification (some might even say balkanization) of the field over
the past twenty years, along with its growing interpenetration with related
genres such as horror and fantasy, has resisted the kind of simplistic labeling
of eras that del rey posited nearly forty years ago.

nevertheless, it is just such a simplistic labeling which I am proposing
here, in arguing that the current period of science fiction might well be
termed the age of Perspective. Much of what I’m about to say is implicit in
recent histories of the field by roberts, roger Luckhurst, Mike ashley, and
others, going all the way back to aldiss and del rey, so in a sense this is an
exercise in synthesis rather than effort to build a new historical paradigm.
I’m not trying to suggest that each of these different periods replaces the pre-
ceding one, but rather builds upon it by introducing a newer angle of vision,
shared by a significant number of writers. as always, there will be outliers—
writers who anticipate later developments, sometimes by decades, and writers
who cheerfully and unironically hearken back to earlier eras. there will also
be many works that seem to fit into two or more of these eras. But one prob-
lem with these earlier proposals for the different stages of science fiction and
fantasy history is that they conflate radically different ways of measuring lit-
erary history. Some “eras” are labeled by modes of publication (pulp maga-
zines, paperbacks), some by developing markets (such as the rise of the  full-
length science fiction novel in the 1950s), some by the influence of particular
editors (Gernsback, John W. Campbell, Jr., Michael Moorcock), some by writ-
ers’ manifestoes (cyberpunk, with its chief theorist Bruce Sterling, or the rise
of feminist science fiction under the influence of Joanna russ or Ursula K.
Le Guin), some driven by nostalgia (such as ideas of the “golden age”), some
by shifting and broadening demographics of readers and writers (such as
current discussions of the field’s growing diversity in terms of gender and
culture). In formulating the various eras which I propose to describe, I want
to briefly revisit the last century or so of sf history from a slightly different
perspective—not in terms of themes, techniques, major writers or editors, or
publishing venues, but rather in terms of how the genre talks to itself, what
readers come to expect, and how writers seek to build on what has gone
before. Broadly, then, these eras describe what readers and writers were think-
ing about as they defined the science fiction of their particular era.

Let me begin with the present age of Perspective by mentioning a few
recent stories and novels. In 2010, Peter Watts, one of our more formidable
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practitioners of biological hard sf, published a story in Clarkesworld titled
“the things.” It’s told from the point of view of an alien—a  self- described
“explorer, an ambassador, a missionary”—whose spacecraft crash lands on
earth, near what we quickly recognize as an antarctic research station.1 a
kind of hive mind which sees all biomass as interchangeable, it’s rather
amazed at the individual biological units which it encounters and which it
eventually inhabits—units with names like Macready, Blair, Copper, and
Childs. If we had any doubt as to what Watts is doing here, those character
names, taken directly from John Carpenter’s 1982 film The Thing, and before
that of the 1951 film The Thing (from Another World) and before that of John
W. Campbell, Jr.’s famous 1938 story “Who Goes there?” make it quite clear:
Watts is essentially retelling the story—mostly the Carpenter version—from
the perspective of the thing itself (with apologies to Immanuel Kant).

Six years later, the young writer Sam J. Miller published, again in
Clarkesworld, “things with Beards,” which he himself described as a “fanfic
sequel” to Carpenter’s movie.2 It concerns the main human character,
Macready, surviving his earlier experience and now dealing with the aIDS
epidemic and police brutality in his own community—all the while wonder-
ing if he himself is a thing, a kind of alien observer. even chronologically,
the 1980s setting suggests the events of the story were concurrent with the
release date of Carpenter’s film.

Something similar has been going on in horror fiction. In 2016, the same
year as Miller’s story, Victor LaValle published the novella The Ballad of Black
Tom, which  re- imagines H.P. Lovecraft’s 1927 “the Horror at red Hook,”
long notorious as one of his most vitriolic and racist stories, from the point
of view of a black con man and bad musician who gets involved with some
of Lovecraft’s more eldritch supernatural figures. also that same year, Kij
Johnson published “the Dream Quest of Vellitt Boe,” a reworking of Love-
craft’s “the  Dream- Quest of Unknown Kadath” (1943), but featuring a woman
protagonist (and a  middle- aged one at that) of the sort so noticeably absent
from Lovecraft’s own work. Less than a year later, ruthanna emrys reworked
parts of Lovecraft’s “the Shadow over Innsmouth”(1936) from the point of
view of one the  fish- like inhabitants of Innsmouth, who are treated as
unspeakable horrors in Lovecraft’s original, but who become victims in
emrys’s tale. I could go on at length about the many other aspects of what
we might call the Lovecraft rebuild, which has been going on for the past
few years, but I chose these examples because they each respond to a specific
earlier story, essentially reinventing it by shifting the narrative perspective.

Moving over to fantasy for a moment, Kij Johnson’s name comes up
again, with 2017’s The River Bank, a kind of sequel to Kenneth Grahame’s
The Wind in the Willows (1908), but again introducing female characters, 
as well as some themes of class and privilege, that were notably invisible in
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Grahame’s original. also in 2017, two debut novels offered new perspectives
on  Victorian- era classics. Molly tanzer revisited Oscar Wilde’s The Picture
of Dorian Gray (1890) in her debut novel Creatures of Will and Temper, but
with Dorian transformed into the provincial teenager Dorina Gray and Lord
Henry Wotton  gender- shifted into Henrietta Wotton. theodora Goss, in The
Strange Case of the Alchemist’s Daughter, created a kind of league of extraor-
dinary women out of the female survivors of the stories of robert Louis
Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831), H.G. Wells’s The Island
of Doctor Moreau (1896), and nathaniel Hawthorne’s “rappaccini’s Daughter”
(1844). the sequel, European Travel for the Monstrous Gentlewoman, appeared
in 2018 and  re- envisions still more figures from Victorian fiction, including
Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) and Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1871, 1872).

now, all of this could easily be dismissed as a sudden outbreak of “fanfic,”
the sort of  fan- generated fiction often written simply to celebrate favorite
stories or authors, but I think something much broader is happening. If we
widen the discussion to include works that revisit  long- familiar tropes, and
not just specific works, the number of possible titles increases dramatically.
rivers Solomon’s debut novel from 2017, An Unkindness of Ghosts, will strike
many veteran sf readers as a variation on the familiar generation starship
tale, and some elements of it even recall the most famous early example of
the form, robert a. Heinlein’s “Universe,” from the May 1941 issue of Camp-
bell’s Astounding  Science- Fiction. as in Heinlein’s tale, the main character,
aster, befriends a young renegade who knows secret passages around the
ship and dramatically reveals to her the stars as seen only from a forbidden
upper deck. the actual management of the ship has been largely reduced to
superstitious ritual, but old documents may reveal forgotten details about
the real nature of the journey. I have no idea if Solomon was familiar with
Heinlein’s old story—though I rather doubt it—but at least some familiarity
with the  generation- ship tradition seems evident. What lends the novel its
considerable power, however, is that the protagonist aster is a neuroatypical
if highly competent figure, and the social divisions aboard the ship itself are
a brutal and blatant analogue of racism, slavery, and economic inequality.

Other examples abound. Kameron Hurley described her 2017 novel The
Stars Are Legion as a traditional space opera, which it is, except that there are
no male characters at all. Catherynne Valente actually titled her 2018 novel
Space Opera, but it’s less a homage to the classic space opera tradition than
to Douglas adams’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1979) and to—of
all things—the annual eurovision song contest. nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon
(2014) is in many ways a familiar invasion of earth scenario, with the aliens
landing offshore from a major city, but the city is Lagos, nigeria, and the cul-
ture that initially confronts the aliens is the complex society of nigeria—as
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well as, bizarrely, such nonhuman viewpoints as a swordfish, a bat, a tarantula,
and a spider. Lavie tidhar’s Central Station (2016, based largely on stories
published earlier) depicts a giant spaceport located in a  far- future metropolis,
but the metropolis in question is tel aviv, and the political environment sur-
rounding the station invokes some classic issues of Israeli culture and history.
Future space programs are mounted by nigeria in Deji Bryce Olukotun’s After
the Flare and by the Czech republic in Jaroslav Kalfar’s Spaceman of Bohemia
(both 2017).

What all these and many other works have in common is not only that
they address earlier works or traditions, but that they do so from particular
perspectives that were largely absent from those traditions, whether they
involve culture, gender, sexual orientation, class, or even species. Of course,
there have always been science fiction and fantasy works which respond to
earlier works—as Samuel r. Delany once noted, one could build a small shelf
of responses to Heinlein’s Starship Troopers (1959), from his own Fall of the
Towers trilogy (1963–1965) to works by Harry Harrison, Joe Haldeman, and
others. In this sense, science fiction has always been in dialogue with itself,
but my argument is that this issue of new, reversed, or shifting perspectives
represents a particular kind of dialogue, and one that is especially significant
to the present moment in the history of the genre. this is why I’m labeling
this present era as the age of Perspective.

But how does this build upon and relate to earlier eras of science fiction’s
development, and why do I think it’s a logical outgrowth of those eras? In
order to answer that question, we need to ask the same question of earlier
periods: what were the authors thinking about (apart from the obvious con-
cerns of what they could sell to editors), and how did the genre express itself
rhetorically? Given these questions, here is my list of seven successive periods
or eras or ages of sf, deliberate cast as a version of del rey’s old formulation.
(a few  historical- minded readers may recognize that some of these labels
are also borrowed from an old series of Mentor paperback anthologies on
the history of philosophy.)

• the age of adventure, from the early pulps through the height of
pulp fiction popularity in the 1930s;

• the age of reason, or what is sometimes referred to as the Golden
age or the Campbell era—or what roger Luckhurst refers to as the
“engineer paradigm” in his Science Fiction (2005)3;

• the age of Irony, or the development of more skeptical social or
satirical themes in the 1950s and later;

• the age of Style, or the growth of modernist or postmodernist
techniques during the period of the new Wave and after;

• the age of attitude, or a shift toward street sensibilities and 
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more hardboiled character paradigms in cyberpunk and its
offshoots;

• the age of Complexity, characterized by narratives of enormous
scale—multivolume novels, extensively recomplicated series, and
ambitious, planned future histories;

• Finally, the age of Perspective, which is what I am terming the
present moment.

The Age of Adventure

the first age, then, was simply the age of adventure, with fiction ranging
from edgar rice Burroughs and the Munsey authors to e.e. “Doc” Smith,
edmond Hamilton, the early Jack Williamson, and the first great period of
classic,  galaxy- busting space operas. I might well have called this the age of
excess, since as adam roberts wrote of Doc Smith, “the extravagance and
excess is, in an important sense, the whole of Smith’s space adventure tales.”4

this is not, to put it mildly, a period of conscientious verisimilitude. Bur-
roughs may have borrowed a few of Percival Lowell’s ideas about Mars and
seemed aware of Mars’s gravity and thin atmosphere, but showed little interest
in thinking these ideas through, beyond the extent to which they provided
John Carter with his  comic- book-like superpowers. Certainly, many of the
classic tropes were laid out during this era, from interstellar travel to super-
weapons, mad scientists, telepathy, galactic empires, alien civilizations, etc.—
but all were viewed almost exclusively as devices for the  ever- increasing scale
and melodrama of what roberts described as “fantasies of … empowerment.”

But even relatively early in the pulp era, some editors and writers began
to suspect that some of these ideas might be worth examining as ideas rather
than as enabling devices for  ever- expanding fantasies of scale. In 1933,
Astounding editor F. Orlin tremaine introduced a policy of including in each
issue what he called “thought-variant” stories. the early examples, such as
nat Schachner’s “ancestral Voices” (1933) or Donald Wandrei’s “Colossus”
(1934) weren’t exactly examples of rigorous extrapolation, but they helped
lay the groundwork for the next era. Charles Hornig, the editor at Wonder
Stories, adopted a similar idea, which led most famously to Stanley Wein-
baum’s classic “a Martian Odyssey” in 1934. But the most important devel-
opment was John W. Campbell, Jr., assuming the editorship of Astounding in
1937, first introducing whole issues of what he called “mutant” science fiction,
deliberately signaling new directions in sf, and of course eventually collab-
orating in developing a new, more analytical approach to how sf would treat
its ideas, through the fiction of Heinlein, Isaac asimov, a.e. van Vogt, and
others. Since Campbell, starting in 1938, titled the monthly feature in which
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readers would vote on their favorite stories “the analytical Laboratory,” it
seemed reasonable to call this era, not the Golden age, but perhaps the age
of analysis, or the age of reason, which matches one of the titles in those
old Mentor philosophy paperbacks.

The Age of Reason

Virtually all histories of science fiction recognize the role Campbell,
Heinlein, asimov, and others played in bringing some of science fiction’s
favorite themes into the arena of rational speculation, and Campbell’s some-
times wobbly insistence on scientific verisimilitude. Just looking at some of
the most familiar titles from the late 1930s and early 1940s gives some sense
of the new emphasis on  evidence- based extrapolation: asimov’s “trends”
(1939), “reason” (1941), and “evidence” (1946); Heinlein’s “Common Sense”
(1941) and “If this Goes On—” (1940); Hal Clement’s “Proof ” (1942) and
“technical error” (1944); and so on. Of course, classic space opera continued
to appear side by side with these more analytical tales; the serialization of
Doc Smith’s Gray Lensman was by far the most popular item in the “analytical
Laboratory” for October 1939, while van Vogt’s rollercoaster plots hardly
seemed as disciplined as Campbell might have called for; but even van Vogt,
for all his appeal to the supermen and invincible alien fantasies of the earlier
pulp era, made some effort to establish at least  quasi- credible rationales for
the aliens in “Black Destroyer” and “Discord in Scarlet” (both 1939) through
an invented science he called nexialism. My point is that this new period
didn’t replace or even fully displace the space opera form, but rather added
to it a layer of reason, analysis, and rational social and technological extrap-
olation. even more complex social, economic, and political layers would be
added a few decades later, with what came to be called the new Space Opera.

The Age of Irony

there were, of course, some serious fault lines in the age of reason,
and some of them could be laid at the feet of Campbell himself, with his
serial passions for pseudoscientific notions like psionics, the Hieronymus
Machine, the Dean Drive, and most famously L. ron Hubbard’s Dianetics.
Campbell was, or at least pretended to be, a  hard- headed rationalist, demand-
ing stringently logical futures of both scientific and social verisimilitude, but
on the other hand, he was fatally attracted to the impossibilities of fantasy,
even to the point of starting an alternative magazine, Unknown, to accom-
modate the good story ideas his authors came up with that couldn’t fit his
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vision of Astounding. But even that magazine often tried to reclaim fantasy’s
impossibilities for sf, such as Jack Williamson’s “Darker than You think”
(1940), with its rather contorted ethnological explanation for werewolves, or
eric Frank russell’s Sinister Barrier (1939), with its appeal to Charles Fort’s
almost  anti- scientific view of anomalous phenomena. Oddly, though, when
ideas of telepathy or other psychic powers showed up in the work of van Vogt
and others, they were more likely to appear in Astounding rather than
Unknown.

One reason for this may be that when Campbell briefly attended Duke
University, a faculty member there named J.B. rhine had already set up his
laboratory to investigate eSP, telekinesis, and the like, so it’s entirely possible
Campbell could have gotten the notion that there was some sort of science
behind eSP on the basis of those experiments, which later turned out to be
thoroughly unreplicable. as a student at Duke, Campbell apparently met
rhine and participated briefly and unsuccessfully in his experiments with
“reading” the cards used in eSP tests,5 so there were plenty of notable blind
spots in his championing of reason and scientific methodology. (andy Dun-
can’s story “new Frontiers of the Mind” in the July 2018 issue of Analog Science
Fiction/Science Fact fictionalized this encounter between Campbell and
rhine.)

Quite apart from Campbell’s apparent blind spots, more and more writ-
ers began to see a darker underside to the rationalizable futures of Heinlein
or asimov. Jack Williamson—perhaps one of the most adaptable writers the
genre has ever seen, starting his career in those  large- scale space operas—
darkly answered asimov’s robots with his Humanoids in “With Folded
Hands” (Astounding, July 1947). Writers as varied as Frederik Pohl, C.M.
Kornbluth, robert Sheckley, and even ray Bradbury and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.,
discovered profound ironies in the odd mix of the postwar consumerist cul-
ture, nuclear anxiety, and McCarthyist threats to free speech, resulting in
works as varied as Pohl and Kornbluth’s The Space Merchants(1953), Von-
negut’s The Sirens of Titan (1959), Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953), and even
more or less mainstream parodies of science fiction themes in novels like
Bernard Wolfe’s Limbo (1952) and films like Dr. Strangelove, or How I Learned
to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964). Stylistically, though, the writers
from within the ranks of sf tended to present these darker visions in the same
sort of efficient, transparent prose that had become the de facto standard
during the Campbell era, with a few important exceptions such as Bradbury,
Sturgeon, and Cordwainer Smith (Paul Linebarger). the shift in sensibility
during the 1950s and 1960s for the most part didn’t quite seemed matched
by a similar shift in style or presentation, so the stage was set for the next
phase, in which the very language and narrative structure of sf stories were
reinvented—at least in the minds of some of the new Wave practitioners.
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The Age of Style
In their editorials, earlier editors like Gernsback and Campbell had pre-

sented what amounted to manifestoes for the kind of fiction they wanted to
see, Gernsback focusing largely on the idea of science fiction itself, Campbell
on a more credible, realistic approach to the fiction that had dominated sf
pulps in the 1930s. But perhaps the most famous call to revolution was that
presented by Michael Moorcock in his first editorial in New Worlds. the pre-
vious editor, John Carnell, had already published several of the authors who
would later be associated with Britain’s new Wave, such as J.G. Ballard and
Brian W. aldiss, but when Carnell recommended the young Moorcock for the
editorship of the  then- fading magazine, Moorcock quickly made it a platform
for his promise of a renaissance of style in science fiction writing. the model
for that renaissance, celebrated in an essay by J.G. Ballard in Moorcock’s first
issue, was the controversial and deliberately transgressive work of William S.
Burroughs, the american author whose experimental forms, including hallu -
ci natory celebrations of drug culture, had gained notoriety mostly through
the publication of Naked Lunch in 1959. Only a few years later, Burroughs’s 1964
novel Nova Express looked enough like the new model of science fiction to earn
a nomination for a nebula award from the Science Fiction Writers of america.

But the emerging emphasis on style wasn’t confined to the  self-
consciously literary experiments of Ballard, aldiss, Barrington J. Bayley, and
others in england. american writers like Harlan ellison, roger Zelazny,
Samuel r. Delany, Joanna russ, and thomas M. Disch had established rep-
utations based in large part on the stylistic innovations they had already
brought to the field—ellison’s  street- smart, deliberately confrontational prose,
Zelazny’s rhapsodic flights, Delany’s sophisticated linguistic borrowings from
modernism, and so forth. ellison may have disavowed the term new Wave
in his famous Dangerous Visions anthologies (though he did embrace nouvelle
vague, as though the term were OK as long as it was in French), but it was
clear that he was inviting authors to submit work that was stylistically more
innovative, and more transgressive, than what they felt they could get away
with in the magazines. that was a bit unfair, of course, since editors such as
Cele Goldsmith and terry Carr were already publishing some fiction that
looked radically experimental in comparison to only a few years earlier, and
this included not only writers who wanted to free up the stylistic possibilities
of the genre, but writers like r.a. Lafferty or David r. Bunch, whose idio-
syncratic styles were so integral to their work that their stories could hardly
have been told in any other manner.

But there was far more to this shift than simply language and style. emerg -
ing along with it was an entirely new attitude toward the genre and toward
the worlds and characters it portrayed—characters who, for the most part,
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were neither targets of satire nor paragons of competence. these charac ters,
I think, largely defined the next phase of sf, which I call the age of attitude.

The Age of Attitude

this overlaps largely with the period that is usually called cyberpunk,
with all its offshoots from  post- cyberpunk to steampunk, biopunk, diesel -
punk, nanopunk, atompunk, even elfpunk. the root which all these variants
have in common is, of course, punk, and it’s my argument that even in the
original cyberpunk, punk is really the defining part of the term. Bruce Ster-
ling, in his Cheap Truth fanzine, wrote of William Gibson’s story “Burning
Chrome” (1982) that “tHIS is the shape for science fiction in the 1980’s:  fast-
moving, sharply extrapolated, technologically literate, and as brilliant and
coherent as a laser. Gibson’s focussed and powerful attack is our best chance
yet to awaken a genre that has been  half- asleep since the early 1970’s.”6 a lot
of writers could and did take issue with Sterling’s complaint that science fic-
tion had been  half- asleep, but in effect Sterling was simply using the 1970s
as a whipping boy much as Moorcock had used the 1950s. Like Moorcock,
he wanted to reinvent the whole genre, but surprisingly few of what he cited
as examples were as groundbreaking as he made them out to be.

“Burning Chrome” did introduce the term “cyberspace,” which Gibson
defined as the “electronic  consensus- hallucination” of the online world, and
produced a famous line—“the street finds its own uses for things”—which
encapsulated much of the cyberpunk aesthetic, the idea that technological
developments could be  co- opted by bright young—well, punks—in ways that
such developments were never originally intended.7 But it was also a caper
story with grungy,  street- level hackers outsmarting big shot gangsters. that
was hardly new, and much of what was seen as revolutionary in Gibson’s
 movement- defining novel Neuromancer (1984) wasn’t entirely new, either:
we’d seen people escaping into virtual worlds of one sort or another as far
back as arthur C. Clarke’s The City and the Stars (1956) or even e.M. Forster’s
“the Machine Stops” (1909).

What really did feel new in cyberpunk was its complex of attitudes: the
attitude of the author toward the reader, of the characters toward their world
and toward each other: deeply cynical, hardboiled, improvisatory, immediate,
survivalist. In Neuromancer, Case is a  small- time hustler and drug addict
who was nevertheless a skilled hacker, Molly Millions a  self- described “street
samurai” with  weapon- like body modifications and mirror lenses implanted
in her eyes. again, we had seen similar characters before in the work of writers
ranging from alfred Bester to ellison to Philip K. Dick, but now it seemed
to have become a dominant aesthetic. Writers like John Shirley, rudy rucker,
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Lewis Shiner, Pat Cadigan, tom Maddox, and Greg Bear were all included
in Sterling’s more or less “official” cyberpunk anthology Mirrorshades in
1986—even though more than half the stories in that anthology dated from
before Gibson’s novel.

Neuromancer, of course, became the first novel in a trilogy, called the
Sprawl trilogy, which occupied much of the 1980s (Count Zero, 1986; Mona
Lisa Overdrive, 1988), and that in turn was followed by his “Bridge” trilogy
(Virtual Light, 1993; Idoru, 1996; All Tomorrow’s Parties, 1999), which occupied
much of the 1990s, and by the “Blue ant” or Hubert Bigend novels which
occupied much of the 2000s (Pattern Recognition, 2003; Spook Country, 2007;
Zero History, 2010).these novels also prefigure another age, and one which
overlaps in significant ways with the previous two, but which became much
more highly visible in the 1990s and later. this is what I’m calling the age of
Complexity.

The Age of Complexity

“Complexity” in this sense doesn’t necessarily mean that earlier works
were somehow more thematically simple than the books covered under this
rubric, but rather refers more to structure and scope than to theme. this age
is characterized by large, architectonic works whose narrative structure may
range over multivolume novels or connected series with a common narrative
arc. there had been such large structures before, but seldom so narratively
complicated as now, and it’s important to distinguish between what I’m dis-
cussing here and earlier sequels and franchises. Frank Herbert’s Dune (1965),
Isaac asimov’s original “Foundation” stories (1942–1950), anne McCaffrey’s
Dragonflight (1968), and arthur C. Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama (1973)
were not necessarily conceived to become multivolume series of the sort they
eventually metastasized into, often involving additional authors and collab-
orators. But beginning mostly in the 1970s, we begin to get series of novels
in complex dialogue with themselves and pointedly deepening and recom-
plicating their narrative worlds.

Some examples might include aldiss’s Helliconia series from 1982 to1985;
Gregory Benford’s Galactic Center novels, which began with In the Ocean of
Night (1977) and continued through Sailing Bright Eternity (1996); Iain Banks’s
Culture series, which began with Consider Phlebus in 1987 and continued
through nine novels, ending with The Hydrogen Sonata in 2012; and perhaps
most complexly of all Gene Wolfe, whose  four- volume novel Book of the New
Sun in the 1980s turned out to be only the first section of a vast narrative that
later included The Book of the Long Sun—four more volumes in the 1990s—
and finally the  three- volume Book of the Short Sun between 1999 and 2001.
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More recent examples might be China Miéville’s  Bas- Lag novels, beginning
with Perdido Street Station in 2000, and n.K. Jemisin’s “Broken earth” series,
which won successive Hugo awards for The Fifth Season (2015) and The
Obelisk Gate (2016), with the third volume, The Stone Sky (2017) also nomi-
nated. I’m less certain about the many novels in C.J. Cherryh’s alliance/Union
universe or Lois McMaster Bujold’s Vorkosigan saga, since most of these are
essentially standalone narratives in a common universe, though certainly
some deepening and complicating of that setting goes on here as well.

almost certainly, there are economic and publishing considerations that
made such  large- scale structures possible. Just as the growth of the science
fiction book market in the 1950s permitted writers to conceive sf novels as
novels, and not as magazine story  fix- ups or expansions, so did the spectacular
success of J.r.r. tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy in its 1960s paperback
incarnation and of Herbert’s Dune novels in the same period helped reveal
a market for far larger fictional projects. But while some sf and fantasy writers
took advantage of this growing market to simply develop a franchise or brand,
others saw an opportunity to build a metafictional structure as rich and com-
plex as Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha county or tolkien’s  Middle- earth.

all of these earlier ages are still with us, of course, and still in dialogue
with one another in much the same way that science fiction has always talked
to itself. But in most of them, the variety of voices and perspectives has been
fairly limited, in terms of economic and social structures, race, gender, capac-
ity, and culture. It’s no surprise to anyone that for most of its history, sf has
largely imagined worlds from the perspective of  anglo- american culture
and classic Western liberal values. this has begun to change radically over
the past twenty years or so, and it’s why I’ve called the current age, which I
began with, the age of Perspective.

The Age of Perspective

Some commentators, including myself, have referred to the period since
2000 or so as the age of Diversity, but I’ve chosen instead the age of Per-
spective for a couple of reasons. For one thing, while diversity is certainly to
be celebrated, the term more readily describes the diversity of writers and
readers, rather than a general characteristic of the fiction itself. It’s encour-
aging that the sf and fantasy world has embraced  nigerian- american writers
like nnedi Okorafor or Deji Bryce Olukaton, Caribbean writers like Karen
Lord or tobias Buckell, or nalo Hopkinson (actually Caribbean Canadian),
Malaysian writers like Zen Cho, or Chinese writers like Cixin Liu, gay or les-
bian or nonbinary writers like Yoon Ha Lee or Sam J. Miller—but I’m using
perspective to refer to something else: the perspectives and points of view of
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the fiction itself. Ian McDonald, a British author living in Belfast, has sought
to portray futures from the perspective of India, Brazil, and turkey, and
another British author, Paul Mcauley, portrayed outer solar system colonies
seeking independence from the superpowers back on earth—but the most
powerful of those superpowers is Greater Brazil. Increasingly, characters from
non–Western backgrounds, characters who are neuroatypical, genderfluid,
nonbinary, or even disembodied entirely, are presented not as a variety of
the Other, but as figures with both viewpoints and significant agency—and
not only in fiction by authors who share some of these qualities. at times,
such a trend seems to raise the specter of cultural appropriation, although
most of the minority writers I’ve spoken with seem to feel that avoiding issues
of appropriation is largely one of sensitivity and homework. In some cases,
a shift toward another cultural perspective may be demanded by the nature
of science fictional extrapolation itself; when Kim Stanley robinson populates
his 2018 novel Red Moon with mostly Chinese characters, it’s less an arbitrary
choice than an outgrowth of his reasoned speculation that China may be best
positioned to establish moon colonies by the mid–21st century.

My point, though, is that this new age of perspective is not really a trend
at all, but that it simply represents the latest era in science fiction’s matura-
tion—and, like all the other ages I’ve mentioned, it invites readers to recon-
sider and authors to reinvigorate the conventions of the earlier eras. new
perspectives can return us to the space operas, rationalist futures, satires,
stylistic experiments, and punk movements, and make them seem fresh, sim-
ply by offering us a different angle of vision. Like all the eras I’ve described,
it doesn’t subsume or replace all that went before, but offers a way to reinvent
it, and to do so in a way that is perhaps more inclusive than the field has ever
been. this might not have always been true in the past, but today, no one
owns science fiction—or fantasy or horror fiction, for that matter.
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You Can’t Get 
there from Here

Unrealistic Expectations Among
the Practitioners of Science Fiction

Charles Platt

Science fiction is full of grandiose ideas. We don’t just have happy end-
ings; we vanquish alien invasions and travel to the stars. therefore I think it
is unsurprising that some science fiction writers have pursued unrealistically
ambitious goals in their personal lives, never imagining that they can’t get
there from here. I will examine this syndrome and its consequences, illus-
trating it with case histories.

My first encounter with big ambitions in science fiction was in the late
1960s, when I was a teenage college dropout working for Michael Moorcock
on New Worlds magazine. Often I would sit on the floor in Moorcock’s living
room, listening to him play the guitar rather badly while he told us that we
were going to change the face of science fiction and could even exert some
influence on modern literature.

Moorcock was about 24 years old at the time. His experience included
writing comic strips for Fleetway Publications and stories for Science Fantasy
magazine. Still, many people, including myself, were willing to believe him.
I don’t think it’s coincidental that all of us had grown up suspending our dis-
belief in stories where one courageous individual could defeat a tyrant or
travel through time. We didn’t recognize limits that seem  self- evident to most
people in the everyday world.
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Literary Ambitions
While Moorcock had a somewhat contentious attitude toward the liter-

ary establishment, others simply wanted to become a part of it. During the
1970s, especially, a number of writers aspired to find recognition in what they
often referred to as “mainstream literature.” I will cite seven examples.

First, the two Phils: Philip Jose Farmer and Philip K. Dick. Farmer
often used to tell me that he would be lionized by the literati when his novel
Pearl Diving in Old Peoria was published. We cannot assess the outcome of
this ambition because I don’t think he ever finished writing the book. Still, I
doubt that it would have achieved its goal, if Philip K. Dick is a relevant
example.

Dick wrote at least six novels outside of science fiction and was unable
to sell any of them at that time. this represents a prodigious investment of
energy, and may be the most remarkable example of a successful science fic-
tion writer who tried and failed to escape from the genre. While the books
were eventually published in  small- press editions, obviously that was not
what Dick was aiming for.

Ironically, the stories and novels that he wrote inside science fiction
were the ones that spawned numerous motion pictures. While he was alive,
however, he suffered disappointments within the field. after The Man in the
High Castle (1962) won a Hugo award, he told me that he expected his mon-
etary value as a writer to increase dramatically. Yet in 1970, when Doubleday
tried to sell paperback rights to Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said, the only
offer came from Donald a. Wollheim of DaW books. I recall that it was
$1,250. as Dick said to me rather bitterly at that time, he used to receive
about that much from Wollheim for half of an ace Double in the 1960s. Per-
haps stung by this disappointment, he didn’t publish any more science fiction
novels for the next three years.

Other writers who nursed literary ambitions included Thomas M.
Disch, Norman Spinrad, and the ones I think of as the two bergs: Barry
Malzberg and Robert Silverberg. Malzberg once told me that when he
started writing, he hoped to win the nobel Prize for Literature. Silverberg
was a little more realistic, simply hoping for acclaim as a serious contempo-
rary novelist. neither Spinrad nor the bergs were rewarded as they had hoped.
Disch was more successful, but not on a sustainable basis.

another writer who felt he deserved greater renown was Harlan Ellison,
who remarked to me in the early 1970s that he felt he should be as  well- known
as Hemingway. When a writer makes this kind of confession, it is most often
in a tone of regret, late at night, when cherished dreams have sustained dam-
age from which recovery is unlikely.

ellison seemed to feel that his existing body of work at that time ought
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to be sufficient to win the recognition that he deserved. So why should he
create more? Unfortunately, somewhat like the bergs, he was averse to rewrit-
ing and believed that a first draft with a few pen corrections was more than
adequate. this turned out not to be the case.

even ellison’s Again, Dangerous Visions collection (1972) failed to find
a receptive audience outside of science fiction. anthony Burgess described
it as “mostly a jejune, hack, etoliated, unvisionary, certainly undangerous col-
lection of droppings from the crupper of a jade which, somewhat feebly  jet-
propelled by its own windbreaks, considers that it’s related to Pegasus.”1 Sel-
dom has the gulf between category fiction and the literary establishment been
more painfully apparent.

The Magic Triad
Science fiction writers have a much better track record of achieving suc-

cess within their own area of expertise: writing science fiction. Before I name
some examples, I will suggest three prerequisites, which I refer to as the magic
triad.

there must be a “big simple idea.”
there must be a “good mix.”
there must be a “good fit.”

these attributes are necessary, but not sufficient, as some talent is also
required. But if any element of the magic triad is missing, the work is unlikely
to enjoy great success, and the writer won’t “get there from here.”

I will explain my terminology by referring to the work of alfred Bester,
beginning with his first novel, The Demolished Man. the big simple idea in
this book can be summarized as, “protagonist tries to get away with murder
in a society of telepaths.” Like all great ideas, it makes one wonder why no
one had thought of it before. the only question is how much of it can be
ascribed to Bester.

In his essay “My affair with Science Fiction” (1974), published in his
collection Star Light, Star Bright (1976), he mentions that he originally
planned to write about a crime committed in a world where time travel would
allow police to go back and see what happened.2 However, while he was plan-
ning the novel, he enjoyed frequent conversations with H.L. Gold of Galaxy
magazine, who felt there had been too many  time- travel stories. It was Gold
who suggested a telepathic society.

this is a fine example of a “good mix” between a writer and an editor.
a very successful writer almost always has synergistic support from an editor,
or a literary agent, or a collaborator, or some other person with a solid, prac-
tical grasp of publishing. Gold also seems to have exerted a general anchoring
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force, demanding that Bester’s flights of fancy should be internally plausible
and should make sense.

In addition to the idea and the mix, The Demolished Man (1952) was a
“good fit,” by which I mean it fit well with the mood of the times and the
interests of its potential audience. Many  science fiction writers have difficulty
achieving a good fit, because—well, they are misfits. But when The Demol-
ished Man was published, the science fiction field had just matured sufficiently
to be receptive to an innovator who went beyond genre conventions, and this
was Bester’s strong suit.

When I was a teenage science fiction reader, I revered alfred Bester. In
fact, I wanted to be alfred Bester. I never remotely imagined that anyone
could be as successful as he was, yet might fail.

alas, not only he but numerous successful writers have experienced
what I call the slow slide into obscurity.

The Slow Slide into Obscurity

after Bester wrote his first two  science fiction novels, he enjoyed a long
sojourn at Holiday magazine. then in the 1970s he needed cataract surgery,
which was not a trivial matter in those days. the lenses of his eyes were
removed, and he had to wear special eyeglasses with a very limited depth of
focus. they restricted his mobility and compelled him to spend time at home,
where he resumed writing science fiction after a break that had lasted almost
20 years. at this point, the magic triad was missing.

He had no big simple idea.
He did not have a good mix. Much as I admired David Hartwell, he was

not the right editor for Bester. Where Gold had demanded solid practicality,
Hartwell permitted  self- indulgence.

nor was there a good fit. Bester was still very much a 1950s writer, but
the year was now 1979, and there is no worse fate for an innovator than to
seem out of date.

By this time I had become friends with him and was distressed by his
situation. In the last year of his life, when I visited him in his farm house in
rural Pennsylvania, he told me that he blamed his audience. “they just don’t
understand,” he said.

Personally, I don’t think readers have any obligation to understand the
writer. It is the writer’s job to understand his readers. Bester was now
estranged from them.

His last published novel, Tender Loving Rage (1991), would not have been
published at all if I hadn’t rescued it from a shelf in his office. I gave it to a
small press, and this marked the end point of his slow slide.
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I do hope that no one was expecting my discussion, here, to be upbeat
and cheerful. actually I have some relatively encouraging case histories, but
before I get to them, I’ll mention a few other writers who have suffered the
slow slide. In no particular order:

Piers anthony. I used to think of him as the Del rey Books reincarnation
of Lewis Carroll, but his days as a New York Times bestseller seem to have
passed. He is now mostly writing eBooks for Open road Media.

John Brunner. He won a Hugo award for Stand on Zanzibar (1968), but
never managed to build upon that success.

Philip Jose Farmer. Riverworld was a brilliant big simple idea, but most
of his subsequent ideas were a bit wacky. I loved his work, but only Riverworld
had the magic triad.

Harry Harrison. ten years after Make Room, Make Room! (1966) had
been made into Soylent Green (1973), which added the crucial big simple idea
of cannibalism, Harrison told me in a phone call that he had come up with
a killer concept to revive his fortunes. “I can tell it to you in two words,” he
said. “talking dinosaurs.” Well, it was indeed a big simple idea, but not a
good fit with the potential audience. I don’t think people really wanted to
read about talking dinosaurs. they wanted to read about talking people.
Sadly, Harrison suffered the slow slide.

algis Budrys is my final example. I revered his writing, and I don’t think
he ever wrote a bad story. But Rogue Moon (1960) failed to win the Hugo
award, and even though Budrys said he wasn’t angry or bitter, I think he
was. He did what I call the sidestep, which is what some writers do when
their ambitions have not been fulfilled on the scale that they imagined. He
sidestepped into advertising, public relations, and writing sales literature for
a truck manufacturer.

after Michaelmas (1977), which I thought was an amazingly prescient
novel, he made a final sidestep and became the primary enabler for Writers
of the Future. at that time L. ron Hubbard was still alive, and Writers of the
Future was widely regarded as an attempt to rehabilitate his reputation. I told
Budrys that I thought he had made a shrewd move, but I asked if he felt good
about it. “Whatever you think of Scientologists,” he said, “they are the most
honest,  straight- shooting people I have ever met. and Charlie, you wouldn’t
believe how much they are paying me.” Fair enough: If you’re going to do a
sidestep, make it pay.

I can think of only one writer who made a major comeback from the
slow slide into obscurity, and that is robert Silverberg. as he saw his old
titles gradually disappearing from bookstores, while some of his friends were
doing rather well writing large fantasy novels, Silverberg said he wanted to
find out how much he was worth in book publishing of the late 1970s. He
came up with a big simple idea, in two parts. First: “Very large planet with
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normal gravity.” this was a good start, because it always helps if a big simple
idea entails a large object. But the second part of the idea clinched it: “Pro-
tagonist is a juggler.” this was a concept that most writers would have rejected
as far too silly, if they had thought of it at all. But it was an inspired choice,
creating endless possibilities for costumes in  science- fiction conventions.

Steady State Status

needless to say, not all writers suffer the mortification of the slow slide.
the fortunate ones reach what I call steady state status. their old work stays
in print and earns royalties, while they enjoy some speaking engagements
and convention appearances. thus they sustain a reasonably comfortable
lifestyle.

My premiere example is ray Bradbury. First, of course, he enjoyed great
success by coming up with a big simple idea. I am not referring to The Martian
Chronicles (1950), which I see as a vapid conceit. Bradbury’s idea was, “Fire-
fighters burning books.”

this made no sense at all. even in a totalitarian future, firefighters will
be needed to put out fires. they will be expensively trained and highly skilled.
Maintaining their equipment will also cost money. By comparison, any idiot
can burn books, and you won’t have to pay him more than minimum wage.

Still, big simple ideas that don’t make sense can be just as popular as big
simple ideas that do make sense. after Fahrenheit 451 (1953), ray wrote some
of the world’s worst poetry, which he told me was some of the world’s best
poetry, but whatever it was, it didn’t matter. His name had become a brand
that was synonymous with science fiction. He was a charming man, everyone
loved him, and he gave great speeches. He enjoyed steady state status that
never faded away.

Some other examples:
Frederik Pohl, who simply never stopped writing.
Gregory Benford, same as Pohl.
arthur C. Clarke, who never stopped subcontracting. (Incidentally,

“rama” was a big simple idea that did well for him.)
Isaac asimov, same as Clarke. asimov had two big simple ideas at the

very beginning of his career: “three laws of robotics” and “psychohistory.”
Later he sidestepped into nonfiction, which was easier for him to write, but
his publisher saw the financial possibilities of his fiction franchise, and orches-
trated his return to the field. this was a very good mix.

Larry niven. Ringworld (1970) showed once again that a big simple idea
can work well if it entails a large object.
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World-Changing Ambitions
Some writers have ventured not only outside of science fiction, but out-

side of the written word altogether. these brave adventurers have pursued
what I refer to as  world- changing ambitions.

H.G. Wells was the pioneer. not content with being an internationally
famous writer of scientific romances, he wanted to establish a world govern-
ment. He was serious about this, and had meetings with Stalin and roosevelt.
Online, you can find a transcript of his meeting with Stalin, in which he
 complains that the dictator is not a purist about socialism. Unfortunately
Wells didn’t seem to understand that world leaders (or craven power junk-
ies, as I prefer to think of them) are unlikely to be interested in aggregating 
power on a collaborative basis. they are more likely to want to annihilate
each other.

I don’t think Wells ever got over the disappointment of World War II,
but let us pay tribute to his amazing run of big simple ideas, including “Mars
invades earth,” and “machine travels through time,” and “man makes himself
invisible,” and “gravity shielding.” We may shake our heads in envy at his
great good fortune to be writing when these ideas were still fresh and new,
just lying around and waiting for someone to pick them up. Big simple ideas
are much harder to find these days.

Getting back from big simple ideas to  world- changing ideas, legendary
editor John W. Campbell, Jr., had no shortage of them. “Psionics” was one—
the scientific study of paranormal phenomena. this was not successful for
Campbell, although it worked for me as a topic for a general paper that I
wrote when I was applying to study at Cambridge University. Yes, implausible
as it may seem, I got into Cambridge by rewriting the editorial from the Jan-
uary 1959 issue of Astounding Science Fiction.

“Hieronymus machine, detects eloptic radiation” was another of Camp-
bell’s enthusiasms. I built one, and it didn’t work. “Dowsing rods”—they didn’t
work for me either. But the most memorable of his enthusiasms was his ambi-
tion to go to Mars in a submarine. You see, if you have unlimited power (a
possibility that any good science fiction reader might find plausible) you don’t
need to build your own airtight vessel. Just pull one off the shelf—or out of
the ocean. Bolt a bunch of Dean drives to it, and off you go! Campbell even
put a picture of a submarine arriving at Mars on the cover of his magazine.
Unfortunately, the Dean Drive didn’t work.

at least one of Campbell’s writers suffered similar disappointments.
Frank Herbert defied orthodox wisdom in book publishing, which said that
a novel as long as Dune (1965) could not be sold profitably at that time. Obvi-
ously, it could. emboldened, Herbert seemed to feel that he could defy ortho-
dox wisdom in other fields, such as aerodynamics. He designed a wind turbine
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that consisted of vertical blades revolving around a vertical axis. He even
paid for a prototype, and tested it.

Undeterred by the disappointing outcome, in 1979 Herbert decided to
build his own computer. He paid someone to create a motherboard from the
chips up. His own concept for word processing, and his own programming
language, were to be included as firmware. He sold an outline for a nonfiction
book about computers titled Without Me, You’re Nothing, and planned to
write it on the computer of his own design.

Jerry Pournelle, who actually knew a bit about the subject, warned Her-
bert that the project was a bit ambitious. Designing your own computer was
difficult, and—well, it might not work at all. Herbert (according to Pournelle)
was unimpressed. “Jerry, you just have to spend more money,” he said. alas,
he ended up writing his book about computers on a typewriter.

Barrington J. Bayley, a British writer whom I knew well, had a  world-
changing idea in the field of physics. He believed that gravity is a force of
repulsion, and the only reason we remain on the surface of planet earth is
that gravitational force from stars is holding us down. therefore, to get into
space, we might put gravitational shielding above our heads instead of
beneath our feet.

Bayley could have written a science fiction novel about this, but he
thought he had made a huge discovery, so he spent several months writing
a paper. this was difficult for him, as he had no background in mathematics.
I persuaded him to let me show it to a scientist friend, and the first line in
the scientist’s response was, “I hope Mr. Bayley realizes that this is not an
original idea.” thus, it was not only wacky, but  second- hand. When I relayed
the bad news back to Bayley, he shook his head and said, in these precise
words, “this is typical of the blinkered scientific establishment.”

Philip Jose Farmer had a  world- changing idea, which he propounded
in a keynote speech at a  science- fiction convention in 1968. Farmer had
bought into Paul ehrlich’s doom scenario regarding global resources, and
was convinced that humanity was running out of everything. He announced
a bold initiative to be called reaP, which was an acronym, although I have
forgotten what it stood for and have been unable to dig up this information
online. I do recall the goal, however. Farmer wanted all serious writers of sci-
ence fiction to join together and guide humanity into a  resource- depleted
future.

this idea was not a good fit, because most science fiction writers would
rather transcend limits than confine themselves within them. they ignored
Farmer’s invitation, but this didn’t matter, because Paul ehrlich was wrong,
and his prediction that 65 million americans would die of starvation between
1980 and1989 erred on the side of pessimism. So, we didn’t need reaP after
all.
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another global initiative with an ecological message was named Viridian
by Bruce Sterling, who established it in 1998. Sterling wanted to encourage
the development of sustainable consumer products that would be so utterly
cool and beautiful, people would buy them for that reason, not just because
they were sustainable. according to a brief Wikipedia entry, he formally
ended Viridian ten years after he started it, because it had succeeded in its
objectives.

this was a truly brilliant exit strategy. If only Michael Moorcock had
thought of it in the 1970s, he could have announced that the  so- called new
wave had achieved its goals of reforming modern literature, freeing us to deal
with other matters. But Moorcock was British, whereas Sterling was a texan.
It helps to have a bit of braggadocio when your  world- changing idea doesn’t
quite live up to expectations.

Viridian was actually Sterling’s second ambition on a global scale. aca-
demics who study the history of science fiction may view cyberpunk as a
minor deviation from the main thread of imaginative literature, but Sterling
didn’t see it that way at all. I was in correspondence with him when he was
the primary promoter of cyberpunk, and in a letter that he wrote to me, he
referred to it as “a fucking juggernaut.” He seemed to feel it would infect
movies, music, fashion—in fact, all the arts, with its idiosyncratic mix of
futuristic technology and punk chic.

Unfortunately cyberpunk was not a big simple idea, and there was no
mix. Only about  half- a-dozen writers were active in the movement, and two
of them (rucker and Kadrey) tended to make embarrassing public statements
that might be summarized as, “actually we’re not really sure what it is, and
we’re not convinced that we write it.” the only editor they could really claim
was ellen Datlow of Omni magazine, who seemed to think of it along the
lines, “I really like these guys, and sometimes I publish their stories.” William
Gibson is probably still regarded as a cyberpunk writer, but his work preceded
the label, and he avoided making any grandiose claims. Ironically steampunk,
a  tongue- in-cheek, retro riff on the aesthetic, has survived more tenaciously
than cyberpunk.

Sterling still remains a highly regarded science fiction writer, but none
of his books had a big simple idea (unlike Gibson, whose big simple idea
could be summarized in one word: “cyberspace”). Sterling had big compli-
cated ideas, which are never as popular as simple ideas. after a sidestep into
nonfiction about computers and hackers, he returned to science fiction on
an intermittent basis, while also sidestepping into public speaking. He is an
unusually gifted public speaker; people stand and cheer at the end of his
speeches. thus he has achieved a kind of steady state status.
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Ambitions Fulfilled
I can think of only two examples where  world- changing ambitions have

been at least partially fulfilled. the first is L. ron Hubbard, for whom Dia-
netics was a success. Since this was really a  science- fictional concept, we can
examine it to see if it has the magic triad, and indeed it does. Big simple idea:
“Psychiatry is bogus. We’re going to make it scientific.” Good fit: Yes. People
were very skeptical about psychiatry in the 1950s, and were positively pre-
disposed toward a “more scientific” alternative. Hubbard also had a good
mix with John W. Campbell, who promoted Dianetics for him.

too bad that Campbell’s own ideas were so easily debunked. He should
have come up with something in a soft science such as psychiatry, where a
concept is not so easily disproven.

the second example of a successful  world- changing idea was generated
by the Citizens’ advisory Council on national Space Policy during the 1980s.
this group was created by Jerry Pournelle with several other writers,
 including Gregory Benford and Larry niven. Benford told me about it in
June 1981, and I heard about it from Pournelle in September of the same year.
Pournelle had always wanted to promote his personal ideology, and not just
in his fiction. He had obtained a Ph.D. in political science, “to study politics
and learn how to manipulate those levers,” as he put it when I interviewed
him.

He told me that the Citizens’ advisory Council was established with the
ulterior motive of reviving the space program. He believed that a larger budget
for naSa would achieve nothing, whereas military spending could have civil-
ian spinoff in the long term. after some lively, contentious meetings, the Cit-
izens’ advisory Council came up with a big simple idea: “Develop a system
to shoot down incoming nuclear missiles.”

Imagine my surprise when I saw ronald reagan referring to this concept
as the Strategic Defense Initiative on television a couple of years later. Did
this mean that science fiction writers were now establishing U.S. military
spending priorities? Well, yes, it did. to be fair, the Citizens’ advisory Council
included members from the aerospace industry, and at least one astronaut.
this must have enhanced their credibility. Still, it was a  science- fictional idea
that did have  world- changing potential. In this rare instance, writers proved
that they could, in fact, get there from here.

Failure

I chose the topic for this discussion because although failed ambitions
are an undeniable reality, people generally don’t address the subject. Personally,
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I like to analyze other people’s folly in the unrealistic hope of avoiding it
myself.

My choice of topic should not be interpreted to mean that I am pes-
simistic. On the contrary, I love the grandiose concepts in science fiction,
and have contributed my own time and energy to at least two of the goals or
movements that I have mentioned above. In addition I have sidestepped into
cryonics, which is a  science- fictional concept even though its  real- world
implementation originated with a school teacher. I tend to think that human
cryopreservation, as it is done now, will not be reversible in the future, but
that hasn’t discouraged me from working on it.

the more grandiose an ambition is, the less likely it can be fulfilled, and
in most of the cases that I have mentioned, you really can’t get there from
here. nevertheless, attempting to do so can be interesting and even pleasur-
able, so long as one remains mentally prepared to deal with the very high
risk of failure.
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negotiating Fear 
and Optimism

Surveillance in Early Science Fiction

ari Brin

For a newly empowered generation of illustrious travelers and tourists,
San Francisco in the 1870s would have certainly appeared the ideal place to
make a fresh start. Its population had doubled in just seven years to almost
150,000 people, comprising a majority of California residents at the time.1

Detached from the Civil War, teeming with diversity, and placed within an
enviable natural harbor, the city throbbed with ambition and enterprise. It
was upon this setting that the young Scottish expatriate robert Duncan Milne
arrived in august 1874. He was  well- dressed, was  Oxford- educated, and had
recently acquired a patent for a new type of rotary steam engine. While the
 twenty- seven-year-old Milne could immediately appreciate the local inge-
nuity of San Francisco—exemplified by andrew Hallidie’s brand new  cable-
car system—he was yet struck by something else: its vast scientific ignorance.

Despite a host of intellectual figures appearing in San Francisco in the
mid- to late 1800s (such as ambrose Bierce, John Muir, eadweard Muybridge,
robert Louis Stevenson, and Mark twain), San Francisco was not a scholarly
community in the  mid- nineteenth century, and rather housed a “prodigious
appetite for the occult.”2 the gap between the educated and uneducated pop-
ulation was enormous—as most immigrants to the city had come, in some
way, connected to the gold prospecting trade. California was perhaps the first
state to be born alongside the late  nineteenth- century technological boom,
yet it was not immediately a recipient of its conveniences. the telegraph, the
first system to ever transmit instantaneous electrical impulses in the form of
language  long- distance, was in widespread use in new York in the mid–1850s,
yet the Pony express was the only means for  long- distance communication
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in California until 1861. It would take forty years from the announcement of
the telephone in 1877 for the first transcontinental phone call to reach Cali-
fornia.3 One might say that California, especially its most populous city of
San Francisco, was occupied by people more accustomed to speculation than
to technological reality.

these inequalities of access were paired with a widespread cultural shift
that encouraged the reading of daily papers, and precipitated literacy rates
of 90 percent from San Francisco to new York.4 Interest in scientific achieve-
ments was growing, regardless of actual scientific understanding, and many
writers were beginning to exploit this gap between the intellectual class and
the majority readership. In the middle of the 19th century, elements of realism
in the form of believable hoaxes could bring significant attention to a story,
thus enabling it the rare honor of being reprinted. richard adams Locke’s
famous The Moon Hoax (1835, 1853) had boasted that telescopic advance-
ments had made it possible to see whole civilizations in detail on the Moon.
It had set new York into a frenzy, and swelled the circulation of new York’s
fledgling The Sun newspaper. that, in turn, had inspired edgar allan Poe’s
“the  Balloon- Hoax” (1844), which would later inspire Jules Verne to write
his early stories about flying machines.5 these sorts of stories were required
to be convincing, if not actually scientific, in order to convince the largest
body of readership possible of their claims. Perhaps no other genre was so
formative to the creation of modern science fiction. In 1874, George Cary
eggleston would offer a striking explanation for why this subgenre experi-
enced so much success in  nineteenth- century Britain and new York:

We want wonder stories quite as our forefathers did, but we cannot get up the
 pseudo- belief in them which is absolutely necessary to their enjoyment. Science has
destroyed the work of the classic  wonder- mongers, not by proving the stories impos-
sible, for we knew that already, but by creating in us mental habits fatal to their
enjoyment.6

eggleston remarks here that beyond disproving fantasy narratives, the new-
found importance of science in  day- to-day life was creating a more analytical,
skeptical populace at large.

this view sheds contemporary light on what many historians see as a
massive cultural shift in the late nineteenth century. Christopher White
argues that even the growth of Spiritualist communities such as the one in
San Francisco showcased a demand for “more reasonable forms of religious
enchantment and wonder.”7 It was not only the radically transformational
nature of technologies, but that these technologies were quickly becoming
ordinary objects that almost anyone could own. the electric light, the camera,
the telegraph, and subsequently the telephone were beginning to transform
the daily lives of people across the world. these inventions in turn trans-
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formed the very nature of progress from something that felt distant and
reserved for a select few to something that directly affected millions of ordi-
nary lives.

the reactions to this transformation (and to a rapidly vanishing way of
life) are what I will examine in this essay. San Francisco in particular, and
the nascent community of science fiction that developed there, represented
a microcosm of a larger literary shift towards rational wonder stories. Uti-
lizing the hoax genre, Milne (alongside others) bestrode the middle ground
between utopia and dystopia, carving out a particular form of response to
technology that had the power to predict, forewarn, and allay potential con-
cerns. California, as an isolated place on the brink of this technological future,
was a prime place from which to synthesize the encroaching reality of a tech-
nological future. and one writer was an ideal figure to make the leap from
exploiting this scientific gap to engaging with its consequences.

Negotiating Fear

Since the invention of the camera in 1839, dormant anxieties about sur-
veillance were bubbling up to the surface. these technological changes would
prove disruptive to more than just the philosophical manner in which people
viewed time; they would have profound consequences for privacy. amid an
age of rising secularism, especially in Britain,8 this was an especially powerful
notion. the ancient fear of always being watched had been bestowed for gen-
erations by religion, in which God provided an omniscience, even to acts
committed outside the presence of any potential human oversight. Indeed,
this “surveillance” was intended to enact a moral influence on society.9 Pho-
tography was a surveillance of a totally different kind, exacting pressures that
the secular could not ignore. By the later decades of the nineteenth century,
one’s image could be captured instantaneously, and more importantly, without
one’s consent. From expensive,  time- consuming, irreproducible daguerreo-
types came the camera that could capture fleeting moments for mass repro-
duction. From this enhanced invention surfaced the lurid photograph and
the paparazzi image.10

Before these surveillance technologies were commonplace (and any
 long- term consequences still potentialities), many in positions of power fos-
tered a hopeful attitude toward their development. In the 1880s, a popular
suggestion among the scientific elite was that the camera might assist in elim-
inating human bias in recollection. While a human may misremember, “Pho-
tography has no such weakness. It records just what falls upon the prepared
plate […] the photographic eye is found to be trustworthy where the human
eye is too often unreliable, or even deceptive.”11 It seemed that the camera
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might be able to protect the innocent, by replacing eyewitness accounts,
which may be flawed or subject to manipulation. these technologies per-
fected recollections, and removed human error in ways that transcended ear-
lier memory prosthetics such as writing and printing. thus, alongside
incipient anxieties about surveillance, a faith was developing in the  super-
human abilities of new inventions.

Milne’s oeuvre reflects a consistent belief in the ability of technology to
bring justice to a world in which human fallibility reigned. By centering a
number of his stories around crime, Milne posited that the correction of
human error was something not just attainable through a hypothetical inven-
tion, but by means of inventions to which his contemporaries already had
access. In his stories, Milne hypothesizes the utilization of  time- disruptive
technologies in assisting detectives to unmask villains whose crimes have
escaped human senses. Milne asserted that technology could correct witness
bias, espousing a type of technological positivism that would come to be a
hallmark of early american science fiction.12

Milne’s “a Dead Man’s ring” (1883) is a detective tale that anticipates
the rational deduction of arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes series, by
using the technology of its time as a tool for uncovering the unseen.13 the
story might additionally serve as the first instance of “enhancing” a photo-
graph in detective work, now a familiar trope to any fan of police procedural
fiction. the story is set after the murder of the prominent Mr. ainsley during
a public parade. after a series of false leads and setbacks, the detective in
charge of the case spots a display of photographs along the parade’s thor-
oughfare. Upon further inspection, he notices that the backdrop of one of
the photographs is the very hotel in which the man was murdered. While
Mr. ainsley’s window is minuscule, it is yet visible. Struck by an idea that the
picture might hold the clue to the murderer’s identity, the detective purchases
the photograph with the intention of examining it under a microscope.

Of course, the microscope is unable to add resolution where there is
none, and the white oblong dot apparent in Mr. ainsley’s window still appears
blurry upon a closer look. the  science- fictional aspect of the story materi-
alizes when the detective brings his photograph to the studio of Professor
Whipple, who has devised a complex mechanism for  re- focusing upon any
element of a negative by utilizing a process involving “convergent rays.”14

Whipple manages to refocus the image, and at last clarifies it. to the detective’s
shock, the oblong dot is revealed as a raised arm holding a dagger, with a set
of rings that assist in the eventual identification of the criminal.

Here, there is no need for a literal time machine in order to retrospec-
tively witness a murder. While the mechanism by which Whipple  re- focuses
the image is impossible, the implications are pertinent to the time of Milne’s
writing. the emerging concept of the information footprint—or the “sum of
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semiotic clues by which one is identified, tracked, measured, classified, and
adjudicated”—had become increasingly relevant for the ordinary individual
by the end of the nineteenth century.15 new technologies had become a sort
of time machine, with the ability to replay the past in detail. this is most
obviously seen in the camera, but advancements in trick imagery such as
magic lanterns and Pepper’s ghost were utilized throughout the nineteenth
century to display phantasmic images that seemed to come from another
time.16

Six years later, the San Francisco journal The Argonaut published
another Milne story, “the Silent Witness” (1889), which again portrays tech-
nology as a key to correcting human fallibility. In the story, a man has just
been accused of murdering his uncle. the evidence is stacked against him;
he was just cut off from his uncle’s money, and a witness in the room next
door testified to hearing an argument between the two men just before the
estimated time of murder. But just before the jury is set to make its final
deliberation, a new piece of evidence is brought forward. It is a phonograph.
Conveniently, the  next- door neighbor has just returned from his  six- month
long vacation to find that his audio equipment had been left recording. In
this time, it surreptitiously captured audio of the murder. the audio is played
to the shocked jury, and offers conclusive proof that the criminal was rather
the uncle’s jilted lover. In a defense of the machine as a superior witness, the
neighbor declares:

though you can’t swear it, you can swear by it, for the phonograph is the George
Washington of science—it can not tell a lie.17

It is important to note that while phonographs existed at the time, they could
not record without human oversight and could not hold much more than
three minutes of audio. While “the Silent Witness” would have worked as a
successful hoax to its contemporary readership, a modern lens shows it to
be a science fiction story through and through. the characters are reliant on
modern technologies at a level unusual for the nineteenth century. news is
read from the “telegraphic columns” of the Call. a detective checks his watch
to make sure that he is not late for his “three-thirty” going east. a man hops
on a train on a whim to traverse the country. and a phonograph—a piece of
technology—is the hero, bringing justice to a fallible world.

a recurring theme within Milne’s works is clear: privacy may no longer
be presumed as the normative state. the camera and the phonograph’s poten-
tial uses as tools of surveillance are underscored, but here it is not with the
conscious intention to frighten. Milne’s conclusion is rather that technology
may lead to a correct prognosis that humans alone are unable to uncover.
Writers of american science fiction at this time tended to mirror Milne’s
stance of technological optimism. Several stories from the nineteenth century
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are imbued with faith that technologies would bring good into the world:
more justice, more fairness, and more accountability. But as consequences
began to concretize, and new power imbalances sharpened, a reliance on
technology seemed to encourage a mistrust of the human. Simple optimism
no longer seemed a sustainable path for science fiction.

Negotiating  Over- Optimism

though the phonograph was invented by thomas edison in 1877, the
device was not optimized for several years, and had barely entered the com-
mercial market before the close of the nineteenth century.18 Yet, since the
first rumors spread of a  voice- recorder, the public reactions were swift and
intense, ranging from amazement to disbelief. the east Coast science fiction
writer edward Page Mitchell’s “the Soul Spectroscope” (1875), published just
two years before news of the phonograph emerged, provides a clear picture
as to how unanticipated edison’s mode of sound recording was to the general
public. In Mitchell’s story, Professor Dummkopf muses on how the elusive
qualities of sound might potentially be captured.

When I have pictorially captured smell, the most palpable of the senses, the next
thing will be to imprison sound [….] Catch it in a bottle, then its circumference can-
not extend. You may keep the sound wave forever if you will only keep it corked up
tight. the only difficulty is in bottling it in the first place.19

Lauer claims, in his history of the early phonograph, that “unlike photogra-
phy, which had prehistoric precursors in pictorial representation, the inscrip-
tion of sound did not.”20 the public’s familiarity with the camera was used
to make the phonograph seem more palatable. In an 1888 defense of the
phonograph, which remained largely misunderstood by the public ten years
after its invention, edison drew parallels with the nature of the photograph.
He declared that the phonograph would simply accomplish “the same thing
in respect of conversation which instantaneous photography does for moving
objects.” edison furthermore claimed that the phonograph would have a pos-
itive moral effect on society: by “retain[ing] a perfect mechanical memory”
of what we say, “it will teach us to be careful what we say … exerting thus a
decidedly moral influence.”21 Lauer places edison in a larger context of
myopic,  over- optimistic inventors, in seeing “only the salutory [sic] effects
of his disciplinary apparatus.”22

edison was certainly not alone in his relentless scientific optimism. In
1888, the wildly popular novel Looking Backward: 2000–1887 had solidified
edward Bellamy as an important writer of “the american utopian movement,”
consisting, as e.F. Bleiler claims, of authors illiterate in the sciences, but con-
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sidering “themselves in possession of social knowledge that would offer easy,
specific remedies for the ills of the world.”23 Looking Backward depicted a
future utopia in which money, crime, and war have been eradicated, and the
normal system of trial by jury has been overturned. this vision of a fairer
world, made possible by innovation, persisted in  late- nineteenth century
american imagination.

We can see hints of a similar  over- optimism in Milne’s “the Silent Wit-
ness” and in several other early stories about surveillance technology. In an
1879 story (one of the first he ever wrote) entitled “the Great electrical
Diaphragm,” Milne’s narrator visits a rich Baron who has invented a type of
cellular phone that can communicate across vast distances. Milne uncom-
monly anticipates an age in which millions—not just the very rich—would
have access to telephonic communication.

But concerns about privacy were not at the forefront of this particular
early narrative. an observer of the Baron’s experiment asks if eavesdropping
might become a concern, seeing as the  proto- wireless technology allows
sound waves to pass freely through the atmosphere. the Baron responds that
private “lines” may be created by tuning, sending, and receiving frequencies
to the same combination—this may be interpreted by a modern reader as
encryption. When the observer asks about the possibility of two couples tun-
ing to the same frequencies, the Baron replies:

You will certainly receive […] messages not intended for your ears; but as you will be
in the same predicament of publishing your private affairs, I imagine that a very little
experience will suffice to make you change your combination. abuse is to some extent
unavoidable, but the novelty will soon wear off; and besides the knowledge that you
may be haranguing a large audience will make you more careful of what you say—
alone a considerable recommendation,” continued he, with a dry twinkle of his eye.24

Poignant in the above quote is the Baron’s belief that members of the public
would not care to surveil others once they were in the position of demanding
regular privacy themselves. For Milne, there was safety in numbers, especially
when gossips, eavesdroppers, and oppressors would be as exposed as anyone
else. It’s not a very satisfying answer, especially in the age of the Zuckerberg
trials, as it is obvious to a modern audience that powerful people with the
tools to listen will do so, and with great interest. the novelty, so to speak,
has not worn off.

think once more back to edison’s statement on the benefit of the phono-
graph, to “teach us to be careful what we say,” for how closely the inventor’s
1888 statement mirrors Milne’s 1879 story. Milne viewed the telephone as a
necessarily disciplinary device, for its lines had never been posited as private.
By the early 1900s, the telephone was increasingly normalized as a “household
item,” despite many drawbacks. Lines were often shared between 10 or more
people. One could never be certain that others were not silently listening in
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on private communications, and anxieties regarding the potential for sur-
veillance were widely reported. Certainly, some wished to halt the march
towards the uncertain future, going so far as to label the telephone the “enemy
of peaceable civilization” and calling for the “execution of the inventor of the
telephone and the destruction of his work.”25 the telephone did not at first
symbolize more private communication, but rather a new potential for sur-
veillance over many by a few.

It is no surprise that science fiction itself has often gone the route of
calling for the execution, per say, of the inventor. this is in some ways the
story of Frankenstein, and of countless dystopian narratives since. Science
fiction as a mouthpiece for “the people” is one of the genre’s greatest and
most persistent usages, tapping into something inside all of us that innately
distrusts those with the tools of power. that american science fiction did
not often take this route in its earliest years is proof for its divergence from
its British counterpart, a thread that has been explored by Brian Stableford,
among others. though the San Francisco science fiction community was born
into a uniquely american optimism, it became quickly necessary to engage
with the anxieties caused by surveillance tools.

Milne showed a unique willingness to confront such novel topics with
a tempered optimism in his stories of scientific wonder. He was able to antic-
ipate the cultural disruption that may accompany an age of technological
development, however utopian his anticipations may have tended throughout
his writing career. although Milne envisioned a force of potentially great
good in technology, he also saw the potential for misuse should the technol-
ogy fall into the hands of a few. One thread that continued throughout his
work is the insistence of his fictional scientists and inventors that technolog-
ical developments should be made transparent and made rapidly available to
all. While many other notable writers of scientific fiction in the nineteenth
century, such as Mary Shelley, Jules Verne, and H.G. Wells, often posited
some degree of elitism as a necessary condition and result of scientific
progress,26 Milne’s stories regularly portrayed the opposite. total distribution
of any technology was the only way to ensure that the potentials for abuse
would not come to fruition.27

In 1881, two years after “the Great electrical Diaphragm,” Milne pub-
lished “a Dip into Space,” about a  super- telescope that allows a viewer to see
all of the surface of the planets in detail. Milne’s narrator is taken on a visual
tour of many celestial wonders, including Saturn’s rings. Yet the most remark-
able point of the story occurs when Milne’s narrator inquires as to the inven-
tor’s intentions for his incredible device. the inventor replies immediately:

I propose to relinquish all right to the possession of my discovery, and to make a
present of it to the world. Such discoveries as mine are too vast to remain the
monopoly and private property of an individual. they are useless unless dissemi-
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nated among mankind [….] I hold that all great discoveries are the property of all,
and that it is criminal to selfishly withhold them from all.28

the inventor’s remarkable reply appears to target a perceived tendency of
scientific discoveries to be kept hidden from public view. If we imagine the
Major to be a mouthpiece for the author himself (a safe bet, given how often
Milne’s characters repeat similar stances), it is evidence of a strongly held
philosophy—that science owes a duty to humanity. In a way similar to H.G.
Wells’s later mastery of the genre, Milne could alternate between hope and
warning, and he presented a collection of dystopian visions should technolo-
gies remain privatized and in the hands of a few. His 1891 story “a Question
of reciprocity” explores the devastating consequence when a technologically
advanced group of criminals use  bomb- equipped drones in order to extort
millions from San Francisco’s terrified population.29 Between 1884 and 1888,
Milne published a series of stories about radio hypnotism, which are disturb-
ing narratives of unequal access to power.30

Milne, as Wells’s  science- fictional predecessor, engaged with the positives
and drawbacks of technological development. It is clear that Milne made the
leap from exploiting the scientific ignorance of his audience in scientific hoax
stories, to engaging with its consequences on a large scale. He introduced
science fiction, a genre distinguished by the presence of a “novum” validated
by cognitive logic,31 to a San Francisco audience at a time when interest in
the fantastic was tempered by rising skepticism.

Many early examples of the genre tended to posit technological devel-
opment within a regime of destructive power, or as the obvious path to abso-
lution of humanity’s ills. Milne, in contrast, treats the concept of technological
progress as potentially useful, or potentially damaging. Milne might yet prove
to be one of the most accurate seers of the past two centuries, for his obses-
sions—with expanding powers of vision, reach, and transparent accounta-
bility—are more pertinent today than ever. Far more clearly than his
contemporaries, and many who came after, Milne foresaw that the future’s
daunting challenges would also come rich with opportunities, and that the
difference might be determined by something as simple as giving everyone
the chance to see.
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the Pulp Cauldron 
of the 1960s

Ace Books and Ursula K. Le Guin

George Slusser

[editor’s note: this manuscript, which Gary Westfahl found in
George Slusser’s papers, has never been published in english, although
a Danish translation, entitled “1960s  Pulp- Kedel: ace Books og Ursula
K. Le Guin,” appeared in the Danish journal Passage—Tidsskrift for
 Litteratur og Kritik in 1997. Its relative brevity, and the presence of a 
few errors in the text, strongly suggest that Slusser regarded it solely 
as a draft, which he chose to never revise for proper publication; 
instead, one guesses, he offered it as a courtesy to a Danish scholar
 associated with the journal that he encountered at a european con -
ference. In editing the manuscript to be published here, Westfahl 
retained virtually all of Slusser’s language while silently correcting the
errors.]

american science fiction in the 1960s was, to use a  semi- appropriate
metaphor, a cauldron of creative activity. as with the hippie “counterculture”
in the streets, the surge of creativity in science fiction was a product of a sud-
den and rapid expansion of technological means to do things. In terms of
means of publication and dissemination of sf narratives, this decade saw the
rise to dominance of the paperback. Sf had, from its inception in the amer-
ican pulp magazines, been an ungoverned and “unpoliced” genre. It cultivated
the gaudy, even tawdry, in its shameless desire to purvey stories about the
great adventure of this century—that of scientific advancement. the format
of the magazine however to some extent reined in the energy of sf by restrict-
ing its narratives to the short story or serialized novella forms. the rise of
paperbacks as preferred medium in the 1960s however unleashed the creative
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energy of sf, gave it versatility, power, and (most important) scope and diver-
sity.

the most significant of paperback lines in the 1960s was ace Books, and
in particular the “ace Double” series. Side by side in the prodigious produc-
tion of ace Books were old pulpsters and new writers, many of whom were
to lead the “new wave” of american sf in the 1970s and even 1980s. I have
chosen here the case of one newcomer—Ursula K. Le Guin. Le Guin’s exu-
berances of the 1960s are especially significant, both for the redirection of sf,
and for a sense of the literary and cultural legacy of the 1960s in general.
Coming from a very  un- pulpish background—the daughter of two eminent
university professors of anthropology at Berkeley—Le Guin sought liberation
in the pulp cauldron of ace Books. then, in the next decade, as a  now-
established sf writer, she renounces her pulp excesses in favor of more con-
ventional and “literary” forms of narrative.

Le Guin’s trajectory here is in many ways an exemplary one. a writer
who, given her intellectual milieu, ten years earlier would have sought expres-
sion in “little” poetry magazines (indeed Le Guin has and continues to write
poetry), Le Guin plunges into pulp sf, producing in rapid succession a “tril-
ogy” of novels—Rocannon’s World (1966), Planet of Exile (1966), and City of
Illusions (1967). In these novels, she sets forth, in the organic fashion of the
 open- ended pulp “space opera” series, the parameters of a “universe”—that
of the Hainish League of all Worlds, later to become the ekumen of the novel
(also published by ace) that is considered her first “significant” work, The
Left Hand of Darkness (1969). Conventional wisdom has discounted these
early novels as a workshop, nothing more. I myself, in awe perhaps at what
I thought I saw emerging then in The Left Hand of Darkness, made such a
statement in 1976:

these early novels, however skillfully written, remain verbal skeletons, too stylized
and bound by the conventions of space adventure to be truly effective. In The Left
Hand of Darkness, Le Guin takes a bold step, for here the Hainish saga is transposed
into concrete terms—recognizable societies, with men instead of symbols. The Left
Hand of Darkness is far more complex than its predecessors.1

It is clear, from the titles of the novels alone, that Le Guin moves away
from the pulp tradition. Planet of Exile or City of Illusions have the classic
formula ring, as if they could interchangeably fit on any number of paperback
novels written in the 1960s. The Left Hand of Darkness not only offers “liter-
ary” resonances (emerson, Hawthorne, Melville) alien to pulp space opera,
but in its taoist overtones makes specific reference to actual contemporary
cultural “reality,” in this case the hippie fascination with things eastern. this
latter is an absolutely new accent for a pulp genre that had generated its own
linguistic and cultural conventions, and worked almost hermetically within

The Pulp Cauldron of the 1960s (Slusser)  117



them, producing titles that refer back to the core of space adventure, not out-
ward to immediate cultural or social matters. I do not mean to minimize the
achievement of The Left Hand of Darkness, nor to find fault with the need,
within any narrative genre, to create more complex structures. What I would
argue however is that “complexity” in literature need not be measured auto-
matically in terms of “men” rather than formulas or symbols. Understandably,
it must have been tempting for writers like Le Guin, Samuel r. Delany, or
even Philip K. Dick—all of whom made their literary debut in ace Books—
to move from pulp fiction to the respectable complexity of more conventional
modes. Yet in the case of each of these writers, when one measures later nar-
ratives against the early pulp novels—for Delany the later tales of neveryon
against a work like The Einstein Intersection (ace 1967) or in Dick’s case the
late VALIS (1981) with his first novel Solar Lottery (ace 1955)—one sees just
how much energy and creativity was lost. Of all these writers, Le Guin is
most vocal in repudiating her pulp beginnings. this reputation has been sub-
sequently amplified in the many mouths of her feminist admirers, who despite
their “radical” pretensions prefer in terms of literary allies the more conven-
tional and consecrated forms of “utopia,” and even “fantasy.” Her case there-
fore can stand, in terms of sixties’ rebellion and seventies’ realignment, as
exemplary.

Before I discuss the nature of Le Guin’s first ace trilogy, it is necessary
to contextualize them as products of the ace publishing phenomenon. Since
its creation in 1953, the U.S. paperback house ace Books has specialized in
science fiction. During the 1960s, two notable editors—Donald a. Wollheim
and terry Carr—were behind the prodigious output of ace; Wollheim had a
marked taste for classic sf adventure fiction, but also an interest in broader
categories of writing (after 1972, when he left ace to form his own company,
DaW Books, Wollheim was the rare publisher to offer translations of  foreign-
language sf, notably works of the Strugatsky brothers). Wollheim and Carr
had an uncanny ability to discover new talent.2 During the 1960s, first works
by a host of writers later to become famous as the “new wave” were produced.
In the ace list, we find works of old pulpsters like ray Cummings, Murray
Leinster, and Otis adelbert Kline, the sword and sorcery by robert e. How -
ard, and novels of Isaac asimov (Foundation [1951] and Foundation and
Empire [1952], which Wollheim retitled The 1,000 Year Plan and The Man
Who Upset the Universe) next to novels by  new- name writers: Dick, Delany,
Le Guin, John Brunner, thomas M. Disch, robert Silverberg, and roger
Zelazny. reading the ace list of titles and authors, one has the impression of
worlds colliding, of a fermenting cauldron of old and new. results are often
surprising: from this forced fusion of styles and forms there might emerge
new sf experiments (Delany’s Babel-17 [1966]), or new forms of old pulp (Gor-
don Dickson’s The Genetic General [1960] or works of H. Beam Piper).
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almost as if it were a purposeful means of forcing collisions between
generations of sf writers, ace Books devised a unique paperback form—the
 so- called ace Double. the format linked two short novels, sometimes by a
same author but usually by two separate writers, often of glaringly disparate
natures and styles, back to back, with separate covers and texts upside down
in relation to each other. Whichever novel one begins with is read to its end
in the middle of the book, then the book is turned over and upside down,
and the second novel is read. One finds such unusual linkages as Samuel r.
Delany’s first novel The Jewels of Aptor (1962) with James White’s Second End-
ing (1962), where in the same book two very different forms of pulp adventure
form an invisible continuity. Or there is new writer robert Silverberg’s Col-
lision Course coupled with Leigh Brackett’s The Nemesis from Terra (1961),
again two different generational variations on shared space opera formulas,
or Dick’s surrealist Solar Lottery linked with another Leigh Brackett story,
The Big Jump (1955). reading and handling these two novels back to back,
one literally feels that the conventional “jump” to Barnard’s Star in Brackett
is being challenged by the innovative imagination of Dick, who would intro-
duce fantastic telekinetic displacements to other planets, unaided by rockets,
in later novels like The Simulacra (1964). these are the sorts of jumps that
will become the trademark of his zany variations on pulp conventions, now
deemed “postmodern” inventions by critics.

It is significant that Le Guin’s first novel, Rocannon’s World, appeared
back to back with avram Davidson’s The  Kar- Chee Reign (1966). Davidson’s
pulp adventure is a stock tale of alien invasion, of the “strange monstrous
 Kar- Chee from the depths of the stars,” and of the rebirth of human resistance
on mother earth left behind and depleted in our race to galactic empire.3 as
if in dialectical response to Davidson, Le Guin’s story presents earth members
of the Galactic League not in the act of “invading” other worlds, but of bring-
ing to them new technologies, in this case telepathy. the threat here is no
longer to some sacred earth stock, but rather to the environmental balance
of the entire galactic system, the system that, by sustaining order on all worlds,
maintains the equilibrium needed for humankind to exist at all. Le Guin has
drawn energy from endless pulp retellings of the alien menace story, and in
telling her variation on the story pushed the envelope, adding a new sense
to the dynamics of intergalactic involvement. this collaborative sense, of
writers not directly influencing each other, but sharing a common epic “mat-
ter” of situations and conventions, is lost if we consider a novel like Rocannon’s
World as simply the early pulp version of a later “literary” masterpiece.

We find the same sort of osmotic link between Le Guin’s next novel,
Planet of Exile, and its inverted Siamese twin, in this case thomas M. Disch’s
first novel Mankind Under the Leash (1966), later republished as The Puppies
of Terra and “White Fang Goes Dingo.” Disch’s work is itself an elaborate,
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 literary- picaresque version of the alien master story, where the human pet
White Fang rebels by “going dingo,” investing the forms of the ruling Dingo
race—a cross between space opera and Cervantes’s “Dialogue of the Dogs”
(1613). In Le Guin’s novel, the treatment of this same alien master scenario
is equally open to external or  extra- formulaic concerns. these however are
not the parodic concerns of  mock- epic, with its overlay of literary and stylistic
allusions; instead Le Guin’s story makes clear gestures to the contemporary
political reality of america’s invasion of Vietnam. In this novel, we find ter-
rans of the same magnanimous but misguided League of all Worlds caught
in the invasion of a “primitive” planet by a powerful alien race, the Gaals.
Driven to take common cause with the people of this Planet of exile, the ter-
rans begin to succumb to native infections, losing their former immunity to
“alien” bacteria. Simultaneously, however, the infections that bring death also
bring a new promise of life, and the means of overthrowing the Gaal masters.
Just as in Disch’s novel a human becomes a pet, a White Fang, so that in the
end he can become a Dingo, and in this roundabout way hope to free a sub-
jugated humanity, so in Le Guin it is through terrans growing biologically
closer to what was thought a primitive race that a dynamic and liberating
fusion can occur. this is the same “new future” promised in endless stories
of this sort; but the ways of getting there, and thus the nature of that future
itself, have changed significantly. again, the significance of the change can
only be measured in relation to the tradition of the pulp space epic that drives
that change.

this pulp tradition is clearly the force that, via the early ace trilogy,
nourishes The Left Hand of Darkness. But there are other emerging elements
as well in this substantially larger novel, elements that begin to be reflected
in the ace presentation itself, perhaps as internal marks of the increasingly
“literary” nature and status of the narrative itself. Rocannon’s World and Planet
of Exile appeared in double format, their covers adorned with (in both cases)
fascinating yet formulaic icons of space adventure—rocannon astride a giant
dragon holding aloft a torch in Gerald McConnell’s cover, or rolery, the
primitive heroine of Planet, depicted as a  fur- clad “savage” in a landscape
where galaxies and suns vie with what appear to be runic or primitive circular
scratchings, in the magnificent cover by Jerome Podwill. the third novel,
City of Illusions, is significantly an ace Single. although the novel also betrays
its pulp roots, as Le Guin’s variation on the classic theme of a future earth
conquered by sinister aliens, its cover features a painting by sf artist Jack
Gaughan that  de- emphasizes icons of galactic travels and primitive encoun-
ters to place full focus on half a human face with a probing yellow eye. In
this composition, spaceships and “aliens” have been reduced to abstract
motifs, mere decorations surrounding the giant face. the ace edition of The
Left Hand of Darkness is, more than a single, an “ace Science Fiction Special.”
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In its cover painting, the pulp icons have altogether given way to stylized
human faces and abstract bubble motifs. Departing from the pulp tradition,
wherein noteworthy artists were cherished for illustrating the works of
numerous science fiction writers, the ace Science Fiction Specials had covers
by Leo and Diane Dillon, artists favored by Harlan ellison who otherwise
avoided science fiction to focus on illustrating children’s books. Lacking a
following in the field, these artists could not draw attention away from what
has now become a work of literature in itself. the ties to the collective pulp
tradition that nourishes and sustains Le Guin’s novel have been severed.

the question to ask here is: what sort of narrative is The Left Hand of
Darkness in relation to the “pulpier” novels that precede it? On an obvious
level, the changes seem to be in the direction away from adventure toward a
more comprehensive world building. this same tendency occurs (slightly
earlier in the decade) in the work of Frank Herbert, if we measure the distance
between a work like Under Pressure, also known as Dragon in the Sea (1955),
with Dune, which appeared in 1965. In The Left Hand of Darkness (as in
Dune), subtle shifts away from the pulp adventure genre permit a deepening
contextualization of “action.” the result is both a profusion of didactic ele-
ments on multiple levels of the narrative, and a corollary immobilizing of the
action, its transformation into something to be observed rather than vicar-
iously experienced. For example, the Planet of exile had winters thirty years
long, a hardship the protagonist(s) must endure and overcome. In The Left
Hand of Darkness, however, the planet itself is Winter. the observer from the
ekumen, Genly ai, coming to Winter, must adapt to its unrelenting ecology.
and to adapt, he must describe its milieu, the complex interrelations between
climate, geography, and denizens. In this  self- contained world, all vestiges of
interplanetary invasions, winged or fuzzy “aliens,” “primitive” and “advanced”
cultures, are gone. there are two rival societies—Karhide, an ineffectual
monarchy, and Orgoreyn, a socialist dystopia—and beneath these, the rich
Gethenian culture, with its myths and religions. Social relations are rendered
problematic, not through alien invasion, but from within, as a result of
androgynous Gethenian sexuality, where each individual is alternately male
and female.

Le Guin has created a  self- generating dynamic that permits, like Dune,
the elaboration of a  multi- layered world, a process that comes to fruition in
1960s sf, and demands the greater length of the hardback format (Dune), or
more prophetically perhaps the expanded ace Special paperback format.
Indeed, toward the end of this decade, the thick paperback emerges, and with
it the triumph of didactic  world- elaboration, the process that eventually
allowed Heinlein’s publishers to produce the much lengthier, uncut version
of his Stranger in a Strange Land (1961) as a paperback  best- seller in 1991.
However admirable Le Guin’s  world- building in The Left Hand of Darkness,
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it permits at the same time a subtle shift away from the pulp origins toward
(in this case) a concerted gentrification of sf. Within the frame of the Hainish
League of Worlds, and its promise of intergalactic adventure, Le Guin allows
conventional literary forms and “genres” to proliferate. Genly ai is a new
Gulliver or Prendick, the outside observer who embraces the alien culture to
such a degree that he in turn is alienated from his initial world. Orgoreyn is
the classic dystopia; Karhide a comic opera kingdom; and the Handdara “fast-
ness circle” that underlies this culture provides its utopian substratum, the
conservative sense that in folk myth and culture, buried by technological
“advancement,” lies the true order of things, an order a priori humane because
“organic.” Just as conservative are the Hemingwayesque overtones of the cen-
tral “adventure” of the narrative—ai’s and estraven’s heroic trek over the ice.
For what is implied by this ritual of bonding is all too conventional—that
truth in human relations (and the characters here are distressingly human
despite their anomalies) is only found in extreme struggle and communion
with harsh nature. the pulp adventure of an early Le Guin hero like rocannon
has now become adventure worthy of Argosy magazine.

It seems then that a significant transformation was taking place in the
1960s within the vital stream of pulp fiction, in organic fashion, as reflected
in the development of ace Books from the Doubles to the Specials. If what
is being created is a “new wave,” then (to extend the metaphor) this wave is
but one of many within the flow of pulp. Le Guin, however, in the very act
of generating her new wave masterpiece from this pulp stream, is quick to
renounce it. Le Guin calls this stream “the saurian ooze.” the term comes
from an essay she wrote called “a Citizen of Mondath,” published in the
British journal Foundation: The Review of Science Fiction in 1973. She
describes her early contact with magazine sf, and her tone is one of bemused
condescension:

I liked “Lewis Padgett” best and looked for his stories, but we looked for the trashiest
magazines, mostly, because we liked trash. I recall one story that began, “In the
beginning was the Bird.” We really dug that bird. and the closing line from another
(or the same?)—“Back to the saurian ooze from whence it sprung.”4

Le Guin goes on to tell how she “got off science fiction some time in the late
forties”:

It seemed to be all about hardware and soldiers. Besides I was busy with tolstoy and
things. I did not read any science fiction at all for about fifteen years, just about that
period which people call the Golden age…. I almost totally missed Heinlein, et al. If
I glanced at a magazine, it still seemed to be all about starship captains in black with
lean rugged faces and a lot of fancy artillery [27].

this is obviously a pose, the classic litany many utter in relation to sf: it is a
literature for children, and thank god it is trash, for this makes it easier to
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put away child’s things and grow up. Far from the Olympian height of “tolstoy
and stuff,” sf never grows up. It is ever playing with war toys, and drawing
 lantern- jawed “starship captains,” who gaze into the depths of the cosmos.
But why did Le Guin, who so successfully used these same pulp icons, so
flippantly disparage them?

In subsequent editions of her early pulp novels, Le Guin provides new
introductions that subtly disavow their pulp source. In the “Introduction” to
the 1978 edition of Planet of Exile, for example, Le Guin recontextualizes pulp
adventure in terms of the tao and feminism. She claims the way of this book
is “both in one: or two making a whole,” yin and yang. the central constant
theme of her work (as of this date) is, she tells us, “marriage”:

I haven’t yet written a book worthy of that tremendous (and staggeringly unfashion-
able) theme. I haven’t figured out yet what I meant. But rereading this early, easygo-
ing adventure story, I think the theme is there—not clear, not strong, but being
striven toward. “I learn by going where I have to go.”5

this description gives the feel of the flow of that same sf current that her
“easygoing” narrative, in all three ace novels, is moving through. But Le Guin
is once again driven, in retrospect, to immobilize this flow. For she seeks, in
this “Introduction,” to qualify the particular marriage in Planet of Exile in
the dualist sense of yin and yang:

taoism got to me earlier than modern feminism did. Where some see only a domi-
nant Hero and a passive Little Woman, I saw, and still see, the essential wastefulness
and futility of aggression, and the profound effectiveness of wu wei, “action through
stillness” [141].

there is a fascinating, no doubt subliminal, dialectic going on here between
flow and stasis, and with it a gradual hardening of the fluid categories both
of pulp adventure and the tao into rigid duality. From the discussion of flow
and change, essentialist and separatist categories begin to emerge. Pulp is
now caught up in the canonized sequence of mainstream english prose, and
both pulp and Virginia Woolf (when immobilized in this manner) prove
“unsuited to the description of feminine being and doing.” the solution Le
Guin proposes to this impasse is a complete remaking of narrative that seems
to oppose all “drift” of conventional forms:

It is hard to break from tradition … hard to remake one’s mother tongue. One drifts
along and takes the easy way. nothing can rouse one to go against the stream, to
choose the hard way, but a profoundly stirred, and probably an angry, conscience
[141].

Yet it is precisely by not going against the stream, by reshaping male and
female relations from within the confines of pulp types and expectations,
that Le Guin succeeds so admirably, in her early ace sf adventures, in conveying
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precisely this sense of continuity, of “both in one.” She seems, in her retro-
spective “Introduction,” to be looking back in anger, drawing very un–tao-like
battle lines. On the contrary, however, it is the early Hainish trilogy that
reveals the “easy” to be the hard way, the way that works, from deep within
the sf stream, to prove the profound effectiveness of “action through still-
ness.”

In conclusion, Le Guin’s early ace novels are, for most critics, overshad-
owed by The Left Hand of Darkness. Probably, they are ignored by critics
because Le Guin herself looks back in embarrassment on them—or rather,
as I have tried to show, with deep ambiguity as to her own sf origins. We have
seen that these novels, once  re- placed in the context of ace Books and the
deep flow of creativity emerging from its “saurian ooze” in the 1960s, are no
mere preamble to more experimental narratives. Instead they are, if seen in
the pulp context, significant experiments themselves. Le Guin’s trilogy stands,
with Delany’s Fall of the Towers (ace Books, 1963–1965) as a stunning example
of  space- opera trilogy, impositions of the magic number three on otherwise
boundless adventure.

nOteS
1. George Slusser, The Farthest Shores of Ursula K. Le Guin (San Bernardino, Ca:

Borgo Press, 1976), 16. the “farthest shores” at that time did not reach very far from the ace
decade, as far as The Dispossessed (1974). as a reader with his nose too close on one hand to
the “literary” renaissance of sf by means of writers like Le Guin, Delany, ellison, Dick, Sil-
verberg and others, most of whom were part of the ace new wave, and on the other too far
by virtue of my own 60s generation from the pulp Golden age, I was at that time an uncritical
recipient of the “elevation” of pulp sf to the status of “literature” as measured in terms of cre-
ating “real men” (i.e., “round” characters in the realist tradition of fiction) rather than “sym-
bols” (i.e., the vaguely symbolic fantasy names of sf space opera). now, more than twenty
years later, and having observed the further shores of writers like Le Guin and Delany, I am
skeptical of the benefits of this “elevation” of sf.

2. Carr rejoined ace as editor in 1984, and began a series of ace Specials that featured
first novels. among the works he commissioned from new writers who had never written
novels were William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984), Kim Stanley robinson’s The Wild Shore
(1984), and Lucius Shepard’s Green Eyes (1984).

3. avram Davidson, The  Kar- Chee Reign, published dos-à-dos with Le Guin’s Rocan-
non’s World (new York: ace Books, 1966), blurb on the first page of Davidson’s half of the
book.

4. Ursula K. Le Guin, “a Citizen of Mondath,”1973, The Language of the Night: Essays
on Fantasy and Science Fiction, edited by Susan Wood (1979; new York: Harper Collins),
1992, 22. Page references are to this edition.

5. Le Guin, “Introduction” to Planet of Exile, 1978, in Language of the Night, 143. Page
references are to this edition.

124 Part Two: The Business of Science Fiction



the Homeostatic Culture 
Machine revisited, 

or, the Contemporary 
Wordmills of Science Fiction

Gary Westfahl

I have always maintained that all science fiction scholars face one basic
choice: they can invent science fiction, or they can study science fiction. to
invent science fiction, scholars may assemble all the texts that they like, devise
a definition of science fiction that includes all their favorites and excludes all
the texts they dislike, arrange the selected works in chronological order, and
draw upon general historical trends or purported textual clues to discern
within the preferred works a coherent literary “tradition.” this was the
approach expressly employed in Darko Suvin’s Metamorphoses of Science Fic-
tion: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre (1979), which has inex-
plicably remained an admired and influential critical work despite my
energetic efforts to condemn its manifest and innumerable flaws.

to study science fiction, scholars must begin with some key questions:
at what time did people begin to identify certain works as “science fiction,”
and who were the people who thought of themselves as science fiction writers
and science fiction readers? How did these individuals communicate and
interact, and how did they tangibly influence the genre of science fiction as
it evolved and matured? these are questions that can be answered by means
of research and documentation, not creative writing, and such labors—which
necessarily focus on the actual  twentieth- century tradition of science fiction
founded by Hugo Gernsback—have long been my central preoccupation as
a science fiction scholar. and, to extend one’s study of science fiction into
contemporary times, scholars cannot limit themselves to the books being
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reviewed in Locus magazine or those that have attracted the interest of their
colleagues; instead, they must visit a bookstore and examine all the books in
the “Science Fiction and Fantasy” section—something I have now done on
three occasions.

Demonstrating the remarkable breadth of his scholarship, George
Slusser placed himself firmly on both sides of the critical debate I have out-
lined. On one hand, he enthusiastically praised Metamorphoses of Science
Fiction when it was first published,1 and in later writings about the origins
and early history of science fiction, Slusser argued that the individuals who
contributed key intellectual ideas to the genre were effectively part of its his-
tory; thus, he repeatedly discussed several figures—including rené Descartes,
Blaise Pascal, Benjamin Constant, thomas De Quincey, e.t.a. Hoffmann,
and Honoré de Balzac—who are rarely if ever mentioned in other histories
of science fiction. I understand his reasoning, but all of this sounds suspi-
ciously like another ingenious effort to invent science fiction—and, not inci-
dentally, to bolster its image by adding some impressive names to its heritage.
On the other hand, Slusser also understood the importance of Gernsback
and the series of science fiction pulp magazines that he brought into existence,
and he was regularly willing to study and write about texts from that milieu
that lofty critics like Suvin would never deign to examine. For example, he
was fascinated by the way that Gernsback  re- invented Jules Verne while pre-
senting his works to american readers, and he repeatedly analyzed the works
of robert a. Heinlein, one of the many authors nurtured and shaped by the
pulp tradition, along with other writers of his era. and, when he undertook
to examine the state of contemporary science fiction, he also went to the mar-
ketplace to see what books had just been published—although instead of
traveling to a bookstore, he examined “the distribution racks of a local mag-
azine warehouse, which circulates new books, and retrieves and remainders
what does not sell,”2 undoubtedly during one of his many missions to purchase
books for the eaton Collection.

Slusser’s visit was inspired by the theme of the 1990 J. Lloyd eaton Con-
ference on Science Fiction and Fantasy Literature, “Science Fiction and Mar-
ket realities,” a topic chosen in response to innumerable complaints around
that time that the  once- variegated and  thought- provoking genre of science
fiction was being inundated, and disastrously transformed, by repetitive
sequels and series. Speaker after speaker passionately denounced this hor-
rendous development, berated all the villains who were purportedly respon-
sible for this degradation of the genre, and demanded vigorous action to
eradicate these iterative invaders and restore science fiction to its original,
uncorrupted nature.

Characteristically, Slusser refused to follow the script. Instead, in his
fascinating contribution to the conference volume, “the Homeostatic Culture
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Machine,” Slusser described the “homeopape,” a newspaper written by a
machine in Philip K. Dick’s story “If there Was no Benny Cemoli” (1963),
in order to argue that the state of contemporary science fiction was not a
matter of “agency” (79); instead, science fiction was now being produced not
by human beings, but by a similar sort of machine. Much later, as it happens,
I developed an interest in science fiction stories about devices like the home-
opape, such as the  novel- writing machine envisioned in r.K. narayan’s The
Vendor of Sweets (1967), and I drafted an entry for the online encyclopedia
of Science Fiction on that topic entitled “Writing Machines.” However,  co-
editor David Langford and I agreed that that term, which has other meanings,
was not a good choice, and after that erudite editor added several additional
examples to my entry, he suggested that we borrow the term for  novel- writing
machines used in Fritz Leiber’s The Silver Eggheads (1959), “wordmills,” as
the heading for what was posted as our jointly written entry.3 If this becomes
the standard term, we can now rephrase the question that Slusser raised: are
the science fiction and fantasy books now available in bookstores being pro-
duced by people, or by wordmills?

as Slusser himself realized, his daring conceit was not at the time, and
is not today, literally true: contemporary computers have grown rather adept
at generating poetry, some of it strangely appealing, and researchers are
undoubtedly working to train computers to work in other literary genres.
But we can be confident that science fiction novels are still being written,
edited, and copyedited by human beings. Still, although Slusser himself would
not have defended his idea in this manner, I can discern one way in which
his argument might be validated. as major publishing companies grow larger
and larger, and as the decisions of their employees are increasingly con-
strained by more and more extensive, and more and more detailed, market
research, there may indeed come a time when the process of creating a work,
and gradually shaping and preparing it as it moves from an author’s computer
to the shelves of Barnes and noble, will effectively become a purely mechan-
ical operation, proceeding almost automatically, even if this  novel- writing
“machine” consists entirely of human components. Writers, knowing what
publishers prefer, and perhaps provided with extensive guidelines and
instructions, can only be creative within certain prescribed parameters;
agents, even more knowledgeable about publishing practices, may further
prod writers to limit themselves to safe,  market- friendly decisions; editors
may reject works that do not precisely match the expectations imposed by
superiors, or demand revisions so that the book touches all of the bases
deemed essential to financial success; and even some readers, preconditioned
to look for certain sorts of products, may avoid the occasional idiosyncratic
text that somehow slips through the cracks, leading to dismal sales that either
drive the rebellious writers out of the marketplace altogether or force them
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back to more predictable and palatable pathways. It is even possible to imag-
ine, as Slusser did, that the impetus for the production of science fiction will
cease to involve purely “economic forces” (95); for as long as books are earning
enough money to justify their publication, the executives of conglomerates
may be content to let the science fiction machine continue operating as it
always has, declining to investigate ways to further boost their profits while
focusing on other aspects of their vast and multifaceted businesses.

Still, the history of economics is filled with examples of guaranteed for-
mulas for success that eventually failed due to changing conditions, as I noted
in my own contribution to the conference volume Science Fiction and Market
Realities,4 creating the hope that monolithic megacorporations might some-
day be forced to abandon their rules and again engage in creative experiments
to address unanticipated shifts in readers’ preferences that led to sales so dis-
appointing that they could not be ignored. So, I suggested, fears of the cor-
porate homogenization of science fiction may have been overblown, as the
genre might evolve back to its original state, either due to inevitable changes
in the marketplace—my argument—or as a result of its own unpredictable,
 self- directed evolution—Slusser’s argument.

twenty-two years after Science Fiction and Market Realities was pub-
lished, it seems a good time to assess the current state of science fiction to
see if these hopes have been fulfilled. So, on april 18, 2018, I entered the
Barnes and noble bookstore in Montclair, California, to closely examine the
books available in its “Science Fiction and Fantasy” section.

In focusing solely on the 96 shelves of that section—divided into the
subcategories of anthologies, general fiction, books based on  role- playing
games, and other  media- inspired series—I should first note that I was neglect-
ing to examine four other sections related to science fiction: the 54 shelves
devoted to “teen Fantasy/adventure,” the 8 shelves for “Gaming,” the 30
shelves for “Graphic novels,” and the 56 shelves for “Manga.” though num-
bers of shelves do not necessarily correlate to numbers of books, it is inter-
esting that the total amount of space allocated for these publications—all
traditionally regarded as unworthy of critical attention—far exceeds the
amount of space allocated for adult science fiction and fantasy, though it is
increasingly the case that talented authors are moving into the fields of  young-
adult fiction and graphic novels, making scholars more and more willing to
study these forms of literature. Some time in the future, then, interested schol-
ars may be obliged to include these sections in their bookstore surveys, but
I thought it best at this time to limit myself to the smaller, but still substantial,
section devoted to adult science fiction and fantasy.

as another caveat, part of my plan was to draw conclusions from count-
ing the number of books in different sections, but I found that a significant
number of books had been incorrectly shelved. One might blame customers
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indifferently reshelving books that they had decided not to buy in the wrong
place, but clueless employees must be blamed as well. For example, several
books by Ursula K. Le Guin in the “G” section were surely put there by an
employee who didn’t know any better, though most of her books were in the
“L” section where they belonged. Because I intended to pay special attention
to anthologies, the problem of anthologies incorrectly shelved with novels
particularly bothered me, so much so that I actually moved three of them
into the proper section and adjusted my statistics accordingly. However,
quickly realizing that I was tampering with my data, I made no further effort
to correct shelving errors, though I took note of them. thus, I can report
that three books in the “Science Fiction and Fantasy” section were not science
fiction or fantasy at all: ernest Hemingway’s story collection In Our Time
(1925); norman Doidge’s nonfictional The Brain’s Way of Healing: Remarkable
Discoveries and Recoveries from the Frontiers of Neuroplasticity (2015); and
Jessi Klein’s autobiographical You’ll Grow Out of It (2016). Perhaps some
employee thought that Hemingway’s and Doidge’s titles sounded  science-
fictional, but I have no idea why Klein’s book ended up in this section. More
significantly, there were over 20 books in the general section that clearly
belonged with the series, including several adaptations of The Walking Dead
(2010–), a Doctor Who book, a Star Wars book, and a World of Warcraft book.

I began my survey by simply counting all the books in this section, not
counting duplicate copies or different editions of the same book—but I
quickly encountered another problem. today, authors are not only writing
long series of similar books, but they are giving their books  almost- identical
titles, and publishers are providing them all with  almost- identical covers.
thus, it could be surprisingly difficult to distinguish one book in a series
from another. Consider the output of John G. Hemry, who writes as Jack
Campbell, one of the innumerable prolific authors I encountered that I had
never heard of, and one that has never to my knowledge been mentioned by
a science fiction scholar. (I confirmed this by visiting the Science Fiction and
Fantasy research Database, which endeavors to list every critical book and
article written about science fiction, searching for both his real name and his
pseudonym, and obtaining no results.) One can also be confident that his
pseudonym was not chosen as a way to pay tribute to innovative editor John
W. Campbell, Jr., who surely would have rejected in an instant all of his redun-
dant “military science fiction” novels as possible serials in Analog: Science
Fiction/Science Fact. His original Lost Fleet series consists of six books—The
Lost Fleet: Dauntless (2006), The Lost Fleet: Fearless (2007), The Lost Fleet:
Courageous (2007), The Lost Fleet: Valiant (2008), The Lost Fleet: Relentless
(2009), and The Lost Fleet: Victorious (2010)—all but one on display at Barnes
and noble with extremely similar covers. He went on to write another series
of five related books, The Lost Fleet: Beyond the Frontier: Dreadnaught (2011),
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The Lost Fleet: Beyond the Frontier: Invincible (2012), The Lost Fleet: Beyond
the Frontier: Guardian (2013), The Lost Fleet: Beyond the Frontier: Steadfast
(2014), and The Lost Fleet: Beyond the Frontier: Leviathan (2015)—all available
in equally similar covers. as an aid for confused readers, the usual strategy
for publishers is to employ different background colors for each book in a
series, but there are only so many colors in the rainbow, and I also encoun-
tered instances of the same book available in two different, but almost iden-
tical covers. Such books indeed seem to be the products of machines, and
one has to wonder whether this is really a viable publishing strategy; surely,
there must come a point when even Campbell’s most dedicated fans look for
the latest installment of their favorite series, pick up a Campbell book they
don’t recognize, and then ask themselves: wait a minute, haven’t I read this
book before?

So, acknowledging that the data may be distorted by flawed shelving
decisions or my own failure to distinguish different novels that look almost
exactly the same, I offer these statistics, adjusted to the best of my ability to
acknowledge the discrepancies noted above: there were a total of 1663 science
fiction and fantasy books on the 96 examined shelves. there were 39 antholo-
gies, 1309 general novels, and 315 installments of  media- related series. In
terms of percentages, 81 percent of the books were shelved as the original
works of authors (novels and anthologies), while only 19 percent were shelved
as adaptations of  role- playing games, video games, films, or television pro-
grams. On the face of it, this appears to represent heartening news for com-
mentators in the 1990s who worried that science fiction was being taken over
by media franchises; original science fiction, it would seem, is alive and well,
and still dominating the market. Yet many of the “original” works of science
fiction, of course, are installments in series creating by individual authors
that, in most cases, closely mimic the series based on films, television series,
or games, and hence represent only another example of the trends that so
alarmed earlier critics.

to estimate how common such series were, I undertook another survey
with results that are necessarily only suggestive, not definitive, since I was
not obsessive enough to examine each of the 1309 books in the general section
to accurately determine whether they were standalone works or part of a
series. So, I relied on less reliable criteria: if the titles of the spines of books
included some umbrella title, like “Book II of the [blank] Chronicles” or “a
[blank] book,” if a series of books had the same author and shared the same
design, or if the books were by an author known to specialize in interminable
series (like Mercedes Lackey), I classified them as “series” books. If books
lacked any sort of umbrella title, if they did not resemble any adjacent books,
and if the author was not known for an obsession with generating series, I
classified them as “standalone” books. needless to say, these criteria are far
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from infallible: publishers may republish radically different works with sim-
ilar designs if they think that might improve sales, books in a series may not
necessarily look the same, and even authors famous for their series might
occasionally publish an unrelated book. Yet I would guess that my errors all
balanced out—that the number of standalone books misclassified as series
books was about the same as the number of series books misclassified as
standalone books—so I would regard my results as indicative of the general
state of science fiction and fantasy, although they cannot be regarded as
entirely accurate.

Here are the results: I classified 346 of the 1309 books in the general sci-
ence fiction and fantasy section as probably standalone books, and the
remaining 963 books as probably installments of series. Statistically, that
would mean about 26 percent of science fiction and fantasy novels being pub-
lished as products of a single author’s imagination can be considered original
works, while 74 percent of the novels not already linked to media franchises
can be considered parts of authorial series. (Including the anthologies as
original works only slightly improves the percentage to about 29 percent.)
to put everything together, combining the number of  media- related books
and authorial series books, one gets the figure that about 77 percent of all
science fiction and fantasy books now being published are installments of
series, while only 23 percent are standalone novels or anthologies.

needless to say, perhaps, I found this survey of contemporary science
fiction very depressing, so much so that I was very happy to walk out of the
bookstore after my three hours of research—and no, I didn’t find any books
that I wanted to purchase. as a lifelong reader of science fiction, and a veteran
science fiction scholar, it was not heartening to find that a large majority of
the books now being published as science fiction and fantasy had been written
by authors I had never heard of, and authors I had no desire to read. Looking
for reasons to be hopeful, I decided to search the shelves with special care
for books that could be considered works of “classic science fiction”—defined
as works published before 1980, or later works by authors who became famous
before 1980, that would be plausible inclusions in the syllabus of a science
fiction class. I found precisely 61 such works. Jules Verne was represented by
a single novel, Journey to the Center of the Earth (1865), while there were
three novels by H.G. Wells—The Time Machine (1895), The Invisible Man
(1897), and The War of the Worlds (1898). the “Big three” science fiction
writers of my youth were present—seven books by Isaac asimov, four by
arthur C. Clarke, and five by robert a. Heinlein—along with three other
authors of their generation: Philip K. Dick (eight books), Frank Herbert (six
books), and Ursula K. Le Guin (five books). Other distinguished novels avail-
able for purchase included anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange (1962),
edgar rice Burroughs’s A Princess of Mars (1911) and Tarzan of the Apes (1912),
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Octavia e. Butler’s Kindred (1979), Pat Frank’s Alas, Babylon (1959), Joe Halde-
man’s The Forever War (1974), C.S. Lewis’s Out of the Silent Planet (1938),
anne McCaffrey’s Dragonflight (1968), Walter M. Miller, Jr.’s A Canticle for
Leibowitz (1960), Michael Moorcock’s Behold the Man (1969), Larry niven’s
Ringworld (1970), George r. Stewart’s Earth Abides (1949), and arkady and
Boris Strugatsky’s The Dead Mountaineer’s Inn (1970). I did not compile sta-
tistics, but there were also scattered works that might be termed in parallel
fashion “classic fantasy,” such as Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan (1946), an
omnibus of Lewis’s narnia novels (1950–1956), and numerous books by H.P.
Lovecraft and J.r.r. tolkien.

While it is heartening to see that many milestones in the history of sci-
ence fiction remain available to casual browsers in a contemporary bookstore,
one can also bemoan the complete absence of any number of other major
contributors to the development of the genre; for my survey of the Barnes
and noble bookshelves found no books by Brian W. aldiss, Poul anderson,
J.G. Ballard, John Brunner, Hal Clement, Harlan ellison, Henry Kuttner, Fritz
Leiber, Stanislaw Lem, C.L. Moore, Frederik Pohl, Joanna russ, robert Sil-
verberg, Clifford D. Simak, e.e. “Doc” Smith, Olaf Stapledon, theodore Stur-
geon, a.e. van Vogt, and John Wyndham, and more, equally distinguished
names could be added to the list. these are all authors that I became
acquainted with by purchasing their books in drugstores and bookstores, and
authors that have all received varying degrees of critical attention, but they
have now been effectively erased from the genre by modern publishing con-
ventions, based on the offerings in bookstores.

One traditional mechanism for introducing older authors to new readers
has been the retrospective anthology; but of the relatively small number of
anthologies available—39—in the bookstore I visited, 30 consisted of original
stories by contemporary writers, 8 were retrospective anthologies (with
 occasional original stories) focused on specific themes, and only one—ann
VanderMeer and Jeff VanderMeer’s The Big Book of Science Fiction (2016)—
endeavored to provide a comprehensive overview of the genre, with stories
by eight of the excluded authors listed above. Indeed, the  once- prominent
editors of anthologies have now entirely vanished: no one in the 1960s could
imagine visiting a bookstore and not seeing an anthology edited by Groff
Conklin, and no one in the 1990s could imagine a bookstore without an
anthology edited by Martin Harry Greenberg; but neither name could be
found in today’s Barnes and noble bookstore, as their herculean efforts to
bring superior short fiction to new readers are now, it seems, entirely
unknown.

Still, if one is looking for good news, my survey of the books based on
media franchises did suggest, interestingly, that these series will not neces-
sarily remain popular indefinitely. Back in the 1980s and 1990s, the number
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one concern of alarmed commentators was the seemingly endless prolifera-
tion of Star Trek novels; but today, even though a new series is airing episodes
and another feature film and another television series have been announced,
the bookstore was only offering twelve Star Trek novels, indicating that this
longstanding publishing juggernaut may finally be losing its appeal. On the
other hand, the Star Wars franchise seems more robust than ever, represented
by 94 books, far more than any other media series. the other franchises that
inspired more than ten books in that bookstore were the Warhammer war
game (33), its spinoff the Horus Heresy (29), the Halo videogame (17), three
variations of the Dungeons and Dragons  role- playing game (15), and the tel-
evision series Doctor Who (13), with the Alien films just missing the cut with
9 books. noting that most of the other franchises that inspired fewer than
nine books were videogames, and that even the cited film and television series
are often experienced by young people primarily by means of licensed
videogames, one can readily conclude that games of all kind are now the pri-
mary basis for media franchise novels; and while many complain that today’s
youth are spending too much time playing videogames, those games at least
are clearly inspiring many of them to read books—even if they are books that
scholars and librarians would not approve of.

In sum, interminable series of related books—whether created by
authors or based on films, television programs, or games—may now be
entrenched as a permanent and prominent force in the marketplace, but the
popularity of particular series, or sorts of series, may constantly change. Star
Trek fades away, while Warhammer surges. When I last surveyed the science
fiction and fantasy section of a Barnes and noble bookstore, there seemed
to be a lot of series of  science- fictional detective novels and “steampunk”
novels involve fantastic reinventions of Victorian england; this time, I noticed
fewer of them, as the pendulum has apparently swung back to space adven-
tures. Fantasy novels were once set almost exclusively in thinly disguised ver-
sions of medieval europe; now, more and more of them take place in modern
metropolises. thus, the novels themselves may be predictable, but the field’s
novelty may lie in the possible emergence of new sorts of predictable novels,
if that is not a contradiction in terms.

as a further bit of good news, it may be distressing that only 23 percent
of contemporary science fiction is not a work of series fiction, but that still
represents a large number of books—and a large number of very good books.
Clearly, there remain a few bookstore browsers who are simply not interested
in purchasing and reading long series of virtually identical books, readers
who want to read the classic works of famous authors as well as new novels
by a few stubborn writers like William Gibson, Kim Stanley robinson, and
neal Stephenson, who have largely resisted the impulse to focus on inter-
minable series and have instead managed to become successful by writing
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meritorious individual works. the sort of science fiction that I grew up with,
in other words, is not dead; it remains alive and well in contemporary book-
stores, though it is now lurking in the niches of shelves otherwise filled with
formulaic fiction.

More broadly, bookstores no longer represent the only way—or the best
way—to buy books. In the past, one could always order books directly from
publishers (which is how I obtained a copy of ace Books’ The Worlds of Robert
A. Heinlein [1966], a book I had heard of that annoyingly could never be found
in any bookstores I frequented), but it was a tedious and  time- consuming
process; today, one can easily purchase almost any book online, which means
that the items available in bookstores no longer represent an accurate picture
of the books currently available for customers. Consider the case of Clifford
D. Simak, who was long one of my favorite science fiction writers. For
decades, I have been visiting bookstores and looking for copies of his books,
but there never are any on the shelves, and it was saddening to believe that
this  once- renowned author had apparently been forgotten. Hence, when a
local book club asked me to give a talk about a science fiction novel, and I
suggested that they read Simak’s City (1952), I worried that members might
find it difficult to find a copy. But if you visit the Barnes and noble website
instead of one of its bookstores, and do a search for “Clifford D. Simak,” you
discover that City is still in print, along with virtually all of his novels and
several collections of his short stories, so those book club members could
readily order new, affordable copies of City and innumerable other science
fiction novels—including books by all the authors listed above whose works
were not being displayed in bookstores.

We are witnessing, then, the emergence of an interesting division in the
population of people who still like to read science fiction books. If someone
is comfortable using the internet, is knowledgeable about science fiction, and
prefers particular sorts of books, they will naturally buy virtually all of their
books online. the individuals who still frequent bookstores, then, must pri-
marily fall into two categories: either they are unable or unwilling to engage
in online shopping, or they know little about science fiction, have no desire
to locate specific books, and are therefore required to physically examine
books in order to determine whether they would be enjoyable reading mate-
rial. Bluntly, connoisseurs go to websites, and clods go to bookstores. as a
logical result, bookstores would choose to primarily display the science fiction
books most appealing to clods—predictable adventures set in familiar imag-
inary worlds—while connoisseurs obtain copies of the genre’s timeless classics
or the best modern science fiction from websites.

as I have said before, there is nothing wrong, nothing objectionable,
about science fiction that does not meet the high standards of critics and
connoisseurs. there have always been numerous people who prefer unchal-
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lenging entertainment: in medieval times, people could read the works of
Geoffrey Chaucer, but more people chose to watch Punch and Judy shows
and laugh uproariously as one hand puppet clobbered another hand puppet;
in renaissance London, the plays of William Shakespeare faced fierce com-
petition from arenas offering  bear- baiting; today, the ratings for Masterpiece
Theatre and Great Performances are dwarfed by the ratings for World Wide
Wrestling. the only thing unusual about science fiction is that, as I discuss
elsewhere,5 science fiction was settling into a pattern of formulaic fiction dur-
ing the 1930s when editor John W. Campbell, Jr., and later editors who shared
his views, forcefully imposed their own desire for original and variegated
stories on the genre, temporarily driving space opera and its relatives into
marginal fields like juvenile fiction, film, television, and comic books. thus,
there was a time when, unusually, science fiction for elites represented the
norm, not the exception. But inevitably, during the 1980s, the forms of science
fiction preferred by most readers soared back into prominence, so that science
fiction, probably like most forms of popular fiction, now has a small,  well-
concealed wing for the elite, where original and imaginative stories still flour-
ish, and a larger, more conspicuous wing for the masses, filled with iterative
texts that could fitly be described, in the manner of Slusser, as the products
of wordmills, not living authors. all of these books, and similar books in
other genres, provide precisely the sort of mindless diversion from everyday
life that many people prefer; they are nothing to be annoyed about, nothing
to be condemned; they are merely contemporary manifestations of the sorts
of less than admirable, but essential, entertainments that have always been a
part of human history.

I therefore conclude that George Slusser was both right and wrong: yes,
there does exist a contemporary body of science fiction literature seemingly
generated by wordmills, a mass of replicative texts that may be strangely
evolving in their own,  self- directed fashion. Yet there also remain science
fiction novels and stories that are visibly  hand- crafted by distinctive individ-
ual talents, even if they can be hard to find in modern bookstores. Both are
legitimate forms of science fiction, and both demand the attention of working
science fiction scholars, even if they, like me, will continue to focus solely on
only one of its forms for their leisure reading.

nOteS

1. George Slusser, review of Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and His-
tory of a Literary Genre by Darko Suvin, Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 35:1 (June 1980), 73–76.

2. Slusser, “the Homeostatic Culture Machine,” Science Fiction and Market Realities,
edited by Gary Westfahl, Slusser, and eric S. rabkin (athens: University of Georgia Press,
1996), 87. Page references are to this edition.

3. Westfahl and David Langford, “Wordmills,” the encyclopedia of Science Fiction,
third edition, edited by John Clute, David Langford, Peter nicholls (editor emeritus), and

The Homeostatic Culture Machine (Westfahl)  135



Graham Sleight (managing editor), posted February 14, 2017, at http:// sf- encyclopedia. com/
entry/ wordmills.

4. Westfahl, “against agoraphobia: Confronting the Idea of Marketplaces,” Science
Fiction and Market Realities, 7–19.

5. Westfahl, “the Marketplace,” The Oxford Handbook of Science Fiction, edited by
rob Latham (London: Oxford University Press, 2014), 81–92.

136 Part Two: The Business of Science Fiction



Father of the Strugatskys
The Origins of Russian Science Fantasy

George Slusser

[the following is a chapter from a forthcoming book by the late George
Slusser, Stalkers of the Infinite: Understanding the Science Fiction of the
Strugatsky Brothers. the text, left in draft form, was edited by Gary Kern.]

the  english- speaking reader of science fiction too often sees this form
through a single lens—its own:  english- language sf. the tendency is to meas-
ure by a single model all literature that seeks, in Isaac asimov’s famous defi-
nition, to represent the impact of scientific and technological advancement
on human beings. Yet we see every emerging scientific culture in the Western
world striving to create a form of scientific narrative as early as the 18th cen-
tury, when the impact of modern science and technology began to be felt in
an irreversible manner. and we could go even farther back to the 17th century
with rené Descartes and Blaise Pascal. throughout the 19th century, parallel
developments of scientific narrative arose not just between england and the
United States, but in France, Germany and russia. england produced H.G.
Wells, France—Jules Verne, and the U.S.—edgar allan Poe. these authors
became the three mainstays in the inaugural issues of Hugo Gernsback’s
Amazing Stories (1926). It was here that the term “science fiction” first
appeared. If we therefore accept this american magazine as the “birthplace”
of modern sf, we are forced to admit a multinational patrimony for the form.
Science fiction, such as it exists today, represents a confluence of individual
cultural strains.

absent, it seems, is a russian “father” for sf. Or for that matter, any east
european ancestor. Gernsback has no one to propose. Yet already in 1926
one could find candidates: Konstantin tsiolkovsky had written the fantasy On
the Moon (Na lune, 1893); aleksandr Bogdanov—the novel Red Star (Krasnaya
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zvezda, 1908); Yevgeny Zamyatin—the novel We (My, 1924); alexei tolstoy—
the novel Aelita (1923); Mikhail Bulgakov—the novella The Fatal Eggs
(Rokovye yaitsa, 1925); and aleksandr Belyaev—the story Professor Dowell’s
Head (Golova Professora Douèllya, 1925). In Czechoslovakia, Karel Čapek had
written the play R.U.R. (1920), coined the word robot, and raised the specter
of robots thinking for themselves and having feelings. three decades later
Stanislaw Lem would begin writing in Poland, and arkady and Boris Stru-
gatsky in Soviet russia. all these writers clearly dealt with the themes of sci-
ence, and with moral, philosophical and physical issues resulting from change
brought about by the advancement of scientific learning. Yet to anglophone
readers the shapes or modes this fiction took may appear strange and in need
of mediation. the scientific and industrial revolution took an alternate track
in this cultural sphere.

this is especially true in russia. In relation to europe and its  anglo-
French center, russia occupies a peripheral location analogous to the U.S. in
relation to that same europe. Both russia and america were latecomers and
newcomers to scientific culture. Both had huge resources, and both embraced
technology rapidly and radically to make up for lost time. Yet how very dif-
ferent were the ways each of these cultures proceeded to create a technological
society. and how different the fictional works that each of these cultures pro-
duced.

Our task, then, is to place the Strugatskys in a context that is both inter-
national and national, to see them as writers both of “science fiction” in the
internationalist sense and in what their culture calls “science-fantasy.” thanks
to roger DeGaris and Macmillan’s  short- lived but enormously creative “Best
of Soviet Science Fiction” series, the major works of the Strugatskys’ opera
were translated and made available to  english- speaking readers. nevertheless,
it is clear that very few Strugatsky stories or novels got into the broader sf
circuit in the U.S. or england. their works were largely taken up by the aca-
demic critics rather than by fans. Writer Ursula K. Le Guin praised their
novel Hard to Be a God (1964) as a “thoroughly good book.”1 Her choice of
words, however, lifts the authors out of the sf context and their national con-
text. they are neither specifically “russian” writers, nor “russian sf writers.”
they are simply writers of “literature,” a category needing no national or
genre qualification.

the other and opposite mode of internationalist criticism, of course, is
ideological. Here we deal with writers and critics who are less russian than
Marxist. Seen through this lens, the Strugatskys may be judged as dissidents,
using science fantasy as means to protest oppressive aspects of Soviet society.
On the one hand, as Patrick L. McGuire sees it, their sf embraces in veiled
and oblique ways the “forbidden themes and devices” in Soviet society.2 On
the other, as Stephen W. Potts argues, their sf extracts the “best” of Marxist
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thought from the restrictive Soviet context and elaborates a liberal and
humanistic future, one that offers an alternative vision to an american sf
often decried as expansionist and racist. Such arguments, however, do not
operate on the level of national cultures and their historic forms of response
to science and technology. they are the product of warring ideologies. Potts,
at one point, softens his ideological approach:

the social and political content of the Strugatskys’ fiction merits discussion primarily
because, in its mature phase anyway, it rejects the orthodoxies of either side in the
Cold War dispute. Unfortunately, here as in their own country, the ideological con-
troversy has tended to eclipse the esthetic concerns of the brothers’ work.3

even so, Potts merely sidesteps the question of comparative science fictions
and reformulates Le Guin’s judgment on the grounds of “literary” or esthetic
valuation. neither approach considers the specifically russian development
of a significant, variant form of scientific fiction. General aesthetic consid-
erations and internationalist ideologies alike are accretions to this national
matrix, in which a culturally specific form of sf has taken a unique shape. My
purpose here is to examine a few interesting works in the continuity of this
russian tradition. Hopefully, by comparing and contrasting these works with
contemporary works in other cultures, I can get a sense of the shape of russia’s
particular sense of “things to come.”

First, however, a caveat. In the broad history of the development of a
“scientific fiction,” defined as fiction whose themes and forms arise as a result
of some aspect of scientific discovery, there are no hermetic creations. Works
like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831) and
e.t.a. Hoffmann’s “Der Sandmann” (1817) share the “theme” of scientists cre-
ating artificial life. But the treatment, as expected in these diverse cultural
contexts, is very different. and yet neither work is itself deprived of  cross-
cultural influences, however oblique. Shelley, for example, repositions the
Germanic Faust in the more domestic context of British Gothic. Hoffmann,
on the other hand, writes not so much about mechanical creation of life as
about the role of perception in the apprehending and “creating” of worlds,
an issue very much alive in the  near- contemporary fiction of Laurence Sterne
(1713–1768).

Moreover, the epistemological theory that underlies nathanael’s woes
in “Der Sandmann” is David Hume’s idea of the percept, the immediate sense
perception prior to any conceptual overlay. Hume’s idea was challenged by
Immanuel Kant and the German idealists at the time Hoffmann was writing
his tale. In like manner, while placing the Strugatskys in their russian/Soviet
context, we are aware that this russian world is itself no island, but rather a
stream carrying many islands. this is true for all their russian precursors
who, though moving in this distinct cultural stream, were at the same time
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negotiating shared currents, acting and reacting, in their own particular way,
to works from other cultures. this is the dynamic that Goethe, in the early
19th century, saw operating to create what he envisioned as the “anmar -
schierende Weltliteratur” [advancing world literature] to emerge from the
advent of modern science.4 What he foresaw, in fact, was science fiction taken
on an international scale.

On the one hand, we have the general “matter” of science, shared by all
modern cultures, just as the “matter of arthur” was shared by diverse ver-
nacular cultures in the late Middle ages. On the other, there is the resistance
of strong individual national cultures to science’s otherwise leveling impact.
From the ongoing dialectic between these two impulsions, Goethe saw a
dynamic and culturally negotiated form of literature emerging. thus, at the
core of science fiction, if seen in this international perspective, we may find
a somewhat realized form of Goethe’s Weltliteratur. Let us examine russia’s
contribution to this form through the lens of the Strugatskys and their pre-
cursors.

In a 1983 interview, arkady Strugatsky named a number of writers both
foreign and russian as influences on his and his brother’s works. the foreign
are not only american writers labeled as sf, but a broad group of “speculators.”
among the americans are Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., ray Bradbury, robert Sheckley,
and Le Guin. next to these, three russians: alexei tolstoy, Mikhail Bulgakov
and Ivan Yefremov.5 the latter three were familiar to every russian reader of
the time. By naming them, arkady gives hints as to why he selected the amer-
ican writers he did. His list had to take into account the issue of censorship.
Some foreign writers slipped through the net in the preceding decades, others
did not.

Beginning in the post–Stalin period called the “thaw” (1957–1972), the
progressive and very popular monthly Innostranaya literatura [Foreign Lit-
erature] published translations of Lem, Sheckley, Kōbō abe, William tenn,
and many other sf writers. this was due to editors pushing the envelope
under the gaze of the censors. If a work was possibly a bit too sensitive for
them, it could be prefaced by an introduction that gave it the right Soviet
perspective. If a phrase or paragraph was still too daring, it could be softened
in translation or excised. Some writers, like ray Bradbury, could pass cen-
sorship on their merits as “poets.” His novels, and those of Le Guin, were
published in the sixties and seventies in huge russian editions for all of the
Soviet republics. they had enthusiastic fan clubs, and the stability of the state
was not endangered. Banned authors were often available in some form from
underground sources, such as retypings with carbon copies. Most often, con-
traband books from abroad circulated in the original language; readers waited
for their turn on a long list. the book was transmitted in a plain jacket.
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Bradbury might seem an unlikely influence on writers like the Stru-
gatskys, who came of age in the period of nikita Khrushchev and  space- age
“realism,” exemplified by Ivan Yefremov’s The Andromeda Constellation
(1957).Yet reading alexei tolstoy’s fanciful account of Mars from 1923, Aelita,
itself an oddly “poetized” version of edgar rice Burroughs’s red planet, could
prepare a  space- age Soviet writer to appreciate Bradbury’s equally diaphanous
description of the red planet, giving life and form to a place that was otherwise
simply a destination for advanced launch systems. In addition, the dark and
grotesque humor of other Bradbury stories like “Skeleton” (1945) and “the
Man Upstairs” (1947) echoes a similar mix of fantasy and dark reality found
in a writer like Mikhail Bulgakov, forbidden in Stalin’s time and revived in
the 1960s, though in bowdlerized editions. Zamyatin’s We, however, remained
totally forbidden and far too risky for this kind of circulation.

all the same, none of the authors arkady Strugatsky named in 1983 have
the exact Stimmung the brothers seek: Sheckley’s humor is too raucous, and
the social extrapolations of Le Guin are too dry and contrived. Yet some
aspect of each resonates at some level in the Strugatskys’ work. this resonance
will in all cases call for adaptation and fine tuning. the ending of The Ugly
Swans (1966–1967), for example, could be seen as adapting, in a radically dif-
ferent setting, the ending of arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End (1953), another
writer arkady mentioned. Likewise, the mystical rationalism or “cruel mir-
acle” of Lem’s alien encounters, in novels like Solaris (1961) and The Invincible
(1964), are relocated in a more “domestic,” shall we say “russian,” setting in
the novel Roadside Picnic (1972)—a work whose title suggests domesticity.
(the action is supposedly set in Canada.). there are, of course, clear reso-
nances of Lem’s texts in the alien “visitation” of this novel. But these have
been pitched at a different register, that of satiric irony, resignation, and real
human suffering. the Strugatskys, in fact, have shaped Lem’s themes into a
thoroughly russian novel. Despite this, arkady’s string of primary influential
russian sf works offers the critic a basic scale from which one can identify
and measure the Strugatskys’ variations on general sf themes.

Since england has its seminal Frankenstein, France—the Voyages extra-
ordinaires of Jules Verne—and the U.S.—Poe’s scientific mysteries—so we
need to anchor the russian tradition of scientific fantasy in a 19th-century
text in order to set the parameters for later development. We must go, if pos-
sible, farther back than Gernsback’s trio of patriarchs—Wells, Verne, and
Poe—to lesser known and less obvious works, works such as Balzac’s Le Cen-
tenaire, ou les deux Beringheld (1822), which perhaps more than Verne is the
seminal work of a uniquely French form of sf. In works like this, issues raised
by contemporary science began to shape the narrative, becoming its first
cause and the motor that drives its resolution.6

attempts such as that of Monique Lebailly to offer an anthology of La
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 science- fiction avant la SF: Anthologie de l’imaginaire scientifique français du
romanticisme à la pataphysique (1989) are interesting in their desire to fix a
point of beginning for the genre. even so, she offers a list of writers, from
alphonse de Lamartine and Victor Hugo to ernest renan to albert robida
and alfred Jarry, all of whom she claims have written works in which some
aspect of science is a shaping element. this is surely true; it reveals the degree
to which scientific matters had at that time impacted the realm of belles lettres.
But it also indicates the chaotic beginnings of the form. For, as this disparate
list shows, it is impossible to find any single work that magically marks the
beginning of the genre. It is more a question of degree—how much, in any
given work, does science and the scientific worldview “re-write” fictional
themes and structures? It is by this yardstick that we will measure the origins
of sf in russia.

One significant starting point for the genre, however, is the moment at
which the purely imaginary voyage, itself a meaningful alteration of the actual
voyage of discovery, becomes a scientific journey. On such a voyage, one
ostensibly uses current technological devices to travel to some previously
inaccessible part of the world and gather data that will advance scientific
knowledge at home. Jules Verne, whose chief works come in the middle and
late 19th century, is considered the master of this form. Wells also used it in
The First Men in the Moon (1901) and greatly stretched its parameters of cred-
ibility in an earlier work, The Time Machine (1895).

russian literature, however, has its own, and very early, example of this
form: Osip Senkovsky’s  little- known work, The Fantastic Journeys of Baron
Brambeus (Fantasticheskie puteshestviya barona Brambeusa), first published
in 1833. Senkovsky (1800–1858) was an ethnic Pole, born in Lithuania, but
educated in russia. as a distinguished Orientalist at the University of Peters-
burg, he was able to take scientific journeys as a philologist to the Middle
east and asia. When a bookstore owner in Petersburg, aleksandr Smirdin,
invited him to  co- edit a new journal, The Library for Reading, a main feature
of which was the dissemination of new scientific ideas to the layman, he
became engaged in a literary project similar to Verne’s later collaboration
with the popular publisher  Pierre- Jules Hetzel.

In the pages of The Library for Reading, Senkovsky, using the pen name
Baron Brambeus, took up the cause of russian science against what he saw
as intellectual excesses and pedantries of the time, notably romanticism and
German idealism. the irony is that this champion of a fundamentally prag-
matic science was later disdained because of the satiric irreverence with which
he wrote. the socially progressive critic Vissarion Belinsky (1811–1848) called
him “a misanthrope, a hater of his fellow man” who makes “fun of everything
and especially persecutes enlightenment.”7 Other socially minded critics fol-
lowed suit. Immensely popular in his time, Senkovsky fell into obscurity. His
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Fantastic Journeys were republished in 1835 and included in his  nine- volume
collected works in 1858, and these editions went into the collections of his
university library in Petersburg and the central library in Moscow (later called
the Lenin Library), and possibly elsewhere, but they were not republished
again in russia—the Soviet Union—until 1989, just before the collapse. Inter-
est in Senkovsky nevertheless remained alive among the Formalist critics of
the 1920s, and the respected writer Veniamin Kaverin (1902–1989) published
his appreciation of Senkovsky in 1929 and 1966. new russian editions of
Senkovsky have appeared in our time. the journeys became available to the
 english- speaking world only in 1993 through the elegant and scholarly trans-
lation of Louis Pedrotti: Osip Senkovsky, The Fantastic Journeys of Baron
Brambeus.8

Senkovsky’s Journeys will be our touchstone text for the development of
russia’s unique form of “science fantasy.” Barely known in the West, it is a
key work for giving a clear sense of the lineage from which the scientific jour-
ney as a literary form derives, and for demonstrating the particular ways in
which the insular russian literary and cultural tradition “domesticated” 19th-
century scientific discovery, which was already international in nature. It was
first published as four pieces collected in the volume of 1833:

autumn Boredom
a Poetic Journey Over the Great, Wide World
a Scientific Journey to Bear Island
a Sentimental Journey to Mount etna

the first piece is an absurdist complaint against St. Petersburg during
the wet autumnal season, when the nocturnal darkness begins to return after
the summer white nights. the author considers and rejects one after another
ridiculous method for fighting the growing boredom: drowning himself in
the neva, getting an appointment as judge, getting married, living with ani-
mals, imitating animals, rereading his own works. “Oh, why can’t I marry a
parrot?” he sighs. “I’d be boundlessly happy with this bird that was created
for true friendship and perpetual agreeableness” (7). Intermittently, he crit-
icizes the persistent use of two obsolete pronouns that drive him crazy. Finally
he hits on the idea of sharing his writings with the reader, but only on the
condition that the reader first read his foreword. It begins:

I’ve yawned at nature and at art. I’ve eaten roast puppies and paradoxes. I’ve snacked
on Chârost [possibly a dish from a hotel of that name, possibly carrion] and bananas,
washing them down with a Madeira that crossed the equator eight times… [11].

all this nonsense serves to produce the right mood for stories of travel. thus
the book consists of a preface and three journeys.

the first and shortest journey, “Over the Great, Wide World,” describes
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the author’s trip through the russian empire, seen as a literature and culture
in thrall to French romanticism of the most decadent sort, what Senkovsky
calls the cult of “frenzied feelings.” the baron travels from the frigid north
to the sunny south in search of strong emotions, but finds in Moscow only
more boredom, regulations, and, in place of a once rugged and healthy people,
“a society that drunkenly dances the squat dance.” In Ukraine, he rides by
rye fields separated by groves, rye fields separated by groves, and so on, but
after a torrential rain he runs into “an ocean of mud.” His coachman jumps
down upon arrival in Odessa and disappears in it. the author is able to leave
the coach only by walking across a long plank extended by some citizens
from the sidewalk. He presents himself as an important person, a collegiate
secretary of the tenth rank, plays cards, wins suspiciously, and escapes a duel
by threatening to call the police, explaining that duels are now outlawed; he
runs with the money to his hotel and decides to avoid the police by hiding
in the quarantine station for people possibly infected with the plague. Here
the variety of nationalities—Greeks, Jews, Italians, and turks—makes him
think that he is in a suburb of Constantinople. He goes to his room, and “a
black cloud of enormous, emaciated, starving fleas” attacks him. they suck
the blood from his body, the peace from his mind, the happiness from his
heart, but in his agony and despair he experiences “a strong feeling, but a
feeling truly hellish, truly poetic.” and comes to a great reversal:

“Here is sublime poetry!” I exclaim with delight. “that Little russia mud was noth-
ing. real poetry can be found only in an Odessa quarantine station.” […] the mixed
sounds of turkish, Greek and Italian curl through the air in a cloud of tobacco
smoke, rising from the bowls of countless turkish pipes. the plague, the sultan, tsar-
grad and rods for beating people predominate as subjects of all conversations. all
ideas walk around in turbans and yellow slippers. all feelings sit  cross- legged on the
floor. […] add to this also the poetry of paradoxes expounded by travelling
observers, and you’ll agree there’s nothing on earth more pleasant than being infected
with the plague and placed under quarantine [23].

after fifteen days he is finally cleared and, inspired by his experience, takes
a ship on the Black Sea to the real Constantinople. Informed in advance by
a Greek nobleman, Bolvanopoulos (bolvan in russian means “blockhead”),
that turks act intelligently by doing the opposite of what is done in other
lands (for example, they read the Koran from the opposite side of the page,
make decisions first and seek the reason for them afterwards), and that  nine-
tens of the good done in the world is done by mistake, Brambeus embarks
on a series of adventures that proceed on the principle of contradiction. He
falls in love with the daughter of a certain Signor Petracchi and experiences
such fires of passion that he wishes eugène Sue, Victor Hugo, and Honoré
de Balzac were with him to describe it. For example:
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I return home in a heavenly rapture from seeing her, leaping over the bloody, decapi-
tated, bluish corpses of executed giaours lying on the street corners in piles of dung,
and my heart contracts and palpitates like a frog’s leg that is being stimulated by the
action of a galvanic cell. […] In what other land does love provide so many and such
lofty and strong poetic feelings? Here my heart experiences incessant irritation. Here
I can feel. I’m alive [31].

the lovers are stirred into such a fire of passion that they fail to watch the
brazier and set a fire that burns down the entire quarter of the city, destroying
9580 houses. their first kiss is ineffable, beyond all description, especially
when she confesses that she is stricken with the plague, so that the baron
exclaims what “happiness this is, what an unearthly feeling [….] With our
last kiss we may dissolve into pus, which people will handle with caution and
dispose of with disgust” (37).

He wakes up later in another room amid smoldering ashes, smoking
borax and straw, covered with cheap olive oil. His beloved’s body has been
carried away. He is attended by a learned doctor who lectures him on politics
and history. “and the stupider I grew,” exults the baron, “the more learned I
became.” at the end of his story he has become a scholar ready to tell about
his scientific journey. (38–39)

Obviously the purpose of all these extreme excitations, contradictions,
and disasters is to spoof the romantic vogue for the ailleurs and the rash of
“italienische reisen” and “voyages en Orient” that the vogue engendered.
the serious message to the russian reader echoes emerson’s maxim: “the
soul is no traveller.”9 and the author’s sly purpose is to cleanse the landscape
of illusions in order to prepare for the next voyage, clearly scientific this time.

But before we examine the second voyage, let us briefly consider the
third, “a Sentimental Journey to Mount etna.” the baron consults the diary
of a trip he took to Italy in 1829 and discovers that he married “the divine
Signora Patapucci at a station two stops from naples.” How could he have
forgotten? no matter, he recalls that he left “Signora Brambeus” in Messina,
where she felt at home, and met up with an old Finnish companion, Count
B., whereupon he decided to climb Mt. etna with him, his sister and a Swede.
the group hires a guide and mules, and sets off from nicolasi, a town in the
foothills, with “ten pairs of new shoes and thirty bottles of old wine.” the
narrative combines factual detail, realistic description of the terrain and fan-
ciful events.

On the way, the baron draws closer to the sister, who turns out to be an
Italian from Genoa named Giulietta. at the mouth of the volcano, the baron
sits hugging Giulietta, and the Swede, who is jealous, pushes him in. the
baron slides down cooled lava canals all the way to the center of the earth,
where he discovers people who live and move about upside down. He is curi-
ous, philosophically, how one can live in an  upside- down world, but suddenly
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loses his weight, crashes around (like an astronaut in zero gravity), and
becomes disoriented. the romantic quest has led to hard realities. But again,
as in the first journey, he learns to think by the principle of contradiction: if
a stupid man is the opposite of an intelligent one, you can turn him upside
down, and he will be smart. Brambeus is helped to step down onto the earth
that has been a ceiling for him, and at once he understands German and Ger-
man philosophy. He converses, makes friends and gets married, but then
subterranean explosions thrust him upward and out of Mt. Vesuvius, and
into a coach riding in naples. Fortunately, he lands on his wife’s suitor, killing
him, and is reunited with his  above- ground spouse, and they ride on to rome.
thereafter, he likes to walk on the ceiling after breakfast, but is dissuaded
from doing so by the Holy Inquisition, which has begun to regard him as a
heretic and Satanist.

this third journey, however ridiculous, responds to real, contemporary
scientific issues, such as the interest of the new “earth science” in volcanic
upheavals and geologic periods. In its way, it is a precursor to Verne’s Voyage
au centre de la terre (1864). Yet the choice of etna as the entry point, rather
than a barren place like Iceland, evokes certain patently romantic preoccu-
pations of the period—notably, an interest in the “history” of lost civilizations,
raised by archeological excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum in the first
decades of the 18th century. a different mode of idealism is at play in the
yearning to relocate utopian societies in “antediluvian” places, lost islands of
peace and perfection in an otherwise turbulent course of history. Science
serves in this context as a magic wand, decoding stones and mysterious mark-
ings on caves and walls, bringing to life forgotten worlds before the fall. a
vestige of this motive remains with arne Saknussemm’s “runes” in Verne’s
Voyage au centre de la terre.

this motive comes to the fore in the second, not the third journey of
Baron Brambeus: “a Scientific Journey to Bear Island.” this is the one that
primarily concerns us. It is three times longer than the first and twice as long
as the third. and, as the only specifically named scientific journey, it is framed
by two questionably motivated and scientifically absurd excursions. On this
journey Baron Brambeus is accompanied by a certain Dr. Spurtzmann, a
pedantic scientist of German origin. It follows that German idealism is the
target of satire in this voyage. the author aims particularly at the supposedly
scientific method of a now very obscure russian philosopher, philologist and
academician, Daniil Vellansky (1774–1847). He was a disciple of Friedrich
Schelling (1775–1854), and as the man who introduced Schelling to russia
he was given honorary degrees in subjects he knew nothing about, such as
medicine. nevertheless, he lectured on them, but, as his students complained,
very abstractly. His chief work was Experimental, Observational and Specu-
lative Physics (Opytnaya, nablyudatel’naya i umozritel’naya fizika, 1831). the
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arguments of Dr. Spurtzmann in the narrative demonstrate that Vellansky’s
idealist “science” begins its investigation of physical nature from the wrong
end, starting with the idea and deducing physical laws from it, rather than
inductively constructing hypotheses from the observation of nature. Such a
process works only in an  upside- down world, a world in which Immanuel
Kant and Friedrich Schelling are instantly comprehensible.

the narrative, contrary to the preface and other two journeys, begins
in a realistic manner. the tone is comparatively serious—humorous but not
preposterous and absurd. Here is the first paragraph in Pedrotti’s translation:

On april 14, 1828, we set off from Irkutsk toward the northeast on the longest of my
journeys, and in the first days of June we arrived at the Berendin Station after travel-
ling on horseback for more than a thousand versts [600 miles]. My companion, Doc-
tor of Philosophy Spurtzmann, a distinguished naturalist but a poor rider, had
become completely exhausted and could not continue the journey. nothing more
amusing could be imagined than this venerable observer of nature, hunched over his
emaciated horse and laden on all sides with rifles, pistols, barometers, thermometers,
snake skins, beaver tails, gophers and birds packed in straw. He had fastened a cer-
tain species of hawk on his cap, since he lacked room on his back and chest. In the
villages through which we rode the superstitious Yakuts, taking him for a great trav-
elling shaman, reverently offered him kumiss [fermented mare’s milk] and dried fish,
and they tried their best to get him to practice just a bit of shamanism on them. the
doctor lost his temper and cursed the Yakuts in German. assuming that he was
speaking to them in the sacred tibetan tongue and that he did not understand any
other language, they showed him even more respect and even more persistently
begged him to drive the devil out of them. We couldn’t help laughing almost the
whole time that we were travelling [41].

their trek is neither to the romantic south, nor to an inverted world like
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), but to a real wasteland, the tundra
of Siberia. On the way, the baron tells the doctor about his enthusiasm for
the French egyptologist  Jean- François Champollion, the man who deciphered
the rosetta Stone. (His report was published in 1824, but he died in 1832, and
his system was not yet in use at the time of Senkovsky’s story.) Brambeus
claims to have learned the method and tries to teach it to Spurtzmann, but
finds that it is hard to do so on horseback. In Yakutsk they proceed north up
the Lena river to the arctic Ocean. Here there is a bay with Bear Island,
named after the indigenous polar bear population. their guide is Ivan
antonovich Strabinskikh, Chief assayer of Mines, a trained scientist on a
mission to survey the surrounding area. their purpose is to hunt for fossils
in a famous cave, accessible only by bear path. they reach it, enter and dis-
cover the bones of plesiosaurs and “antediluvian dogs.” Brambeus, however,
wanders into another chamber and discovers egyptian hieroglyphs on the
walls. Immediately he believes he can read them. He calls in Dr. Spurtzmann,
who believes he can read them too. they start arguing over the decipherment;
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Spurtzmann tries to make the title correspond to Schelling; Brambeus insists
that they read it without adornment, and translates it: Notes of the Last Ante-
diluvian Man. With an uncertain agreement, the baron begins to decipher
the four long walls of the cave, dictating his translation to the doctor. they
stop from time to time to argue over the decipherment and interpret the
story. this story from before the flood takes up easily  three- quarters of the
second journey and forms the heart of the book.

It also follows themes from Mary Shelley’s novels. the narrator Walton
in Frankenstein is seeking a warm or hyperborean land in the midst of the
frozen russian arctic. Brambeus discovers that this same icy north, whose
history is now being revealed in hieroglyphs, was at a lost moment in the
past a land of palm trees and easy living. and the “historian” of this tale, the
antediluvian who wrote on the walls of the cave, claims to be a lone survivor,
like the hero of Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), whose travail at the end
of the 21st century is prophesied by a sybil on painted leaves found in a cave
near naples.

the lone survivor in Senkovsky’s tale reveals that Bear Island was once
a mountain peak; it was turned into an island by a flood, which itself was
caused by a cosmic catastrophe: a comet striking the earth. It happens that
the year 1835 was the date of the predicted return of Halley’s Comet. this
prediction aroused both scientific and popular imaginations at the time, and
Senkovsky plays up the occasion, virtually inventing what was to be the later
sf theme of  disaster- by-comet-impact, where such a body either hits the
earth, or more commonly misses it by just a little. Pedrotti notes that H.G.
Wells, in his novel In the Days of the Comet (1906), responds to the next pre-
dicted return of Halley’s comet on its 76-year cycle. american writers Larry
niven and Jerry Pournelle do likewise in Lucifer’s Hammer (1977), anticipating
the next return in 1986. Gregory Benford and David Brin pick up the theme
in Heart of the Comet (1986). Scientists of Senkovsky’s time were beginning
to be fascinated by the evolutionary possibility of geological upheavals due
to volcanic activity and the impact of extraterrestrial bodies. Beneath such
speculation, however, lay the old Biblical paradigm of the Deluge, the fall
after the Fall. and in Senkovsky’s account there is more than a hint that this
lost civilization is simply another Sodom and Gomorrah, a place of ease and
sin calling down divine retribution.

Brambeus and Spurtzmann read the tale of the antediluvian last man
with relish. they embrace its sad conclusion less out of scientific rigor than
a desire for fame, a desire to be both scientific and popular, because the tale
is not only scientifically significant, but also simply a “good story.” In fact,
the reader is tipped off early in the journey to their personal designs and
possible lack of objectivity. the two travelers, a bit like Verne’s Lidenbrock,
are more theoreticians than experimental scientists.
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From the Baron’s first impressions of Siberia, we sense that he wants to
see a warm land:

the weather was clear and hot. the Lena and its banks had long continued to delight
us with their beauty. Here was a genuine panorama formed tastefully from the most
peculiar sights to be found in all the universe [49].

thus, though they pose as objective scientists, Senkovsky’s explorers remain
romantics and idealists. Comet and cataclysm are real possibilities, but the
discovery of an egyptian climate and culture in northern Siberia is much less
plausible.

the same is true for the story of the last survivor that now unfolds. It
is told by Shabakhubosaar, a nobleman in Khukhurun, the capital city of
Barabia. the country is waging a war against  Sakh- Shukh, a black state in
the area now called novaya Zemlya, with the aim of subjugating the blacks,
turning them into eunuchs, and using them to keep the untrustworthy Bara-
bian wives at home while the men go out and find younger ones. the hero,
not married, is madly in love with the beautiful Sayana, who has many admir-
ers and must be watched every minute. His former teacher and frequent com-
panion is the chief astronomer of the city, the hunchback Shimshik, who has
a pointed beard and wears a top hat. He has seen the approaching comet and
predicted that it will strike the earth, but he is more interested in proving
himself right against a competitor astronomer than in warning the citizens.
Shimshik, in fact, with his  logic- twisting pedantry, is almost a mirror image
of Dr. Spurtzmann. the readers of these walls seem to be reading about them-
selves. at one point, Spurtzmann even proposes, in a footnote to the hiero-
glyphic text, “to write from Irkutsk a report to the University of Göttingen
about the scientific services of the Hofrat Shimshik” (108).

as the story goes on, the hero overcomes numerous obstacles to win the
hand of Sayana, but after their marriage the comet, which has constantly
been growing, crashes into the earth. the account on the walls describes the
ruination of a once happy society: earthquakes, floods, fires, people forming
groups and killing each other, then eating each other. the hero, separated
from his new wife, heads for high ground, as does she, not without finding
a lover on the way; they reunite in the cave on Bear Island. as the stores of
food are consumed, the number of survivors dwindles. Sayana dies of star-
vation in Shabakhubosaar’s arms. as the ice closes in around the cave, he—
the sole survivor, the last man—is compelled to eat her. His last words: “I’m
freezing. I’m dy…” (122)

the story of the Siberian flood is finished. It has taken the two scientists
six days of steady work to decipher and transcribe it. they give orders to pre-
pare to depart. their fame and glory in europe are assured. they celebrate
in the chamber of hieroglyphics with their last two bottles of champagne:
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“now let’s drink to the health of genial, scientific and industrious Germany,” I said to
my companion, pouring out a second glass.

“Well, and now to the health of great, mighty and hospitable russia,” my courteous
companion said, resorting to the bottle again.

“Long live floods!” I cried.
“Long live hieroglyphs!” the doctor cried.
“May comparative anatomy and all scientific theories flourish forever!” I

exclaimed.
“May all scientific researchers, Bear Island and polar bears flourish!” the doctor

exclaimed [124].

the two go on exulting and shouting hurrah, raising toasts to “red-haired
mammoths, mastodons and egyptologists,” but strong winds blow up and
delay their departure for three days. When the winds die down, the chief
assayer, Ivan antonovich, having completed his surveys elsewhere, arrives
by boat from across the bay. they tell him about their great discovery and
the ancient history of Siberia revealed on the cave walls. He is amazed and
incredulous. He has never seen egyptian hieroglyphics in Siberia before.
they lead him to the cave so that he can see for himself.

Ivan antonovich bears the surname Strabinskikh—derived from the
French word strabisme, squinting,  near- sighted. (russian has borrowed the
word: strabizm.) therefore he examines the hieroglyphics closely:

He walked around the entire room, pushed his nose right up to each wall, craned his
neck back, carefully inspected the ceiling and once again turned to the walls. In his
face we read wonderment combined with some kind of mineralogocial joy, and we
nudged each other, taking sly pleasure in the impressions that he was experiencing.
He adjusted the candle in his lantern and once more walked around the room. We
remained silent.

Unexpectedly, the assayer asks where are the hieroglyphs. He receives the
reply that they are there, all over the walls. He replies:

“You call these hieroglyphs?” the amazed Ivan antonovich said with a drawl. “this is
the crystallization of a stalagmite that we in mineralogy call glyphic or pictorial”
[127].

the  would- be readers of hieroglyphics are stunned. they object, and Ivan
antonovich answers with a full paragraph of scientific fact enumerating in
which countries the stalagmites have been found, the different types of
designs their crystallization produces, and the numerous false interpretations
that have been made of them over the years. the joyful explorers are “com-
pletely shattered by this unexpected eruption of lithological erudition,” and
turn on each other. Spurtzmann accuses Brambeus of propagandizing Cham-
pollion and his system, claiming that he never really believed it or the trans-
lation that Brambeus was dictating. Brambeus retorts that if he didn’t believe
in it, Spurtzmann should not have added his commentary and wanted to
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make Shimshik an honorary fossil member of the University of Göttingen.
Meanwhile the assayer begins to chip off stalagmites to take back for scientific
display in Petersburg.

thus romantic reverie shatters on hard facts and hard science, just as
foreign theories fall silent when confronted by a real russian man of the land,
his native “drawl” silencing the affected teutonisms and French imports. Yet
the baron is incorrigible:

It’s not my fault if nature plays around in such a way that considerable good sense
can be made of her silly jokes, in accordance with the rules of Champollion’s gram-
mar [129].

and Dr. Spurtzmann, despite his indignation, asks to have the translation,
which is written in his hand. But Baron Brambeus refuses: he plans to publish
it himself (in the very collection being read), and even with the doctor’s com-
mentary. Here ends the “scientific journey” and its unmasking of  pseudo-
science, of which there will be many examples in the next two centuries ahead.

From Senkovsky’s “Scientific Journey to Bear Island” we get not only a
fantastic, satiric and amusing story, but a sense of what the particular russian
form of “science fantasy” is and will remain, right down to the work of the
Strugatskys. Foreign enthusiasms and theories must be put to the test of
nature, in the form of the hard and vast russian land and its people. Yet we
sense that it is only because theories of this sort are calqued on this unlikely
terrain that its writers come to see the degree that “nature plays around”
with us, forcing preposterous and yet uncanny synchronicities such as this
extended overlapping of Champollion and meaningless natural glyphs. In a
crazy way, we go beyond the Cartesian duality of mind and matter, and are
asked to consider a  both- and form of logic. the marks tell the guide Ivan
antonovich that nature will not be read according to our designs. at the
same time they offer a coherent narrative to the two enthusiasts of Cham-
pollion. But however comforting this narrative may seem to them, it remains
ultimately a fantasy, and as such a story that must eventually bow to the cold
equations of fire and material indifference.

If Senkovsky reveals russian attitudes toward science in the 19th century
to be at odds with those of the dominant scientific cultures of Britain and
France, he suggests affinities, even parallels, with the other “frontier” culture
and land of vast expanses: the United States of america. an important place
of such confluence may be a shared response to German metaphysics, or
more accurately, to the problem of a conjunction between physics and idea,
with which Kant wrestled in such concepts as the “synthetic a priori.” the
encounter of the baron and Ivan antonovich is echoed in Poe’s scientific
hoaxes. Here some preposterous hypothesis is set forth in empirical terms,
with the goal of bringing a reader to inscribe it into the realm of physical
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probability. But while the norm here remains a material one, elsewhere in
Poe, as in the “occurrences” of ambrose Bierce, or in the romance quest of
dreamers like ahab to transcend physical limits, we find a similar alternate,
and parallel, reading of the book of nature. But if a vision such as emerson’s
transcendentalism arises in the U.S., where the move from individual center
to ideal circumference is secularized as a dynamic of “undulation,” an inter-
play of power and form, russian writers drifted toward the form of uncanny
 co- habitation—“heimlich-unheimlich”—outlined by German philosopher
Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert (1780–1860), author of Views From the Night
Side of the Sciences (Ansichten von der Nachtseite der Naturwissenschaften,
1808).

It is significant that all three journeys of Baron Brambeus are prefaced
by a section entitled “the Boredom of autumn.” the physical place that gen-
erates all these modes of exploration, even the scientific, is St. Petersburg—
“Peter’s city.” this is Peter the Great’s Western enlightenment construct of
cold stone. through a feat of Western technology, and with the bones of slave
labor, the city reclaimed the marshes and broke through—in Pushkin’s
phrase—a “window on the West,” which means a window on modern europe
and modern science.10 But to Brambeus this city is mechanical and sterile in
contrast to Slavic, wooden Moscow. It will be the same to Gogol, Dostoevsky
and andrei Bely, writers who domesticated—or made their own—e.t.a.
Hoffmann’s sense of the “night side” of bourgeois rationalism in their native
rationalist nightmare.

It is surely no accident that in one of their later novels, Definitely Maybe
(1977), the Strugatskys return from outer space and locales in alternate history
to contemporary Leningrad, the name St. Petersburg acquired after Lenin’s
death in January 1924. (It recovered Peter’s name after the Soviet collapse in
august 1991.) Here in the novel, side by side, we have the physical ordering
of Peter’s plan overlaid with Marxist state “rationalism,” plus uncontrolled
noise in the form of unending white nights, endless dust, trees that grow
huge overnight in the confines of dank courtyards. In terms of the relation
of theory to nature, we find Brambeus’s situation again. For here it seems
that so many models for studying and controlling nature have been formu-
lated that nature itself is forced to react to them, disrupting all the theories
and systems that seek to read its “text.” Brambeus’s universe, long before that
of this novel’s hero, Vecherovsky, is “homeostatic,” ultimately forced to restore
equilibrium in the face of destabilization, which in this case results from too
much scientific theorizing itself.

With Senkovsky as with the Strugatskys, the reader remains suspended
inconclusively between two equally inadequate visions. On the one hand,
there are the theorists of homeostasis, who turn the inscrutable face of matter
into a “good story.” On the other, there are the squinty pragmatists like Ivan
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antonovich, flawed by his materialist shortsightedness. this makes the reader
hesitate, for which of these is the true “reader” of nature? What if nature’s
“script” is ultimately inscrutable to human logic? Or worse, what if, as
Vecherovsky thinks, those patterns are less random than malevolent, directed
specifically against human beings and their desire to advance learning?

this same feeling of generalized malevolence—in the form of boredom,
official indifference, the stultifying impenetrability of bureaucratic institu-
tions and language—seeps through the rational façades of Peter’s city. It is
the same force of inertia that besets Brambeus, that frames and closes upon
his journeys. But even so—and this is another lesson that Brambeus teaches
us—it is better to have an enemy to fight than an intangible “law” against
which we can merely protest, and are left to wander in a Kafkaesque maze
of theoretical arguments. Vecherovsky decides to leave the city and go to the
Pamir mountains, where the processes of mind and life are slower. the rus-
sian title of the novel translated as Definitely Maybe—Za millard let do kontsa
sveta—means “a billion years to the end of the world.” and Vecherovsky’s
last words tell us: “there’s a lot … that can be done in a billion years if we
don’t give up and understand, understand and don’t give up.”11

the english title may not fit this novel, but it does offer an accurate
description of the nature of the russian science fantasy we have been tracing
from Senkovsky to the Strugatskys. Here knowledge is not purely a function
of reason or ratiocinative powers. It is tied as well to endurance, to surviving
the contradictions and paradoxes that beset mankind’s attempts to under-
stand its world, a world where natural forces and social contexts interact and
intermingle. Scientific advancement occurs here in a slow time (we have bil-
lions of years) that permits the search for knowledge to loop endlessly back
through primitive or atavistic points of contact. as with antaeus, son of
Poseidon and Gaia, these points provide the means of  re- energizing human
aspirations when sole adherence to either pole—rational or mystical—tends
to stultify such aspirations.

the sf landscape we are exploring remains unclassifiable in terms of
good and evil, because it is subject to a process of endless reversal that con-
founds all such judgments. Why not imagine an antediluvian egypt nested
in the barren rocks and caves of the  present- day Siberian wasteland? Or per-
haps the resurgence of figures and happenings out of russian folk legend in
a city build by reason in an otherwise improbable location? Or unregenerate
barbarism emerging at the center of the Marxist plan to  re- engineer in
rational manner other interplanetary cultures? Behind such questions lies
the paradox of “definitely maybe,” where if there is a hope of ever knowing
anything, it is dependent on human steadfastness, not “giving up,” in the face
of the only law possible in such a universe—that of continuous reversal and
surprise. this is what, in russian scientific fiction, links pure reason to
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 animism and anthropocentrism; the world of space travel to that of native
forests and tundra; the certainty of technology to fantasy, rational to para-
normal phenomena.

In terms of this undulating process, Senkovsky’s work contains the seed
of the Strugatskys’ fiction. In fact, the stages of the brothers’ career seem
almost to unfold in like order from the domains of the baron’s journeys. their
first works are  space- opera adaptations, travels over “wide worlds” of space
and time to distant solar systems. they range from stories that resemble
american “juvenile” sf—for example, the long story “Destination: amal theia”
(1960) and the  space- cadet novel Space Apprentice (Stazhory, 1962)—to the
more troubling stories gathered under the title Noon: 22nd Century (1962)
and the novel Far Rainbow (1963). In parallel with the Baron’s “poetic” jour-
ney, we find, in a work like Hard to Be a God (1964), young idealists pursuing
the romantic idea of guiding history in parallel human cultures on distant
planets so as to avoid the struggle between capitalism and communism, and
bring them bloodlessly to the socialist classless state. But what these idealists
discover, for all their efforts, is that human nature remains unpredictable,
intractable, perhaps fundamentally evil. their humanitarian, Sovietizing
efforts result in more venality and misery, into which they are physically
plunged.

While Senkovsky’s tone is universally satirical, the Strugatskys’ tone, as
befits the Bildung model behind these tales of men coming of age, remains
sober and didactic, with a tinge of the elegaic. Yet there is an analogous inter-
play of centrifugal and centripetal impulsions, where outward expansion is
inexorably linked to contraction, as the human agent of change comes to
grips with the harsh realities and limits of its human condition. the Stru-
gatsky stories, in a manner that conflates the “future history” cycle with the
juvenile space epic, present characters that, as they mature, recur from one
narrative to the other.

thus in the story “the Meeting” (in Noon: 22nd Century), Pol Gnadykh,
whose younger self we have met in previous stories, is now at the end of his
adult career as an interplanetary zoologist. His job is to capture or kill spec-
imens on outlying planets. “the Meeting” describes his visit to a museum to
visit the remains of a creature he shot years before, when he was a more
impulsive or “romantic” youth. He has since been troubled by the thought
that this being was not just an animal, but a sentient alien. In the intervening
years his youthful companion Sasha, now director of this museum, has sought
to convince him that it was just an animal, all the while knowing that Pol is
correct, that it was something more—an alien. as they stand over the case
containing the skull of the being, Sasha traces in the dust on the case the
word sapiens.

Granted, stories like this strongly reflect—as youth epics—Marxist-
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Leninist ideology, where it is not the far but the near target that counts, and
where human progress always takes precedence over more “exotic” issues like
an alien encounter. Yet a bitter irony is suggested for the Marxist hand that
would trace the words Homo sapiens on the face of the universe. For here, as
with the lost illusions of Senkovsky’s protagonist, the word “knowledge,”
when associated with mankind and its condition, must invariably be one of
contradictions and limits. Where all lives in the universe are modeled on
mankind, these lives as well must be nasty, brutish, and short.

this is the lesson another  grown- up youth of the Strugatskys, Gor-
bovsky, learns in Far Rainbow. In this novel, he and the crew of “spacers” are
trapped on planet rainbow, which offers striving humankind no pot of gold,
but immanent destruction as a mysterious “Wave,” caused by scientists pur-
suing  over- the-edge experiments with natural forces, consumes this world.
extreme Science has triggered a real “homeostatic universe” response. Gor-
bovsky and others must come to grips with their mortality. In accepting to
use the little rocket fuel remaining to evacuate the children, and staying
behind themselves, they are opting for a future. But this is a future that joins
their own youthful past. Instead of following the scientists, and seeking
change, expansion of human knowledge and possibility, they choose to con-
firm, and thus close, the circle of life, with its intrinsic limitations.

thus neither soul nor body is a traveler in these works. the subsequent
group of Strugatsky novels, from Hard to Be a God (1964) to the Maxsim
Kammerer novels—the fascinating Prisoners of Power (Obitaemyi ostrov,
1969) and its sequel, The Time Wanderers (Volny gasyat veter, 1986)—follow
Senkovsky both in launching adult heroes on scientific journeys and in send-
ing them not to far planets or places, so much as to alternate historical con-
texts.12 the “discovery” on Bear Island is a supposedly lost episode of human
history that recorded an egyptian culture in Siberia before a cataclysm, and
its “recovery” and refutation, in a sense, reaffirm the cyclic nature of that his-
tory.

and so with a work like Hard to Be a God, where spacetime traveling
“social engineers,” men writing their own hieroglyphs on the walls of worlds,
discover a humanoid planet where society appears to be evolving along lines
predicted by Marxist theory. this society is at what that theory defines as the
early medieval stage, and the opportunity seems ripe to help it evolve to the
communist state without going through the upheavals and cataclysms of
human history on earth—the rise of the bourgeoisie, capitalist expansion
and the proletarian revolution. the Strugatskys’ scientists learn, however,
that as with comets and floods there are forces in nature that remain
intractable to peaceful transition. What is more, these forces prove ironically
to be centered less in material nature or res extensa than in human nature
itself, something Marxist positivism rejects. the refined  proto–egyptian
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world of Brambeus learns in the end that a cannibal lurks in the bosom of
all mankind. and Strugatsky protagonists like Don rumata and Maksim dis-
cover, beneath whatever veneer their rational science spreads, that human
beings are essentially violent, barbarous and unregenerate. In a less than sub-
tle way, russian tradition overtakes Marxist doctrine in these novels. the
“noon” of  twenty- second century socialism has reverted to medieval dark-
ness.

the baron’s last voyage, after the Bear Island adventure, is the sentimen-
tal one. It turns neither outward nor backward, but inward, down Mt. etna
into the boiling world of nature, growth, passion. at the same time, in the
 upside- down world Brambeus encounters, it associates the natural world of
growth and change with folk tale and fantasy. In this way the sentimental
journey of Brambeus sets the coordinates for other, later Strugatsky novels,
such as Monday Begins on Saturday (Ponedel’nik nachinayetsya v subbotu,
1965) and Snail on the Slope (Ulitka na sklone, 1965–1968). In the latter novel,
the scientific institution, now called the Directorate, is located in the midst
of a primeval forest that is falling under the power of a female entity called
the accession. the interplay between the two interacting worlds—science
and primeval fantasy—tends to cancel out impulsions, so that progressive
tendencies and the uplifting of human life through rational science are exactly
offset by the regressive forces of life forms sinking back into primeval ooze.
the dominant image in this work is the slope, and if mankind is going to
survive on it, it is as a snail—the slow trek of struggling humanity for the bil-
lion years before the end of the world.

this model of entwined, alternate and interacting worlds—scientific
and fantastic—dominates the Strugatsky novels of the 1970s: The Ugly Swans
(Gadkie lebedi, 1966–1967), Roadside Picnic (Piknik na obochine, 1972), and
finally Definitely Maybe (1977).these works lead naturally back from primeval
forest and bog to the quagmires of bureaucratic society, from the vast russian
countryside to the urban landscape of Senkovsky’s modern city of Peter. Fan-
tasy no longer needs an abode in nature, for we need only look, as the Stru-
gatskys do in penetrating fashion, at the bureaucratic dictates of Stalin, who
declared by fiat that genetics and relativity were erroneous, and backed up
his dictates with mass murder. For the Strugatskys, the promise of a Soviet
realism yields to the drab streets of Soviet Moscow or Leningrad, where reality
is so  soul- destroying that it summons up, as a necessary counterpoint, wildly
fantastical occurrences.
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Looking Backward
Soviet Utopianism

and  Post- Soviet Dystopias

Stephen W. Potts

a half century has passed since the Golden age of Soviet science fiction.
It began with the  so- called thaw, following the 1956 twentieth Party Congress
where Khrushchev denounced Stalin and commenced  de–Stalinization. as
part of that process, he produced “a new Party Program including an explicit
timetable for Soviet entry into the [final] stage of communism,” in part “an
attempted remedy for the psychological malaise within the Soviet Party result-
ing from  de–Stalinization and the Party’s changing role in managing society.”
Jerome Gilison finds this project “highly indicative of Khrushchev’s leadership
style, which was chiefly characterized by perpetual, undaunted optimism, a
deep faith in the system he led, and the certainty that any goal could be
reached if only people could be sensibly organized to overcome minor,
insignificant obstacles.”1 He thus set goals that could only be considered
utopian, for example, that the Soviet Union’s economy would surpass that of
the United States by 1970; income would rise by 150 percent while the work
week would shrink to 36 hours (Gilison 93). His timetables, of course, turned
out to be overly optimistic and ultimately unachievable. nevertheless, the
utopian promise of Khrushchev’s program influenced a generation of Soviet
intellectuals who came of age in the 1960s and who embraced the ideal of
“socialism with a human face.” they are still known as the shestdesyatniks,
from shestdesyat’, the russian word for “sixty.”

In the West we have always associated Soviet socialism with utopianism,
but utopianism per se is formally discouraged in Marxist theory. In his own
time Marx disparaged utopias, whether fictional ones like William Morris’s
News from Nowhere (1890) or  real- world efforts like those of robert Owens.
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Marx criticized utopianism as a literary and philosophical movement rooted
in pure idealism, in contrast to the scientific basis of communism. as he
asserted, “I write no recipes for the cookshops of the future.”2 While utopia
sought to dictate social organization, communism would evolve naturally
out of historical conditions. Utopia depended on the primacy of the state;
communism would lead to the state’s “withering away.” and while utopias
tend to portray a terminal state of static perfection, Marx regarded “commu-
nism not as the end but as the beginning of a human history…. [t]he conflict
between the forces and relations of production would still continue under
communism, even if revolutions themselves would have become a thing of
the past.”3

In the opinion of some modern commentators, however, Marx protests
too much. according to Gilison, he in fact “shares with the [utopians] an
optimism about the potentiality of human beings for essential perfectability”
(29). Marx’s vision of the future, for all his denials, “is the only utopia which
has ever become the guiding principle for directed, planned social change in
a modern mass society” (34). For John Hoffman, Marxism is “utopian simply
because it poses an alternative to a particular status quo” (59). Such critics
point to theorists Karl Mannheim and ernst Bloch, contemporaries of Stalin,
who argue for the restoration of utopian expectations into Marxist thought,
because without them “man would lose his will to shape history and therewith
his ability to understand it.”4

From the beginning, however, Soviet policy had to depart from theory.
Lenin recognized he had inherited a nation of peasants with a poorly devel-
oped capitalist economy and a poorly organized urban proletariat. He thus
justified a strong state with set goals as a means to instill “the elementary
rules of social intercourse” in the masses so that they would “become accus-
tomed to observing them without force, without coercion, without subordi-
nation, without the special apparatus for coercion called the state” (quoted in
Gilison 50), thus setting society on the road to perfect stateless communism.
Gilison even suggests that “if one gives it credit for utopian aspirations, there
is some logic in the attempts of the Soviet regime to isolate the country from
foreign, corrupting influences” (31). as aldous Huxley has one of his char-
acters observe in his utopian Island (1962), “So long as it remains out of touch
with the rest of the world, an ideal society can be a viable society.”5 Under
Khrushchev utopian aspirations were “a motivation for directing social ener-
gies” through “the extrapolation of ideal future goals from immediate, present
efforts” (Gilison 17); furthermore, “present deprivations can be justified by
future compensations, present shortages by future surpluses, present sacrifices
by future rewards” (54).

Literature was embraced in the Soviet Union as a means of education
and propaganda. as part of his program to modernize the masses, Lenin
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even promoted science fiction to encourage positive images of future society
and technological progress. not much was published—the bumper year was
1927, with 46 sf titles of all lengths6—but among the output were a few com-
munist utopias: Okunev’s Coming World (1926), nikol’sky’s In a Thousand
Years (1928), and Larri’s Land of the Happy (1931). In general, however, Lenin
discouraged utopian interpretations of Soviet socialism, as much to lower
expectations as to adhere to Marxist orthodoxy. When Stalin came to power,
science fiction was one of the many domains that suffered retrenchment, as
the regime suppressed  long- term speculation about the future in favor of
“short-sighted, pedestrian sf which provided popular illustrations of the con-
tributions that Soviet inventors, scientists, and engineers were supposed to
be making toward the fulfillment of the current  Five- Year Plan.”7

Khrushchev’s liberalization, although directed at economic activity and
daily life, inevitably impacted the cultural sphere. after all, Soviet publishing
took its cues from the Party, which regularly handed down guidelines on pre-
ferred and proscribed topics. to a large extent, however, publishing was  self-
policing, with the Writers’ Union, founded in 1936 and including authors,
editors, and publishers, monitoring the output of its members. In pursuit of
Khrushchev’s agenda, writers were given license to attack the excesses of Stal-
inism, especially in the dominant mode of socialist realism, which often por-
trayed scientists as heroes. But Soviet science fiction also responded quickly
to the thaw, not just to the utopian expectations of Khrushchev’s economic
and social agenda but to the early triumphs of the Soviet space program,
especially the 1957 launching of Sputnik and the 1961 flight of Yuri Gagarin.
the genre benefited from increased openness to the West, as western fiction,
including science fiction, appeared in translation. By the 1960s russian fans
were enjoying asimov, Bradbury, Sheckley, and Vonnegut, alongside others
like Bester, Clarke, Simak, and even Heinlein.

the Soviet Golden age began when Yefremov’s Andromeda Nebula was
serialized in 1957 in the popular science magazine Tekhnika molodyozhi (Tech-
nology for Youth). the story inspired a typical ideological debate, with a con-
servative economic journal questioning its utopian assumptions and the
Writers’ Union organ Literaturnaya gazeta defending it. Its hardcover pub-
lication in 1958 by Molodaya Gvardia (Young Guard), one of the three edu-
cational publishers that handled science fiction, presumes official approval.
an english version from the Soviet Foreign Languages Publishing House
appeared in 1959 as Andromeda: A  Space- Age Tale.8 Yefremov depicts a  space-
faring humanity nearly 1000 years in the future, when the earth has evolved
a smoothly running communist society. the civilization enjoys a global com-
puter network that provides international  audio- visual connectivity and that
allows access to entire libraries, facilitated by a circle of communication satel-
lites in orbit over the earth’s equator. the planet is being engineered for max-
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imum productivity, while spaceships devoted to scientific exploration travel
to other stars. While the  light- speed barrier has not been conquered, humans
are  long- lived enough, at 170 years, that committing half a century to a single
round trip voyage proves an acceptable sacrifice. Contact has been made with
alien species, but mostly via the Great ring, an  audio- visual web spanning
the galaxy. Unfortunately, it too is subject to the laws of relativity, meaning
that it is not uncommon to receive messages that are hundreds of years old,
from civilizations that may already be extinct.

Most of the story is devoted to adventures in space, from encounters
with dangerous alien lifeforms to discovery of alien artifacts, and finally to
the efforts of a few visionaries to arrange the voyage of a literal lifetime to a
beautiful distant planet visualized via the ring. Yefremov spends more time
on science than on dialectical materialism, but interpolates enough to bring
this future into line with current ideology. We are told that after the end of
our own era—known as the era of Disunity or Fission age—the “rebuilding
of the world on communist lines entailed a radical economic change accom-
panied by the disappearance of poverty, hunger and heavy, exhausting toil”
(52). Yefremov introduces some specific Marxist notions to this society, such
as one from Marx’s essay “the German Ideology” (1932), to wit, that the cit-
izen of the communist future will be a polymath capable of pursuing a variety
of careers. For example, when starship captain Darr Veter returns to earth
after a long space voyage, he immediately seeks out physical labor as a miner,
while the finest interpretive dancer among the characters, Chanda, is also a
biologist.

Other classically Marxist elements include the idea, controversial even
for classical Marxists, of children being raised and educated in publicly oper-
ated schools, preparing them for social responsibility while liberating both
men and women, who enjoy perfect equality, for personal fulfillment. In fact,
educational institutions have taken the place of government, which has
 withered away with the state. In a  post- scarcity society with the monetary
economy in the distant past, individuals get their rewards from scientific
exploration, useful labor, and service to the general welfare. In this sense it
resembles the world of Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987–1994), where
Captain Picard can proclaim, “the acquisition of wealth is no longer the
driving force in our lives. We work to better ourselves and the rest of human-
ity.”9 Yefremov employed this utopian future as the backdrop for two more
works: the novella Heart of the Serpent (1958, 1961) and the novel Hour of the
Bull (1968). all feature characters who are not only enlightened communists
but perfect physical specimens, even approaching the Übermensch ideal.10 In
fact, critics have complained of the lack of credible humanity in his characters,
a complaint shared even in contemporary Soviet commentary.

among Yefremov’s critics were the Brothers Strugatsky, who offered
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their own version of the triumph of communism. In the opening years of
their writing career, arkady and Boris Strugatsky also take for granted a
future utopia—like Yefremov’s (or, again, Star Trek’s) a global society liberated
from the struggle for material  well- being and devoted to progress, scientific
exploration, and spiritually satisfying work. this world is the setting for their
early story collections Space Apprentice (1962, 1981) and Return (1961), the
latter later revised and released as Noon: 22nd Century (1967, 1978). In con-
trast to Yefremov’s perfect world, however, their “future Communist society
is deliberately ‘unglamorous’: despite all the wonders of technology, the abo-
lition of private property, and profound  socio- economic transformations, the
people are ordinary, even humdrum” (Gomel 365). they seek meaningful
work, suffer disappointment in love, struggle to understand the alien, and
look forward to the future, sometimes falling into error in the process. as
the Strugatskys often asserted, the chief conflict in this idealized world is
“between the good and the better.”

Specific references to ideology are less evident here than in Andromeda
but present nonetheless. For instance, the story “Moving roads” features the
cosmonaut Kondratev, who seeks his place in this brave new world after return -
ing from a relativistic space voyage of 150 years. as he travels on one of the
 slow- moving pedestrian conveyors that cross the  park- like landscape, the road
become a metaphor for the gradual progress of humankind. the story’s climax
arrives as he enters a city where he confronts a huge statue of Lenin, “straining
ever forward … [stretching] his arm out over this city and this world, this
shining and wonderful world that he had seen two centuries before.”11 the
final story, “What You Will Be Like,” anticipates the continued evolution of
humanity. Here it is Kondratev’s fellow cosmonaut Slavin who offers an enco -
mium to Lenin’s foresight, concluding with the observation that “the human
race began with communism and it returned to communism, and with this
return a new turn of the spiral begins, a completely fantastic one” (319).

If literary utopias are inherently ideological, these by Yefremov and the
Strugatskys differ in purpose from those of classical tradition—from Plato
and More through William Morris and edward Bellamy—all of which were
responding to perceived evils in their own time and thus were “radical cri-
tiques of existing society” (Gilison 5). the russian authors, by contrast, were
formally extrapolating from the programmatic promises of Marxism under
Khrushchev. their utopianism is thus “not the product of general alienation
from society but the project of inculcation by society” (Gilison 53). aside
from Yefremov and the Strugatskys, however, few Golden age authors por-
trayed fully realized utopias, and then mostly in short stories. the entry on
science fiction in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia names Genrikh altov, Georgy
Gurevich, and the team of M. emtsev and e. Parnov as utopian writers, while
others point to Sergei Snegov’s Men Like Gods, published in two parts in 1966
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and 1968. Most noteworthy sf practitioners of that generation, however—
such as Sever Gansovsky, anatoly Dneprov, Dmitri Bilenkin, Ilya Varshavsky,
Olga Larianova, and Gennady Gor—generally avoided speculation about the
political structure of the future, preferring treatments of robots, aliens, time
travel, scientific heroism, and technology gone wrong—not unlike their coun-
terparts in the anglophone science fiction of the time.

Like Yefremov, the Strugatskys continued to use their original future
history as background for later stories. Between 1963 and 1965 they reached
a pinnacle of productivity with the novels Far Rainbow (1963, 1979), Hard to
Be a God (1964, 1973), Monday Begins on Saturday (1965, 1977), and Predatory
Things of the Age (1965, 1976; published in english as The Final Circle of Par-
adise). they simultaneously established themselves as the most popular sci-
ence fiction authors in the Soviet Union; all of these novels were listed as
favorites in a 1967 poll of Soviet genre fans (Simon 384). Unfortunately, this
rise to prominence coincided with Khrushchev’s replacement by Brezhnev,
who cast a chill on the thaw and the utopian expectations of his predecessor.
even as they became more popular, and partly for that very reason, the Stru-
gatskys attracted criticism on ideological grounds in Soviet literary reviews.
Some of it was undoubtedly motivated by envy, mostly from science fiction
hacks from the Stalin era (Simon 386). But much of it represents the “tempest
in a teapot” phenomenon alluded to by Patrick McGuire: “the tendency of
Soviet ideologists to engage in ferocious battles over virtually meaningless
verbal quibbles” (14).

It is true, nonetheless, that in their work of the sixties the Strugatskys
were subtly questioning Marxist orthodoxy, if only by presenting societies
that fell outside the norms of theory. In Hard to Be a God they portray an
alien world where feudalism has evolved directly to fascism, in Predatory
Things of the Age a decadent capitalist enclave surviving within the future
communist world. If utopias were becoming ideologically suspect under
Brezhnev, dystopias were even more so. Soviet publishers avoided  anti- utopias
on the grounds they were “either expressions of genuine despair … that things
can only get worse, or else instruments of capitalist propaganda consciously
constructed to defame communism” (McGuire 62). as the Great Soviet Ency-
clopedia insists, the science fiction of “the USSr and other socialist countries
… counterposes gloomy Western antiutopian writings with writings inspired
by social optimism.”12 nevertheless, John Glad claims the resurrection of the
russian  anti- utopia in 1964 with emtsev and Parnov’s Soul of the World, and
even asserts that all but one of the novels/novellas produced by the Stru-
gatskys in the 1960s were  anti- utopian.13 rosalind J. Marsh agrees, maintain-
ing that these “works raise complex issues reflecting disillusionment with the
vision of the Utopia conventionally associated with” the Soviet program to
advance society through science and technology.14
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Here is where we need to quibble over semantics, because recent critique
on utopias and dystopias has refined terminology. For example, not all
dystopias are “anti-utopias,” currently defined as fictional societies critical
“not just of any particular utopian program but of utopianism in general.”15

Under this definition, We (1921) or Nineteen  Eighty- Four (1949) would be
appear to be  anti- utopias, although tom Moylan adds a further refinement:
since their authors were not hostile to the socialist mission, only its distortion
by Lenin and Stalin, he considers these works “critical  anti- utopias.”16 It was
Moylan who introduced the concept of “critical utopias” in works which
emphasize “the awareness of the limitations of the utopian tradition, so that
these texts reject utopia as a blueprint while preserving it as dream”17; thus,
they recognize “the continuing presence of difference and imperfection
within utopian society itself and thus render more recognizable and dynamic
alternatives” (1986, 11). Moylan cites as examples novels like Ursula K. Le
Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) and Delany’s Triton (1976) that explore the
possibility of utopia without idealizing it.

Later, Moylan joined other critics in adding the category of “critical
dystopia,” which challenges the pessimism of the  twentieth- century dystopian
tradition by resisting closure and maintaining space for utopian alternatives
(Moylan 2000 189). In place of Orwell’s jackboot stomping on a face forever,
in other words, the critical dystopia presents a worst case scenario in order
to suggest meaningful engagement for opposition; examples cited are Mar-
garet atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), Kim Stanley robinson’s The Gold
Coast (1988), and Octavia e. Butler’s Parable novels (1993, 1998).

Per these definitions, the novels of the Strugatskys would not be  anti-
utopian, since they do not attack utopianism per se. the furthest they go in
that direction may have been Ugly Swans from 1967, where utopia appears
attainable only after a clean break with the present. By questioning ortho-
doxy, their novels fit the definitions of critical utopia/dystopia, when they
are not outright satires like Tale of the Troika (1968, 1977) and The Second
Martian Invasion (1967, 1970). In fact, there were sympathetic Soviet critics
who complimented the Strugatskys on this score, such as a. Lebedev, who
in a review of Snail on a Slope (1965, 1980) disparaged utopianism as “an error
pretending to eternity” and stated “only a theologist is capable of believing
in the fatal inevitability of progress”(quoted by Glad 110–111). Despite such
critics who saw this social critique as positive, “it became evident to the
authorities that science fiction possessed a definite ‘dissident’ potential” (Glad
197).

Beginning in 1969, the year the Strugatskys were among the first science
fiction authors admitted to the Writers’ Union, the regime clamped down on
the genre. Publishing guidelines under Brezhnev were at best inconsistent,
but publishers tended to err on the side of caution. In the 1970s the science
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fiction novel and novella gave way to the short story. the Strugatskys’ diffi-
culties with the literary bureaucracy are a matter of record.18 they published
little in the 1970s, even as the official Great Soviet Encyclopedia dismissed
attacks on them as mere “polemics” and praised them for their “humanist
ideal of progress” and their commitment to the future (v. 24, 605). Utopia,
however, was no longer on the agenda in the Brezhnev era. Writing at the
time, circa 1975, Gilison wondered how the Soviet state could sustain itself
without explicit expectations of a brighter communist future. the alternative,
in his view, was stricter controls to hold the population on course. He spec-
ulated that the leadership “will preserve their power and privilege, but beyond
that the ideological consequences are difficult to imagine” (187).

a decade later, however, at least one russian writer imagined such con-
sequences, and not surprisingly he found them dystopian. Dissident Vladimir
Voinovich, after being ejected from the Writers’ Union, emigrated to western
europe, where in 1986 he published Moscow 2042. In this dark satire, the
Soviet Union evolves to its natural culmination: a  propaganda- driven police
state incapable of meeting the material needs of its people and headed toward
total collapse. Social cohesion is rigorously enforced through a ridiculous
personality cult built around the “Genialissimo,” who like Stalin is credited
not only with inspired leadership but with scientific and literary genius. real
power, however, is wielded by the bureaucracy and the military.

the protagonist, identified by name as the author, visits the Moscow of
2042 by  time- traveling from 1982. not only does Voinovich condemn the
Soviet system, he expresses little faith in his fellow intellectuals, even fellow
dissidents. a colleague with the name Sim Simych, modeled on alexander
Solzhenitsyn and portrayed as a pompous  self- promoter, urges Voinovich to
carry his 36-volume magnum opus into the future. there writers are encour-
aged to attack each other, though since none of their computers are actually
connected, their diatribes never see print. Meanwhile, scientists serve the
state by creating the Marxist new Man in the lab, an Übermensch who turns
out to be asexual and barely human. Simych has himself frozen, and resurrects
in 2042 in time for the collapse of the Soviet state. He becomes the leader of
its successor, a  right- wing autocracy allied with the Orthodox Church that
drags the populace back to tsarist times. Protagonist Voinovich finds himself
in prison beside the Genialissimo, who lays the fault with the masses: “if the
people are the majority, then I should tell you that the people are stupider
than any one person. It’s much more difficult to convince an individual of an
idiotic idea than an entire people.”19 Moscow 2042 is distinctly  anti- utopian
in attacking Marxist orthodoxy, but it is much more a pointed satire on Brezh-
nev’s Soviet Union, a dystopia in the “if this goes on” mode that “treats the
future as merely a disguise for the present” (Glad 113).

a few years after Voinovich’s novel, of course, the Soviet Union did
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 collapse. the russian Spring emerged under Boris Yeltsin, but typical of rus-
sian springs bad weather left progress bogged down. the police state disap-
peared, but so did any pretense of support for public welfare. Part of the
blame, as nobel economist Joseph Stiglitz wrote in 2002, rested on the way
the West introduced market economics to the new russia: “the IMF unwit-
tingly connived with a new and wholly unscrupulous elite. the billions of
dollars loaned to russia showed up in Cypriot and Swiss bank accounts,” cre-
ating the robber baron class we now know as the oligarchs (quoted by Hoff-
man 151). By the onset of this century, the country saw “a dramatic collapse
in living standards, health and security” (Hoffman 144); alcoholism went up,
life spans down, and in place of democracy, a kleptocracy reigned.

With literature no longer employed as an educational tool, today’s rus-
sian authors are free to write for the market, which presumably serves the
tastes of its readers. In her afterword to Worlds Apart: An Anthology of Rus-
sian Fantasy and Science Fiction (2007)20 Sofya Khagi summarizes the range
of genre fiction in the new century. Fantasy has emerged as a favorite, inspired
by tolkien but exploiting russian folklore. alternate histories are widespread
in the fiction of andrei Lazarchuk, Kir Bulyechev, and others. Popular are
escapist action thrillers with space opera or cyberpunk plots. and, also mir-
roring the West, we find dystopias, although with a uniquely russian flavor.
alongside Moscow 2042 Khagi names another in the satirical vein: tatyana
tolstaya’s Kys’, published in english in 2003 as The Slynx.

tolstaya’s is a dystopia in the  post- apocalyptic mode. Here again we
must wrestle with semantics. Booker does not regard  post- disaster scenarios,
even if certainly “bad places,” as dystopias, because they “do not generally
focus on the details of the imaginary societies they portray so much as on
the collapse of the preexisting society” (5). as Moylan among others observes,
dystopia and utopia alike are rooted in history (Moylan 2000 274), while the
 post- apocalyptic tale severs itself from history. The Slynx, however, points
its satire directly at the russian and particularly the Soviet past. two hundred
years after a devastating nuclear war, russians inhabiting the former site of
Moscow have returned to neolithic village life and a subsistence economy,
with mice as the primary food staple and currency. Mutant lifeforms abound,
from the now mostly toxic flora and fauna to the edible glowing figs called
“firelings.” the villagers themselves have various disfiguring mutations,
euphemistically named “Consequences.” the “Oldeners,” those born before
“the Blast,” are now immortal until disease, accident, or predators kill them.
at the extreme end are the Degenerators, devolved Oldeners with furry hides
and a tendency to run on all fours, which has made them convenient draft
animals; however, they are  bad- tempered and do not serve willingly. the
eponymous Slynx is a monster reportedly lurking in the surrounding woods,
though it increasingly becomes clear it is a creature of the collective psyche.
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the village survives under a nominal autarch, Fyodor Kuzmich, who turns
out to be a somewhat  good- natured if  self- serving dwarf. What passes for
governance is the bureaucracy known as the Murza. More feared are the San-
iturions, who raid shacks (“izbas”) in search of books to confiscate, capture
rulebreakers with “the hook,” and take them away for “healing” from the “Ill-
ness,” though none are ever seen again. Despite these sinister elements, the
fabulist narrative resonates with humor, pointed historical allusions, and fre-
quent literary references, mainly in the form of snatches of verse from
Pushkin and other poets.

Protagonist Benedikt and most of his fellow “Golubchiks”—a russian
term that suggests “yokels”—live in ignorance of the past, dominated by
superstition. theirs is a classic village of fools, suggesting that not only civ-
ilization but intelligence has suffered a permanent collapse. So has empathy.
Most amusements involve physical harm to others, and Benedikt regards it
as perfectly natural that the villagers should steal from one another. He passes
off as mere “government thinking”21 that the Paymaster Murza would with-
hold salary chits for himself, or that the  tax- Collector Murza would over-
charge, or that the Warehouse Murza would keep goods in the warehouse for
his own use instead of distributing them. Oldener nikita Ivanich observes
ironically that such mutual theft is “a basic redistribution of personal property
holdings” (65). Benedikt cannot grasp nikita’s advocacy of “more-allity.”

the Oldeners themselves, while aware of the mistakes of history, seem
doomed to repeat them. though more sympathetic than other characters,
they become satirical targets when they drift into nostalgia for the Soviet era.
For example, a funeral for one Oldener opens with a ritual call for relics of
the time: “Party cards, Komsomol or trade union ID … State lottery tickets?”
(108). When instructions for a meat grinder turn up, nikita reverences it as
“[t]his priceless relic of a bygone era!” (111). Given the opportunity to add
his input, the representative dissident Lev Lvovich complains that the meat
grinder was “[d]evised long ago by the slaves of the third rome. By slaves!
and there are no Xeroxes!” (112). But in his reflexive responses, Lev himself
proves nostalgic for Soviet days of samizdat and fruitless opposition. Later
in the novel, during one of their many comradely disputes, Lev accuses nikita
of tolstoyan mysticism and nationalism for his support of traditional virtues,
a charge that goes back to Lenin’s time. at one point nikita demonstrates his
sympathy for the oppressed working class by inviting the Degenerator teterya
into his izba and treating him to drinks as an equal. But when talk turns to
the fall of the Soviet Union, the inebriated teterya rants against Jews and
Gorbachev, until his attack on Sakharov prompts Lev to punch him and nikita
to throw him out.

Mired as they are in historical paradigms, the characters cannot escape
oligarchy. In the second half of the novel Benedikt gets to experience the
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Murza from the inside after marrying the lovely blonde Olenka, the daughter
of a Saniturion, whose only mutation is the claws on her feet she has inherited
from her parents. We learn that the Saniturions are not merely repressive
thought police, confiscating books and their owners like the firemen of
Fahrenheit 451 (1953), but that their purported mission is to preserve history
and culture, like the monks of Saint Leibowitz. When Benedikt’s  Father- in-
Law, Kudeyar Kudeyarovich, apprentices him to become a Saniturion, he
argues that they are weeding the culture so it can grow, even as he denigrates
the masses as superstitious savages. It is hard not to see the Saniturions as
an ironic Leninist vanguard.

Benedikt’s apprenticeship leads to gluttonous reading, analogous to the
gluttonous eating indulged in by his wife’s family; nonetheless, he acquires
no wisdom from this pursuit. When his  Father- in-Law enlists him in the
overthrow of Fyodor Kuzmich, Benedikt immediately visits the Great Murza’s
library. there he discovers all the texts that the deposed ruler plagiarized for
his own published tales and poetry, and for his many inventions like nails
and boats; like Stalin the dwarf was esteemed as scientist, social theorist, and
literary figure. the library, however, reflects the general stupidity of this soci-
ety in its arbitrary classification system, which shelves together volumes allud-
ing to color like Stendhal’s The Red and the Black (1830), Scott  O’Dell’s Island
of the Blue Dolphins (1960), and works by t.H. White, or anything with the
syllable nin, including anaïs nin, Nineveh: An Archeological Collection, and
Mutant Ninja Turtles. the cultural legacy is useless absent some theoretical
principle that lends it coherence and meaning.

the new Boss is worse than the Old Boss. no sooner does Kudeyar
Kudeyarovich set himself up as General Saniturion than he starts making
absurd authoritarian decrees, such as banning leap year as well as all sorcerers
except those designated as “government workers” (262), while a  half- hearted
attempt to codify civil rights is soon abandoned for lack of interest or under-
standing. Benedikt is named Deputy for Defense and Marine and Oceanic
affairs in this landlocked village. as a former draft animal, Degenerator
teterya becomes Minister of transport, Oil, and refineries, and in this role
decides to recreate the internal combustion engine and restore the “guzzelean”
economy. He proposes executing nikita Ivanich, who can breathe fire, as
unfair competition. the significance of the Slynx emerges when Benedikt
gets into an argument with his  father- in-law, and they accuse each other of
being the Slynx, confirming what nikita says earlier: “there isn’t any Slynx,
it’s nothing but human ignorance” (21). the Beast lurks within the people
themselves.

If dystopias use the future to comment on the present, The Slynx does
so by satirizing the past and the penchant for repeating it. In fact, the stran-
glehold of history appears to infuse all current russian dystopias. that is cer-
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tainly the case in Dmitry Glukhovsky’s Metro 2033 (2005, 2010). although
also  post- apocalyptic, it belongs not to the satirical mode but to the popular
genre of action thrillers; indeed, it has inspired an internet video game. the
english edition identifies it as an “underground bestseller,” appropriately,
since most of action occurs in the Moscow subway system. Despite the title,
it is not clear that the story actually takes place in 2033; some narrative details
and references set it later. all we are sure of is that the remnants of Moscow’s
population have built communities in the Metro complex a generation or
more following a  civilization- ending nuclear war. as in The Slynx, no mention
is made of the identity of the enemy or the reasons for the war; the disaster
is simply a pretext for the setting. Violence remains a fact of life in the Metro,
however, and gun cartridges are the universal currency.

Protagonist artyom, a young man around twenty years of age, has grown
up in the Metro settlement labeled VDnKh. this station is haunted by “the
dark ones,” a race of  black- skinned mutants with telepathic powers, appar-
ently originating in the radioactive ruins above. artyom’s stepfather Sukhoi
sees them as a threat only because they are “the next stage in evolution, better
adapted to the environment than us.”22 He says so to Hunter, a “stalker” who,
like the stalkers of the Strugatskys’ Roadside Picnic (1972, 1977), explores the
dangerous regions underground or above in “the Zone,” so called in another
echo of Roadside Picnic. Hunter selects artyom for a quest to the heart of the
Metro, a cluster of stations called Gorod, i.e., the City or Polis, to find a mil-
itary commander named Melnik and enlist him in the fight against the dark
ones. the quest will lead artyom on a sort of Pilgrim’s Progress, through
various societies, ideologies, and philosophies and the evolution of his own
worldview.

Historical analogies abound from the outset. For example, the two great
powers of the Metro exist in détente following a struggle that left both
exhausted. One is the Sokol or red Line that cuts diagonally across the entire
system, consisting of Soviet revanchists who operate along Stalinist lines.
the red Line intersects a ring route controlled by the Hansa, a capitalist
trading network that communicates with most other lines in a manner rem-
iniscent of Yefremov’s galactic Great ring. Under this détente, the red Line
has turned its paranoid security apparatus inward:

Hundreds of agents of the internal security service, like in the old days, with a cer-
tain nostalgia for the KGB, constantly and diligently watched the happy inhabitants
of the red Line, and their interest in guests from other lines was unending. Without
the special permission of the management of the “reds” no one could get to any
other station. and the constant monitoring of passports, the total watching and a
general clinical suspicion was imposed on the accidental travelers as well as the spies
who were sent there [73].
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In contrast to this “eternally  half- starved” police state (426), the Hansa is the
most prosperous of all Metro communities, but it is also highly restrictive.
artyom can only enter by participating in a literal rat race, but when his rat
loses, he is condemned to indentured servitude cleaning the latrines. Days
at this labor teach artyom the grim underside of capitalism. While the Hansa
is comfortable, and its citizens go about their business without the fear and
superstition that characterize other stations, working in the latrines drives
artyom to an existential crisis, convincing him that human life is meaningless
and that “man is a clever machine for the decomposition of food and the
production of shit”—in short, mere consumers with no “ultimate goal” (227).
Within days he manages to escape, exploiting the fact that no one will
approach him since he is covered with excrement.

experiences with other ideologies lead to equally pessimistic conclu-
sions. at one point artyom stumbles into a settlement controlled by Slavic
nationalists who revere the nazis and call themselves the Fourth reich; their
symbol is a  three- hooked cross reminiscent of the swastika. In the name of
racial purity they murder the neighboring Chechens or anyone who does not
meet the Slavic ideal. artyom ends up killing a guard and being scheduled
for a quick execution. But just as he is losing consciousness at the end of a
rope, he is saved by a party of  anti- fascist guerrillas. they are members of
the International Brigade, a  multi- ethnic collective fighting in the name of
Che Guevara. although Marxists, they criticize the red Line for being Stal-
inist and ignoring the Interstationist struggle. Of all the subcultures of the
Metro, these individuals seem the most sympathetic, if somewhat naïve. they
praise the ideological battles of Spain and World War II by rote, and have
“funny dialectical arguments” about, for example, the place of mutants in the
revolution. they invite artyom to join their struggle, but assist him on his
quest when he refuses. artyom considers them more mere relics of the past,
and “[t]hat magical, wonderful world was long dead” (207).

among the other philosophies he explicitly rejects is conventional Chris-
tianity, as inherently irrational, gaining strength instead in his growing exis-
tentialism: “the thought that his life was of no use and that each living thing
should resist nonsense and the chaos of life” (237). He later falls in with a
pair of  old- timers, smoking the ubiquitous  mushroom- sourced intoxicant
from a hookah. they argue that his journey through the Metro has in fact
exhibited purpose, evidenced by the fact he has survived multiple confronta-
tions with death while his many guides have died or disappeared. Convinced,
artyom continues his quest in the belief he is a Chosen One tasked with a
great goal. Only when he travels on do we discover that the smokers are post-
modern fabulists who do not believe this anthropocentric theory themselves.
artyom encounters similarly artificial belief systems in passing. He hears of
a station dominated by Satanists who are digging deeper, expecting to find
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Hell. near the end of his quest he encounters a tribe of naked savages who
worship a Great Worm that supposedly built the Metro, and who kidnap chil-
dren to increase their numbers but eat adults as the only available meat. the
Great Worm mythos, however, has been invented by their priests, actually
intellectuals who are laying the foundation for a new civilization and who
have created the myth because people need something to believe in. In fact,
when one of the savages overhears a priest admitting the invention of the
Great Worm, he literally dies from existential angst, his last word a mournful
“alone!” (398).

the motif of false belief continues when artyom finally reaches Polis,
where he finds the commander Melnik and the stalker Hunter. Polis sits
directly under the heart of Moscow, its symbol the  double- headed romanov
eagle, which artyom mistakes for a mutant. the next step in his quest is to
join the commandos on an ascent to the Zone, accompanied by Daniel, a
member of an intellectual priesthood called Brahmins. they head for the
Lenin Library, the treasury of russian culture, in search of the Book of the
Future, a mythical text with gold letters that reportedly contains all answers,
including information that will defeat the dark ones. after Daniel is disem-
boweled by one of the  zombie- like “librarians,” which attack anyone who
makes a sound, artyom finds himself in the open facing other mutants. He
is literally hypnotized by the sight of the Kremlin, which turns out to host a
metastasized life form that draws in its prey telepathically. thus, both these
monuments to russian history prove lethal. after rescuing artyom, com-
mander Melnik inspires his troops with a song from the Great Patriotic War
before acknowledging that “[i]n our country all eras are much the same”
(417).

Given the novel’s pattern, it should not come as a surprise that artyom’s
quest is also premised on false belief. Having convinced himself that he is a
Chosen One, not only through his near miraculous escapes but because of
his recurring dream of a dark one trying to communicate with him, he imple-
ments the destruction of the dark ones’ enclave in a Moscow park. He learns
only as nuclear missiles head their way that he has interpreted the clues
exactly backwards, leading to tragedy. Once again, the Beast that destroys
actually lurks within. Glukhovsky presents a paradox: humans must embrace
belief to live meaningful lives, but all belief systems are reductive or destruc-
tive. the final page of the U.K. edition sports an advertisement for the com-
puter game, illustrating a corpse or zombie at the window of a Metro train
over the words “Fear the Future.” the novel, however, shares with tolstaya’s
very different Slynx the fear that the future will simply repeat the past. there
is no escape from the mistakes of history, especially russian history.

this message is repeated across the russian science fiction of this cen-
tury. We find it again in yet another russian dystopia: Vladimir Sorokin’s
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Day of the Oprichnik (2006).23 reminiscent of Moscow 2042, it offers another
darkly satirical vision of a  near- future russia that has returned to the autoc-
racy of tsarist times, enforced with futuristic technology. the story follows
an “oprichnik,” a government agent named after the guards of Ivan the ter-
rible, over 24 hours as he participates in assassination by death ray,  gang-
rape, and other brutal methods of defending the Motherland. Sorokin pro-
duced it at the outset of the Putin era and recently marveled that he had
anticipated russia’s return to  one- man rule and the Orthodox Church.
already notorious for his surreal satires and pornographic explorations of
sadomasochism and bestiality, Sorokin need not worry that his controversial
writings will bring him trouble. as reviewer Stephen Kotkin writes, “subver-
sive works in russia today are essentially impossible. Provocative fiction no
longer produces consequences.”24

So that’s the good news. even as Vladimir Putin clamps down on polit-
ical opposition, russian fiction writers are free to criticize, like those in the
West, because they no longer matter. and they seem aware of that fact, judg-
ing from the tone of cynical resignation that infuses their dystopias. as
defined by western critics, the dystopia—and especially the “critical dys -
topia”—is intended as an awful warning against contemporary trends and a
call to correct them. Booker shares the view of many theorists when he writes,
“the bleak dystopian world should encourage the reader or viewer to think
critically about it, then transfer this critical thinking to his or her own world”
(5). Contemporary russian authors, however, apparently see no hope of
meaningful progress. Indeed, critic aleksandr Chantsev names several others
working in what he calls “the antiutopia factory.” Chantsev’s explanation for
this trend is that “the end of the totalitarian system was most certainly
attended not only by a joyful feeling of liberation but also by a plunge into
social depression, the sense that a  new- model authoritarian or repressive
society is in the making….”25 the result is the conviction that the future will
be no better than the past. this pessimism is not shared by all russians.
recent polls conducted by western political scientists have found that “three-
quarters or more say they now feel freer than under the Soviet regime,” though
a significant percentage express some nostalgia for Soviet times.26 and
although only eight percent say they favor dictatorship, a majority believes
Putin will make russia great again.

Starting from the utopian assumptions of Khruschchev’s thaw, Golden
age authors like Yefremov and the Strugatskys explored the premise that the
future could be better, sometimes problematically, a fundamental topic in all
science fiction traditions. russian writers half a century later face the
quandary expressed by Krishan Kumar: “the waning of the socialist utopia
in the second half of the twentieth century posed problems not just for utopia
but for  anti- utopia. Both saw the disappearance of the hope that had been
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the source of their vitality, however differently expressed” (63). Indeed, the
memory of that hope, even as false hope, contributes to the pessimism of
russian intellectuals in the 21st century. essayist Lev anninsky, a  self-
confessed shestdesyatnik, recently wrote that “[t]he system has been destroyed,
but those who destroyed it did not recognize that it provided a refuge of
sorts, and now we have no refuge and the rain pours straight down on our
heads.”27 He shares the conclusion of the dystopian novelists, that the fault is
not with a single ideology but with the legacy of the past: “You can’t change
the character of the russian people overnight any more than you can rewrite
russian history. It is as it is, and we had better just accept the fact” (217).

In the conclusion of his 1980 study Three Tomorrows, John Griffiths
lamented the tendency toward dystopian futures in British and american
science fiction, finding vigor in the positive visions of the Soviet Golden age.
now his complaint applies even better to  post- millennial russian sf: “the
writers of earlier days were telling Man how to build heaven; today they are
content to teach him how to survive in hell.”28
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Chinese Science Fiction 
and Its Doubles

Lisa raphals

the relation of science to science fiction in the history of Chinese science
fiction is closely linked to Western science and ideals of progress, nationalism,
and empire.1 that linkage arose through exposure of Chinese intellectuals to
science fiction in the nineteenth century, and to the availability of certain
translations. But when we turn to China’s long history of philosophical spec-
ulation and its own indigenous sciences, a very different picture arises.
themes from these areas appear in other genres of Chinese speculative fic-
tion, but rarely in “science fiction.” this essay explores the history of Chinese
science fiction, but then swerves toward the “untold science fiction” of the
indigenous Chinese sciences, and explores possible relations between the
two.

Introduction

the problem of the “science” in Chinese science fiction is complicated
by three sets of questions. the first is the question of what counted as “science
fiction” (henceforward sf). as with science fiction in general, scholars debate
at what point “Chinese science fiction” can be said to have emerged. In par-
ticular, should it be seen as a modern phenomenon that arose in the late
nineteenth or early twentieth century—at the end of the Qing dynasty (1644–
1911)—or can it be traced back to earlier literary genres? the problem also
involves questions of genre. today the genre of “science fiction” (ke huan 
科幻) is considered distinct from “fantasy” (qi huan 奇幻), which includes
both fantastic fiction with Chinese supernatural elements (xuan huan 玄幻)
and magical fiction with Western elements (mo huan 魔幻).2
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If we take the “modernist” view, three further questions arise. What did
Qing readers and writers understand as “Western” sf? Which writers were
available in translation? What happened to “Western science fiction” over
the course of the twentieth century? Did it remain a foreign import or did it
become increasingly indigenous? What did the Chinese authors of work we
retrospectively recognize as sf consider themselves to be doing? How did
they identify themselves and the work they produced? answers to these ques-
tions are complicated by the bumpy history of the genre in the twentieth cen-
tury, where until recently it was relegated to children’s literature concerned
with science education, and was of little literary or popular interest. Others
argue that Chinese sf was a  twentieth- century phenomenon that emerged
only in the 1930s, 1950s, or even the post–Mao period. a second set of ques-
tions concern the history of science in China. they ask what was understood
as the “science” science fiction “fictionalized” in different periods of Chinese
history, and how indigenous approaches to understanding the world related—
or did not—to “Western” science. Finally, a third set of questions concern
the relation between these two histories.

this essay offers a different approach to Chinese sf and its relations to
science. It begins with a brief modernist history in which Chinese sf origi-
nated in the Qing dynasty and was strongly informed by translations of West-
ern sf. I then turn to another possible history that has been little explored:
namely the relation—or lack of it—of Chinese sf to indigenous Chinese sci-
ences. Chinese scientific and philosophical literature offers a long and rich
parallel history of speculation on topics that are now staples of science fiction
across several genres of Chinese writing since the fourth century bce. the
remaining sections turn to three distinct threads that appear in Chinese philo-
sophical and  historico- literary texts from the fifth or fourth centuries bce to
roughly the sixth century ce. From a contemporary point of view, these texts
address three important elements that are, in contemporary terms, staple ele-
ments of sf. But from the viewpoints of their creators, these genres address
practices and theories defined by indigenous Chinese sciences. this essay
surveys what might be called a “parallel sf context” in these genres and the
practices they draw upon.

the first is accounts of travel in space (above or beyond the earth) and
time. In a contemporary context these are “time-travel” narratives. But in the
context of indigenous sciences, they address, describe or challenge accounts
of the physical nature of the earth as described in indigenous Chinese sci-
ences. the second is what for convenience I will call “transformation
accounts,” including contact with sentient  non- human entities and accounts
of transformation between species. Such accounts prominently include the
indigenous Chinese genre of “tales of the strange” (zhiguai 志怪). Such tales,
traditionally understood as history, rather than fiction, have retained ongoing
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popularity in both text and film, especially in martial arts fiction, graphic
novels, and film. these stand in counterpoint to indigenous life sciences and
accounts of evolution or  inter- species transformation. the third is accounts
of extreme longevity or immortality. these overlap accounts of health and
longevity in indigenous traditions of medicine and materia medica. all three
Chinese indigenous literary, religions and scientific traditions informed Chi-
nese sf in important ways. In the case of transformation stories, they provided
an alternative literary path, one that was in some cases, taken up by the genres
of martial arts fiction. I argue that relations between Chinese literary genres,
its indigenous scientific traditions, the introduction of Western science, and
the introduction and development of science fiction all form a com plex net-
work that warrants further study and should not be  over- simplified.

A Modernist History of Chinese Science Fiction

this  mid- century positioning of science fiction stands between two very
different orientations. One was what many consider the origins of science
fiction in China: the development of exploratory, typically utopian, science
fictional writings in the late Qing dynasty (1644–1911), especially from the
last decades of the nineteenth century and the first three decades of the twen-
tieth. the other is the rise of speculative, often dystopian, science fiction
since 1989.

The Qing Legacy of Chinese Science Fiction

a range of contemporary scholars are actively exploring the role of sf,
both in translation and homegrown versions—in the cultural life of the late
Qing dynasty.3 as Jing Jiang observes, Chinese science fiction and utopian
texts are an important site, where “notions of ‘Chineseness,’ modernity, and
human nature were first articulated, expanded, and subsequently consolidated
into a vision of modern China.”4

Several of the key intellectual figures of the period concerned themselves
with sf. Both the great Qing statesman Liang Qichao 梁啟超 (1873–1929) and
the great writer Lu Xun 魯迅 (1881–1936) translated Western science fiction
into Chinese. Liang translated Jules Verne’s Deux ans de vacances (A Two
Years’ Vacation, 1888), and Lu introduced Verne’s De la terre à la lune (From
the Earth to the Moon, 1865) to Chinese audiences. Both thought that science
fiction would help spread modern Western knowledge into China.5

By 1919, at least fifty sf titles had been translated into Chinese in both
books and magazines, translated under rubric of “science fiction”—kexue
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xiaoshuo 科學小說—a term that was not yet in general use in the West.6

these translations focused on particular authors and themes. Qing transla-
tions of Western sf were heavily oriented toward technological fantasy. as
the sf author and editor Xu nianci 徐念慈 (1875–1908) put it: “trips to the
moon, the end of the world, adventures under the sea and journeys to the
center of the earth, all these novelties are derived from a scientific ideal, an
ideal that aims at transcending nature and promoting evolution.”7 Jules Verne
was especially popular, in multiple titles and translations that included From
the Earth to the Moon, Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864), Twenty Thou-
sand Leagues Under the Sea (1870), The Mysterious Island (1874), and Five
Weeks in a Balloon (1863). By contrast, H.G. Wells’s The Outline of History
(1920) had been translated into Chinese, but not his science fiction. readers
of this literature rejected as “unscientific” the indigenous literature that drew
on traditional sciences.8

another important element in that picture was a  late- nineteenth century
utopianism. Utopian literature was represented by early translations of
edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward: 2000–1887 (1888). It was a central con-
cern of the great Qing statesman Liang Qichao, whose Future of New China
(Xin Zhongguo weilai 新中國未來, 1902), an unfinished political novel, imag-
ined a utopian, revitalized Confucian China; and has often been recognized
as the origin of Chinese science fiction.9 that utopianism was linked to evo-
lutionary thinking and confidence in national rejuvenation, which began to
dominate modern Chinese intellectual culture at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. Liang’s novel influenced several other early twentieth century
utopian works.10

Behind both interests was a view that fiction could both civilize and
imagine a future for a China defeated by the Opium War and partitioned by
Western powers. as Li Boyuan 李伯元 (1867–1906) put it in his founding
manifesto for the magazine Illustrated Fiction (Xiuxiang xiaoshuo 繡像小説):

the Western countries have used fiction to civilize their people…. [Fiction writers],
who are keen observers of significant affairs of the world and have a profound under-
standing of human wisdom, use such knowledge to analyse the past and predict the
future. they then express their opinions in their works with the view of awakening
the populace.11

at the beginning of the twentieth century, boundaries between these
genres were not harshly drawn. Liang and Lu were interested in both science
fiction and utopian works. But by the 1950s, the situation had changed. Sf
was “science fantasy fiction” (kexue huanxiang xiaoshuo 科學幻想小說), a
 sub- genre of “science  belles- lettres” (kexue wenyi 科學文藝). Both were dis-
tinct from “utopian fiction” (lixiang xiaoshuo 理想小說).12
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Sf Under Mao
after the founding of the People’s republic of China in 1949, the agenda

of Chinese science fiction was set by first Marxism and then Maoism. Marxist
priorities drew on Soviet theories that science fiction should concentrate on
describing two things: (1) the imaginative processes of scientific thinking as
the source of  techno- scientific development and (2) the imagined future of
communist society.13 Government campaigns for “Marching toward Science”
(xiang kexue jinjun 向科学进军) in the mid–1950s promoted both sf and
popular science. nonetheless, between 1949 and 1966 Chinese science fiction
focused on short stories aimed at young readers, and few works for adults
were published in this period.14 Science popularization was linked to the Chi-
nese association for the Popularization of Science (Zhongguo Kexue Puji
Xiehui 中國科學普及協會), founded in Shanghai in 1978. this science pop-
ularization was aimed at a young audience of children and young people.
the narratives were linear and  action- oriented, conspicuously included chil-
dren, and first appeared in specialized children’s magazines and publishing
houses oriented toward children and young people. However, the “fantasy”
content of this genre was strictly limited to the scientifically plausible, a point
that is important for comparison with the use of indigenous Chinese “tales
of the strange.”15 Given its primary interest in science education, this period
saw little in the way of either indigenous sf or translations of foreign work.
as Wu Dingbo has observed, these productions share several common traits.
they provide science education through a cast of characters who are scien-
tists. they use patriotism and optimism to resolve conflicts. their adventures
are set in a near—and by implication—possible, future accessible to the reader.16

During the Cultural revolution (1966–1976), sf disappeared from China.
the situation changed between 1978 and 1983, with a major resurgence.17 this
period also saw the publication of rao Zhonghua’s 饒忠華Compendium of Chi -
nese Science Fiction (Zhongguo Kexue Xiaoshuo Daquan 中國科幻小說大全,
1982), which subsequently became a standard sourcebook for the subject.18

New Wave Chinese Sf

another history focuses on the extraordinary growth of speculative Chi-
nese sf since 1989. this “new wave” rejects both propaganda and utopianism.
Song Mingwei identifies the key year as 1989: the year of the tiananmen mas-
sacre and the tragic collapse of the democracy movement. Several of these
writers pursue “hard science” themes, but deployed in socially complex and
nuanced settings.19 the three most prominent Chinese science fiction writers
are Liu Cixin 劉慈欣 (1963–), Wang Jinkang 王晋康 (1948–), and Han Song
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韩松 (1965–). Liu Cixin’s Three-Body Problem (Santi 三体) trilogy imagines
a disastrous scenario of the consequences of reckless alien contact, beginning
during the Cultural revolution and ending in a distant future of  inter-
civilizational and  inter- dimensional warfare.20 Wang Jinkang also focuses on
science, but he frames it in the context of ethics.21 For example, The Ant Life
(Yi sheng 蟻生, 2007) imagines a utopia in which hormones from ants are
used to replace human selfish impulses with altruistic ones (the experiment
backfires). Han Song 韩松 (1965–) also addresses problems of society and
culture, and the implications of science for society, in novels such as Artifi-
cial People (Renzao ren 人造人, 1997), Cosmic Tombstones (Yuzhou mubei 
宇宙墓碑, 1991), and My Homeland Never Dreams (Wo de zuguo bu zuomeng
我的祖国不做梦, 2007), in which an authoritarian state uses drugs to control
its citizens.

China is also a prominent theme. In Wang Jinkang’s Being with Me (Yu
wu tong zai 與吾同在, 2011), the Chinese Communist Party unites the world
against an alien invasion. In Six Lines from Samasara (Liudao zhongsheng 
六道眾生, 2002), He Xi 何夕 (1971–) imagines Chinese scientists changing
the microstructure of matter in order to relocate surplus populations to new
worlds. In his “Foreign Land” (Yiyu 異域, 1999), Chinese scientists discover
a way to speed up time. But younger new wave Chinese science fiction intro-
duces social and political themes and interests that offer indirect critique of
government policies in sometimes dystopian visions, the human implications
of technology, and issues of government control. Ma Boyong’s 馬伯庸 (1980–)
“City of Silence” (Jijing zhi cheng 寂静之城) addresses the effects of govern-
ment censorship in an imaginary future in which the internet is used to con-
trol people’s minds. Chen Qiufan’s 陈楸帆 (Stanley Chan, 1981–) “the Flower
of Shazui” (2012) examines the growth of Shenzhen. His novel The Waste
Tide (2013) is focused on recyclers who live off the byproducts of the  high-
tech industries of Shenzhen. In his “Year of the rat” (Shu nian 鼠年, 2009)
university students support themselves as rat catchers in a world where China
supports its economic growth by exporting genetically modified rats.

Other authors choose themes from history and legend, sometimes com-
bined with time travel. For example, Zhao Haihong 趙海虹 (1977–), one of
the few women authors of Chinese sf, has a longstanding interest in Chinese
genres of the short story and martial arts fiction. Her novels include The
Other Side of Time (Shijian de bifang 时间的彼方, 1998) and Jocasta (Yi’eka -
sida 伊俄卡斯达, 1999). Fei Dao 飛氘 (pen name of Jia Liyuan 賈立元, 
1983–) imagines Confucius returning to Mount tai to understand the history
of Chinese civilization. Xia Jia 夏笳 (pen name of Wang Yao 王瑶, 1984–),
another woman sf writer, draws on themes from legend and religion in novels
such as The  Demon- Enslaving Flask (Guan yaojing de pingzi 关妖精的瓶子,
2004), Carmen (Kamen 卡门, 2005), and Dream of Eternal Being (Yong xia
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zhi meng 永夏之梦, 2008), a love story between an immortal and a time trav-
eler. (See the appendix for partial listing of authors, stories and translations.)
Zhao Haihong, Fei Dao, and Xia Jia have academic backgrounds which link
them both to the writing of sf and to its reception through both teaching and
critical studies.22

In summary, early  twentieth- century sf in China, both in Western trans-
lations and homegrown, was focused on themes of evolution and technology,
with specific interest in helping China gain scientific and technological
expertise in the wake of defeats in the Opium War. While it included some
of the recognized “classics” of Western sf, others were conspicuously absent,
for example, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818,
1831) (Kexue guairen 科学怪人, literally “science madman”), which would
have been inconsistent with the priorities behind early Chinese interest in
sf. the Maoist period was equally preoccupied with Western science, but
with a marked shift from interest in the power of fiction to promote social
change, toward a narrower view of sf as a tool for science education. Liang
Qichao’s call for a  science- fiction literature of national renewal had all but
disappeared, leaving only the science. Since 1989, sf has flowered in China,
free from these earlier constraints. In some cases—notably Liu Cixin’s The
Three-Body Problem (2006)—it has retained a scientific orientation. But in
all these periods, “science” is clearly understood as modern Western science.
I now turn to three themes that build, to varying degrees on themes from
Chinese philosophy and from the indigenous Chinese sciences.

Sf and the Indigenous Chinese Sciences

as the previous section has shown, a defining feature of the late Qing
emergence of Chinese sf was its close engagement with modern science. But
as Fan  Fa- ti has pointed out, historical actors—including both early  twentieth-
century Chinese scientists and readers and writers of early Chinese sf—wres-
tled with binary concepts such as traditional/modern and Chinese/ Western,
and these binaries and categories informed their practices as producers as
readers of both science and sf.23 Given these orientations, it is no surprise
that the authors and audiences of late Qing sf described other fantastic indige-
nous literature as “mythology” or “superstition.” But we are not obliged to
base a contemporary history of Chinese sf solely on such assessments. Before
turning to an alternative narrative of the origins of Chinese sf, it is necessary
to build a (necessarily) brief picture of the relevant Chinese sciences and key
philosophical ideas.

any account of the history of science in China or of the Chinese sciences
must address the problem of what disciplines were considered sciences, and

Chinese Science Fiction (Raphals)  181



where they stood in indigenous hierarchies of knowledge. an ongoing debate
on the nature of Chinese science initially arose from the pioneering work of
Joseph needham (1900–1995).24 needham approached the history of science
in China by trying to fit the Chinese scientific tradition into the categories
of  twentieth- century Western science. Many later historians of science in
China, including some of needham’s own close collaborators, later rejected
this “universalist” approach as anachronistic and culturally inappropriate.25

Part of the problem, as nathan Sivin has argued, is that indigenous Chinese
accounts focused on specific sciences—quantitative and qualitative—rather
than on any unified notion of science. In his taxonomy of the Chinese sci-
ences, Sivin categorizes the quantitative sciences as mathematics (suan 算),
mathematical harmonics or acoustics (lü 律, lülü 律呂) and mathematical
astronomy (li 歷, lifa 歷法). the qualitative sciences were astronomy (tianwen
天文), medicine (yi 醫), and siting (fengshui 風水). Tianwen included celestial
and meteorological observation and astrology. an important subcategory of
medicine was “nurturing Life” (yangsheng 養生 ), which included  self-
cultivation and longevity techniques. Medicine also included materia medica
(bencao 本草 ) and internal (neidan 內丹 ) and external (waidan 外丹 )
alchemy.26 the historical development of these sciences have been extensively
explored by historians of science.27

the indigenous Chinese sciences put us in a position to ask different
questions. Let us imaging an alternative past, in which the early visionaries
who first created Chinese sf also took seriously the indigenous sciences of
their own tradition. What might such this alternative Chinese sf look like?
the next three sections attempt several possible answers.

Travel in Space and Time

reference to space or time travel is not a widespread element in Chinese
philosophical or historical writing, but their early occurrence makes them
worthy of note. Both occur in the great Daoist classic, the Zhuangzi. One
passage describes a sage, the “spirit person of Guyi,” who appears to practice
diet and breath regulation: “He does not eat the five grains but sucks in the
wind and drinks dew.” these practices are powerful: “he roams beyond the
world” (literally the four seas) and when he concentrates his spirit, it protects
living things from plagues and makes the grain ripen.28

time travel also features, expressed as a paradox:

For there to be a “right” and “wrong” [or alternately, “it’s so”; “it’s not so”] before they
are formed in the  heart- mind would be to go to Yue today and arrive yesterday.29

this paradox will be familiar to any reader of the limerick “relativity”:
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there was a young lady named Bright
Whose speed was far faster than light;
She set off one day
in a relative way
and returned home the previous night.30

But the Zhuangzi paradox seems to be an analogy to an error, rather than a
description of actual time travel. the paradox reappears as one of several
paradoxes attributed to Zhuangzi’s friend (and logical sparring partner) Hui
Shi: “I go to Yue today yet arrive yesterday.”31 Here the travel to Yue (contem-
porary Vietnam) is posed as a paradox, but the idea of time travel is clearly
articulated.

time travel has a complex role in new wave Chinese science fiction. On
the one hand it has been perhaps surprisingly absent from Chinese sf. as
robert Price notes in a recent dissertation, the absence of time travel themes
from Chinese sf is all the more mysterious because of its early and prominent
role in modern sf, not only in H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895), but
even earlier in Mark twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court
(1889).

By contrast, time travel became a prominent element in Chinese histor-
ical television dramas, where it provided a plot device for a modern protag-
onist to travel to and experience the courts of imperial China. the first show
of this genre, Shen Hua 神話 (the Myth, 2010), was based on a 2005 Jackie
Chan movie of the same name.32 the increase of such dramas eventually
prompted the State administration of radio, Film, and television to ban
time travel plots from Chinese television on grounds that they “treated [sic]
serious history in a frivolous way.”33 But as the New Yorker columnist richard
Brody pointed out, Chinese  time- travel plots share the notion of escape, spe-
cifically escape from contemporary China to the China of an earlier, and in
some sense, preferable time.34 time travel plots do feature in new wave sf.
For example, Qian Lifang’s Tian yi (the Will of Heaven, 2004) and Tian ming
(the Command of Heaven, 2011) both feature complex time travel plots that
take future technocrats back to Han dynasty China.35

Transformation Stories

the idea of one species (or gender) giving birth to, or transforming into,
another is also of early origin, and is found across several genres. Stories of
this kind include: accounts of human origins, the genre of zhiguai, and Bud-
dhist reincarnation stories.
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Accounts of Human Origins

Several Warring States period (481/403 bce–221 bce) and Han dynasty
(206 bce–220 ce) texts offer accounts of the evolution of living things in two
senses: (1) that one kind of living thing is descended from another, or (2) that
living things change by adapting to their environment. the Zhuangzi chapter
titled “Ultimate Felicity” (Zhuangzi 18) ends with an elaborate account of
how species transform into one another under the influences of different
environments:

Species have minute beginnings. When they reach water they become minute
 organisms. When they reach the border of water and land they become algae. When
they germinate in elevated places they become lingxi 陵舄. When it reaches ferti-
lized soil it becomes crowsfoot; its roots become grubs; its leaves become butterflies.
the butterflies transform into insects that live under the kitchen stove; they look 
like  new- grown skin and are called qutuo 鴝掇. after a thousand days these insects
become birds called ganyugu 乾餘骨; their saliva becomes the simi 斯彌 insect. 
It becomes a shixi 食醯 wine fly, which gives birth to the yilu 頤輅. Huangguang 
黃軦 are produced from the jiuyou 九猷; gnats are born from putrid huan 腐蠸
bugs. the yangxi 羊奚 plant couples with bamboo that has not shooted for a long
time and the bamboo produces the green ning 寧 plant. It produces panthers; pan-
thers produce horses; horses produce humans. Humans return to minute begin-
nings. all living things come from minute beginnings and return to minute begin-
nings.36

It is very obscure, and impossible to translate with certainty. It describes
repeating cycles of transformation (not evolution), and depicts living things
evolving from minute creatures, to plants, insects, birds, animals, and
humans. these transformations occur in response to different physical envi-
ronments: water, land, altitude, fertilized soil, etc.

this passage was noticed by Hu Shih 胡適 (1891–1962) as an example
of a possible early theory of biological evolution, and was part of a debate on
“spontaneous generation” in early  twentieth- century China. (Hu, one of the
great  scholar- diplomats of  twentieth- century China, was a student of John
Dewey at Columbia University.) Hu argued that theories of qi introduce issues
of potentiality and actuality: if all organisms arise from some kind of pri-
mordial, generative qi, it must contain the potential for all later forms, pro-
viding the conceptual groundwork for a theory of evolution. He used this
Zhuangzi passage to argue that Warring States thinkers recognized organic
continuity throughout the gradations of the animate world, beginning with
undifferentiated qi and culminating in humanity.37
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The Genre of Zhiguai 志怪
another type of transformation story appears in the indigenous Chinese

genre of zhiguai. this term has no english equivalent, but can be translated
as “tales of the strange” or “records of anomalies.” the first reference to them
is in the Zhuangzi, but they became prominent toward the end of the Han,
Six Dynasties and tang periods. Chinese sources classify them as history,
not fiction. they contain brief descriptions of anomalous events, including
reincarnation and human interactions with gods, ghosts, and spirits.38 Zhiguai
stories extend the boundaries of the human by portraying both humans and
animals as part of a continuous moral community.39 they contain chapters
on the transformation of humans into plants and animals, animals spirits,
and rewards and retribution by animals.

Many zhiguai stories involve crossing the  animal- human boundary.
these include  human- animal hybrids and transformations between species.40

Some describe partial transformations where an animal grows extra or inap-
propriate body parts; others describe transformations between species. Others
recount  cross- species matings and anomalous births, such as one species giv-
ing birth to another, or babies born with multiple heads or feet. Some trans-
formations involve gender.41 especially interesting are highly normative
accounts of reward and retribution between humans and animals. animals
typically exhibit human morality, sometimes in response to virtuous humans
and other times in contrast to human misbehavior.

Zhiguai was one of several genres concerned with the supernatural in
late imperial China. the Ming dynasty bibliographer Hu Yinglin 胡應璘
(1551–1602) reconsidered the traditional genre of “fiction,” literally “small
talk” (xiaoshuo 小說), which he considered too vague, and reworked it into
six distinct genres. the first two dealt with the supernatural: anomaly
accounts (zhiguai) and “prose romances of the marvellous” (chuanqi 傳奇),
a genre that dates from the tang dynasty.42 Several influential figures linked
martial arts fiction (wuxia xiaoshuo 武俠小說), with chuanqi. the most
important is Jin Yong 金庸 (Louis Cha), author of many of the most influ-
ential contemporary martial arts novels, which form the basis of numerous
martial arts films.43

What is important for the present discussion is the clear distinction
between anomaly accounts and prose romances. It occurs in several ways.
First, contemporary martial arts fiction privileges realism and has tended to
eclipse nonrealist narratives derived from the traditional genres of zhiguai
and chuanqi. Contemporary martial arts fiction also uses vernacular language
(bai hua 百花), which further distances it from the literary language of the
older genres. Li tuo argues that these two phenomena are related. He suggests
that  non- realist genres dominated Chinese premodern literary history in
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zhiguai, chuanqi, Yuan drama, and Ming novels; and asks whether the euro-
peanization of the modern Chinese language has inexorably connected mod-
ern Chinese narratives and Western models of representation.44 the point is
that modern Chinese narratives conspicuously include science fiction, and
Chinese sf inherently includes the  non- realism of zhiguai and chuanqi. We
can press this distinction further by arguing that realist martial arts fiction
draws on chuanqi, and sf draws on zhiguai.

Both late Qing dynasty and contemporary  new- wave science fiction
draw on zhiguai. Human-animal hybrids reappear in the  cat- headed citizens
of Lao She’s Cat Country (Mao cheng ji 貓城記, 1932).45 another important
sf element that first appears in zhiguai is also a seed of utopian literature in
China, since several zhiguai stories imagine nonexistent “utopias” or
dystopias. For example, a story in Pu Songling’s 蒲松齡 (1640–1715) Strange
Tales from a Chinese Studio (Liaozhai zhiyi 聊齋誌異 , 1880) opposes a
dystopian “City of Ogres” to an idealized “City under the Ocean.”46 another
examples is Wu Jianren’s (吳趼人, 1866–1910) New Story of the Stone (Xin shi-
tou ji 新石頭記, 1908), one of the great novels of late Qing China, a utopian
account of the travels of Jia Baoyu, the main character of the original Story
of the Stone (Shitou ji 石頭記), after the end of the original novel.47 Baoyu
encounters a “Civilized realm” (wenming jingjie 文明境界) with futuristic
technology, including medical lenses that image bone and soft tissue, under-
ground trains, underwater telephones, and submarines that fire “silent electric
cannons” (wusheng dianpao 無聲電炮). Yet its vision of moral governance
is Confucian; it is ruled by a benevolent monarch, Dongfang Qiang 東方強
(Strength of the east). Its districts are named for traditional Confucian
virtues: compassion (ci 慈), filiality (xiao 孝), loyalty (zhong 忠), benevolence
(ren 仁), and trustworthiness (xin 信).48

Modes of Immortality

extreme longevity and immortality are staples of Western sf, for example
aldous Huxley’s classic After Many a Summer Dies The Swan (1939). the
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction describes immortality as one of the basic
motifs of speculative thought; “the elixir of life and the fountain of youth are
hypothetical goals of classic intellectual and exploratory quests,” including
extreme longevity, eternal youth, and rejuvenation.49

Chinese medical and scientific traditions have been concerned with
immortality in a spectrum ranging from health to longevity and—in some
cases attempts at literal, physical immortality, for some two millennia.
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Nurturing Life
Several Warring States texts express the need to preserve one’s person,

self, or essential nature by “nurturing life” (yang sheng 養生), an area of com-
mon ground for philosophers and practitioners of medical arts. the term
yang sheng first appears in the Zhuangzi, which makes fun of daoyin 導引
(pulling and guiding), a tradition of exercise for therapy and health. the
Zhuangzi contrasts real sages to yang sheng practitioners who “blow out,
breathe in, old out, new in, dormant like the bear,  neck- stretched like the
bird, their only care for longevity”; these are the practitioners of “guide-and-
pull” (daoyin) and “nourishing the body” (yang xing 養形).50

In the Han dynasty, “nurturing life” techniques became a major concern
of the recipe Masters (fang shi 方士) of the Han court. Fang texts on nur-
turing life include methods for absorbing and circulating qi in the body,
breathing and meditation exercises, diet, drugs, and sexual techniques. Med-
ical texts excavated from Han dynasty tombs also document these practices,
especially the medical manuscript excavated at Mawangdui 馬王堆 (Chang-
sha, Hubei, 169 bce) entitled “Drawings of Guiding and Pulling” (Daoyin tu
導引圖), a series of  forty- four drawings of human figures performing exer-
cises.51 Some are described in another excavated text, the Pulling Book (Yin
shu 引書), excavated from a tomb at Zhangjiashan 張家山 (Jiangling, Hubei,
tomb no. 247), which describes exercises based on the movements of animals.
the “yang sheng culture” of these texts emphasized control over physiological
and mental processes, both understood as  self- cultivation, through the trans-
formation of qi.

We also find evidence on yang sheng from lists of titles of now lost books
on these topics in the Hanshu Bibliographic treatise. It includes intriguing
(but lost) titles such as “Food Prohibitions of [the legendary sages] Shen
nong and Huangdi” (Shen Nong Huangdi shi jin 神農黃帝食禁) and “recipes
of Huangdi and the three  Sage- Kings for nurturing Yang” (Huangdi sanwang
yangyang fang 黃帝三王養陽方).52

In summary, most of these texts can be described as part of a yang sheng
culture, which offered and emphasized control over physiological processes
of the body and mind that were understood as transformations of qi. What
is the relation of these detailed technical texts to philosophy? these technical
arts form a continuum with philosophy because their transformations were
understood as  self- cultivation in the coterminous senses of moral excellence,
health, longevity, and physiological transformation through the manipulation
of qi. these views informed Warring States accounts of dietary practices,
exercise regimens, breath meditation, sexual cultivation techniques, and other
technical traditions associated with fang shi.53
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Daoist Medical Traditions
Finally, longevity practices were closely linked with traditional Chinese

medicine. three of the most important physicians were also Daoist scholars,
and were concerned with longevity practices.

Ge Hong 葛洪 (283–343 or 363 ce) was the first of several explicitly
Daoist physicians who wrote about the practice of alchemy. He initially stud-
ied the Confucian classics, but eventually became interested in immortality
techniques. He gave up a military career and political life in order to devote
himself to immortality practices, and eventually settled at Mt. Luofu 羅浮 in
Guangxi where he studied alchemy until his death. Ge Hong was the first to
systematically describe the history and theory of Daoist immortality tech-
niques such as “preserving unity” (shou yi 守一), circulating energy (xing qi
行氣), “guiding and pulling” (dao yin), and sexual longevity techniques (fang
zhong 房中). as an alchemist, he experimented with drugs and minerals.54

tao Hongjing 陶弘景 (456–536) was the effective founder of Shangqing
上清 (Highest Clarity) Daoism. He held several court positions under the
Liu Song and Qi dynasties. tao was educated in Daoist traditions associated
with the Daode jing, Zhuangzi, and the works of Ge Hong. He was also actively
engaged in mostly unsuccessful attempts to produce alchemical elixirs.55

Sun Simiao 孫思邈 (581–682) was the author of two major works on
medical practice and a work on Daoist longevity prescriptions. He is still
worshipped as the “Medicine Buddha,” and as the “King of Medicine” (yao
wang 藥王). He was the author of two major medical works that are still con-
sulted.56 Sun was also the author of several works on Daoist alchemy, which
he is believed to have practiced (he died at the age of 101). His “essay on Pre-
serving and nourishing Life” (Sheyang lun 攝養論) gives monthly advice on
food, sleeping habits and action of good and ill auspice.57

In summary, Sun Simiao, Ge Hong and tao Hongjing all combined
explicit interests in Daoist philosophy, medicine, materia medica and
alchemy. all these focused, to varying degrees, on longevity and immortal-
ity.

Despite its importance in philosophy and medicine, immortality is not
a major trope in Chinese sf. the single exception is Xu nianci’s 徐念慈 (1875–
1908) New Tales of Mr. Braggadocio (Xin Faluo xiansheng tan 新法螺先生譚).58

It describes a man whose body and soul are separated in a typhoon.59 His
body sinks toward the center of the earth, but his soul travels to Mercury and
Venus. On Mercury, his soul watches the transplantation of brains as a
method of rejuvenation. (On Venus it discovers that rudimentary plants and
animals appear at the same time, refuting biologists’ claims that plants pre-
ceded animals in evolution.) Immortality appears again when his body, hav-
ing arrived at the center of the earth, encounters a  quasi- immortal man.60
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the story imitates—and directly quotes—the Zhuangzi, a key early source
for speculative writing in the Chinese philosophical tradition. But immor-
tality and rejuvenation are passing plot elements, and not the central concern
of the text.

Immortality themes also appear in new wave writing, but in new guises
that are still closely linked to science. For example, in Fei Dao’s “the Demon’s
Head” (2007), a scientist preserves the brain of a general whose brain some-
how survived when he and his retinue were assassinated, conveniently close
to a neurological research institute. Here, his “immortality” arises from neu-
roscience, not immortality practices.

Conclusion

It is striking that themes of time travel, transformation, and longevity
have longstanding roots in Chinese philosophy, literature and some indige-
nous sciences, but are almost completely absent from Chinese sf. although
their  after- images may briefly appear in new wave writing, they are not pur-
sued, or are  re- imagined in scientific or technological contexts. Why is this
so?

the simplest explanation is genre. On a genre account, all these themes
belong to the Chinese genre of xuan huan, fantastic fiction with Chinese
supernatural elements. But that explanation fails because Chinese fantasy lit-
erature typically excludes the themes of time travel (chuan yue 穿越) and
Daoist immortality stories (xiu zhen 修真). a different and perhaps better
explanation is that Chinese sf is, at least up until now, inextricably linked to
modern science in ways that largely preclude the indigenous sciences. this
approach harks back to the late  nineteenth- century history of Chinese sf and
its close relation to Western science, evolution, and technology.

this approach raises another question: what will happen as new wave
authors reject the premises of early Chinese sf and increasingly extend their
reach beyond its concerns? Here an interesting divide arises between the very
different training of contemporary Chinese “hard sf ” and new wave writers.
the most prominent hard sf writers, Liu Cixin and Wang Jinkang, were
trained as engineers, hydroelectric and civil, respectively. By contrast, several
new wave writers hold advanced degrees and university positions, primarily
in literature, which would provide familiarity with themes drawn from philo-
sophical writing: time travel, transformation, and Daoist immortality motifs.

But neither group has obvious exposure to themes in the indigenous
Chinese sciences, so it is perhaps not surprising that explicit themes from
these areas do not appear. nor do debates about what counts as Chinese sf
help to clarify the absence of the indigenous Chinese sciences. Some scholars
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try to trace Chinese sf back to zhiguai, while others date it to the 1930s, 1950s,
or even the post–Mao period. an interesting middle ground is offered by
Isaacson, who dates it to the late Qing dynasty. He argues that it arose as a
response to two factors: an epistemological crisis due to subjugation to euro-
pean powers and the translation into Chinese of newly emergent Western
science fiction. He also argues that an adequate account of the history of sf
in China requires an understanding of its relationship to earlier genres.61 His
approach helps explain the absence of the indigenous sciences, which could
have been lost under the pressure of two developments that were fundamen-
tally responses to the West. But that situation may change as the agenda of
Chinese sf changes.

My goal here is not to argue for zhiguai or chuanqi as the origins of Chi-
nese science fiction, nor is it to claim that the indigenous sciences inform
Chinese sf, which they largely do not, for clear reasons. But there are good
reasons that we do not find it in Chinese sf, because of the latter’s close links
with both modernity and empire. Instead, this brief overview of three distinct
Chinese indigenous literary, religious, and scientific traditions provide an
alternative literary path, and one that could happen. In conclusion, relations
between Chinese literary genres, its indigenous scientific traditions, the intro-
duction of Western science, and the introduction and development of science
fiction all form a complex network that warrants further study and should
not be  over- simplified.
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the Slusser test 
for Generic Identity

Reflections on George Slusser’s
“Reflections on Style in Science Fiction”

alvaro  Zinos- amaro

In his essay “reflections on Style in Science Fiction,” George Slusser
performs a vigorous theoretical analysis of how style relates to science fiction
and how style may in fact be argued to be one of science fiction’s defining
features.1 My intent here is to both pay homage to Slusser’s fine line of rea-
soning and to investigate whether we can build on it, namely by invoking
ideas from stylometry and data analysis.

Let us begin at the end, with a summary of Slusser’s essential conclusion.
the fields of human endeavor which we may loosely term “sciences,” Slusser
observes, proceed by means of a process of “scientific analogy” (18). In con-
trast, the areas of human study which with comparable looseness we may
term “humanities” instead rely for their development on “traditional figura-
tion” (22). a priori, these two ways of investigating reality, and our human
existence within that reality, may appear discontinuous. Style, however,
Slusser argues, can be interpreted as a bridging element between them, an
agent of ontological mediation between scientific analogizing and traditional
figuration. even more significantly, we may think of science fiction (hence-
forth abbreviated to “sf ”) as a kind of literature comprised of stylistic state-
ments specializing in these types of strong ontological claims, which through
its reading makes possible “communal acts of discovery.” this, in grossly
abbreviated terms, is Slusser’s central thesis.

Before focusing on the specifics of the argument most germane to us,
I’m going to offer an incredibly compact synopsis of how Slusser arrives at
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his conclusion. Understanding each of these steps, and the reasoning linking
them, is not necessary to what follows; instead, I offer the synopsis as evidence
of Slusser’s incredible mental nimbleness and extremely  broad- ranging the-
oretical apparatus. In summary, then, Slusser proceeds more or less as fol-
lows:

1. Contemporary theory favors Saussurean “langue” over “parole.”
2. Classical treatises on poetics by aristotle and Plato set a base-

line precedent for the secondary role of style.
3. Structuralists tend to reduce sf to either stylistic idioms or sty-

listic anarchy.
4. richard M. Ohmann is one notable figure—perhaps the first of

prominence?—to contravene the general trend pointed out in (1) and
suggest an expanded role for style.

5. Language creates impositions upon the world not through syn-
tax but through Whorfian metalinguistics.

6. nietzsche views epistemology as intransitive and science as
tautological;  self- referentiality dominates.

7. there is therefore a clear conflict between Ohmann’s notion of
metaphorical discovery and the process of nietzschean metaphorical
closure.

8. the perceived divide between sf and  so- called experimental
mainstream literature neatly parallels the divided between Ohmann and
nietzsche in (7).

9. Paul de Man’s epistemology of metaphor exemplifies the mod-
ern rhetoric of ontological impossibility.

10. Sf stories are unique when viewed as stylistic statements mak-
ings strong ontological claims; they entail communal acts of discovery.

time to take a deep breath. each of these observations contains multitudes;
for the full details and beauty of Slusser’s elaboration thereof, I encourage
readers to seek out his essay (and to be prepared for a mental workout). Per-
haps unsurprisingly, but nevertheless amusingly, Slusser himself reports “a
sense of dismay” (22) at how much theorizing has been required to reach his
conclusion that style in sf is what enables a stimulating intellectual experience
of heuristic judgment. If style, as Slusser compellingly argues, is what sets sf
apart from other types of literature, a straightforward question is whether
such style may be amenable to measurement or approximate quantification,
even in theory. In order to tackle this question, let’s now zoom in on the three
key stylistic elements highlighted by Slusser (following work done by richard
Ohmann).2

these three elements of style, according to Ohmann, are neologisms,
metaphors, and the uprooting of ordinary syntax. In this context, style is an
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expression of our “hidden thoughts” (cited in Slusser 6). neologisms, we
note, may refer to absolutely new words, or to new uses of existing words, or
to newly created words derived from the combination of existing words. Sci-
entific neologisms, in the framework of this discussion, become attempts at
knowing, extrapolations which Dedre Gentner calls structure mappings.3 the
word “metaphor” is here intended in its conventional sense. Lastly, for exam-
ples of syntactical innovation that can be found outside sf, we can look to
works by James Joyce and William Faulkner, with the caveat that these are
approximations of what Slusser has in mind, not explicit instances per se.

Before proceeding to a discussion of whether, or to what extent, these
three elements may be measureable, I’d like to reference the work of another
brilliant theoretician of sf, Istvan  Csicsery- ronay, Jr. In an extremely dense,
 book- length study, this critic lays out seven significant characteristics of sf.4

I will not attempt to define them all here, as that would exceed the purview
of our investigation, but will nevertheless list them: fictive neology, fictive
novum (or nova), future history, imaginary science, the  science- fictional sub-
lime, the  science- fictional grotesque, and lastly, the technologiade. If I under-
stand  Csicsery- ronay, Jr., correctly, we can think of these seven “beauties”
of sf as comprising a kind of working quorum definition of sf. therefore, a
text lacking all seven “beauties” is unlikely to be sf by any stretch of the imag-
ination; conversely, a text exhibiting any given subset of them will likely be
sf by conventional standards. I find it of note that the first of these seven pro-
posed notions, the fictive neology, coincides to some degree with the first of
the three stylistic elements with which we are concerned, the neologism. Here
is how  Csicsery- ronay Jr., describes the fictive neology:

readers of sf expect to encounter new words and other signs that indicate worlds
changed from their own, just as viewers of visual sf expect special visual effects, and
listeners expect special sonic effects representing new  sense- perceptions and aes-
thetic designs. Our culture treats sf as the primary source for such symbolic indica-
tions of radical newness. the fictive neologies of sf are variations and combinations
based on the actual process of lexicogenesis experienced in social life. they can
appear in a great variety of forms, in diverse registers, from the prophetic to the
comic. In every case, they imply  linguistic- symbolic models of technological trans-
formation, playfully suspended and seriously displaced. they engage audiences to
use them as clues and triggers to construct the logic of  science- fictional worlds [5].

In order to shed some light on my interpretation of  Csicsery- ronay, Jr.’s work,
and how it may be applied practically, I’d like to spend a few moments dis-
cussing a specific novel which makes for a fascinating test case, robert Sil-
verberg’s The Book of Skulls (1972).

In this novel four college students search after eternal life. Using  Csicsery-
ronay Jr.’s scheme, we might be tempted to say that since immortality fits under
the framework of conceptual prosthesis, in turn a subcategory of imaginary
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science, the book is clearly sf. this seems straightforward enough—case
closed. But there arise several complications. First, we may think of other
narratives preoccupied with immortality, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, which
would seem  ill- at-ease in the grouping of “imaginary science,” and which are
unlikely to be considered sf by a majority of modern readers. Second, The
Book of Skulls provides no definitive proof that immortality actually exists
within its narrative framework; it deals only, to be strict, in potential immor-
tality. as a result, if we are to find its  sf- nal core, we may need to look outside
of the “imaginary science” category. the idea of the sublime, if we recall the
works of philosophers like Immanuel Kant and edmund Burke, historically
entails an internalization of the smallness of humankind juxtaposed with the
immensity of nature.  Csicsery- ronay, Jr., builds on this notion to develop
the specifically  sf- nal sublime, which he describes as often being achieved by
space operatic means. Immortality—even in potentia—lends itself well to
intimations of sublimity: consider, for instance, the psychological exploration
of the fleetingness of ordinary human life contrasted with the immensity of
time, and how such an awareness may impel individuals to crave immortality,
and to contemplate how far, morally, they’d be willing to go to achieve it. It
is this latter component that takes Silverberg’s book into the grotesque. On
the whole, then, The Book of Skulls derives much of its thematic power from
its conflation of the sublime and the grotesque, both as applied to the imag-
inary science of immortality. the book’s theme is wonderfully evoked through
a narrative quartet of individualized voices, which root the imaginary science
in a contemporary (at the time of publication) and therefore plausible reality.
the Epic of Gilgamesh, while preoccupied with immortality, differs in that it
is fundamentally a mythological quest/travelogue, unfolding in a supernatural
world and featuring magic and divinity rather than imaginary science as
meant by  Csicsery- ronay, Jr.

Let us return now to the question of style as a defining trademark of sf,
and Ohmann’s three key stylistic elements. In order to ascertain what modern
stylometry and data analysis may have to say about these elements, a short
review of some impressive stylometric accomplishments is in order.

One dramatic example of the application of stylometry involves an
analysis of twelve essays published as part of The Federalist Papers in 1787
under the pseudonym “Publius.” While the authorship of the majority of the
 eighty- five texts comprising The Federalist Papers was known, that of the
twelve pieces in question was not. the three candidates suspected of author-
ship were alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, but both con-
textual clues and inferences based on the essays’ contents proved insufficient
for a consensus view regarding their author. Complicating matters, in 1804,
Hamilton, preparing to duel aaron Burr, wrote a letter to a friend and claimed
authorship of the essays, but thirteen years later Madison put out his own
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authorship claim. enter, in 1890, the work of Polish philosopher Wincenty
Lutoslawski, whose Principes de Stylométrie presented a formalized attempt
to define measurable elements of style, as for example counting certain word
frequencies. a modernized implementation of these notions, amplified by
statistical methods, was derived by Frederick Mosteller of Harvard University
and David Wallace of the University of Chicago, who set out to definitively
solve The Federalist Papers authorship mystery. In their study, they applied
stylometric tests to essays whose authorship by Madison and Hamilton was
known, and correctly predicted the author in each instance. then, using the
same criteria for the twelve articles in question, they concluded that Madison
was their author, a view that holds to this day.5

another  thought- provoking example of stylometric analysis involves
the 18th-century play Double Falshood; or, The Distrest Lovers by Lewis theo -
bald (1727). the play is constructed around the  so- called “Cardenio” episode
of Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605, 1615), and theobald himself
claimed it was based on an unnamed lost play by William Shakespeare. In
2015 a detailed stylometric study was performed and found that Double Fal-
shood’s main text was indeed a collaboration between Shakespeare and John
Fletcher, essentially their lost play The History of Cardenio, with minor con-
tributions by theobald.6

In another recent example of author identification, 2017 stylometric
research was conducted on the works of “elena Ferrante,” the known pseu-
donym of an Italian writer who has won the Man Booker International Prize
and received many other accolades. this investigation, which analyzed over
a hundred novels by forty authors, concluded that Ferrante was in fact the
writer Domenico Starnone.7

an early application of stylometry in sf explores the works of Isaac asi-
mov. this  book- length study (Goble), performed without the benefit of mod-
ern text digitization and analytical software, was based on samples of each
work by asimov rather than their every word. nevertheless, the study was
comprehensive in its scope, covering both asimov’s fiction and nonfiction.
Documented measures, focusing on asimov’s  non- dialogue fiction prose,
included average sentence and paragraph lengths, characteristics of his “per-
sonal” sentences (questions, commands, exclamations, and stopping short),
his use of first person and second person, ratios of active versus passive sen-
tences, his diction (for example, preferred ways of opening paragraphs), his
modulation (i.e., his use of quotes, italics, parentheses, dashes and semi-
colons), and the variability of such metrics based on the age of his target
readers.8

a contemporary example, accessible for lay readers, of  wide- ranging
stylometric work that fully deploys modern statistical techniques and utilizes
vast repositories of digitized texts and tables of specific word types, may be
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found in Ben Blatt’s Nabokov’s Favorite Word Is Mauve: What the Numbers
Reveal About the Classics, Bestsellers, and Our Own Writing (2017).9 this sur-
vey examines adverb usage, how word choices relate to gender, the changes
in grade levels of bestsellers over time, U.K. versus U.S. usage, the percent of
clichés in modern popular fiction, how much space author names occupy on
book covers, line openings and opening lines, the use of anaphora (the rep-
etition of a word or phrase at the start of consecutive sentences), and author’s
most  oft- repeated words. to convey the kinds of insights gleaned through
these studies, I’d like to cite some specific findings.

In his book On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft (2000), Stephen King
suggests that writers should use adverbs (meaning specifically adverbs ending
in “-ly”) sparingly. Blatt calculates that, from his pool of authors, ernest Hem-
ingway uses “-ly” adverbs least, at a rate of only 81 per 10,000 words through-
out ten major works. Stephen King, meanwhile, is roughly in the middle of
the list, with a usage of 105 “-ly” adverbs per 10,000 words over the course
of 51 novels. J.K. rowling, for another genre comparison, is much higher, at
140 per 10,000 words. In terms of anaphora, Blatt finds that Virginia Woolf ’s
The Waves (1931) contains a whopping 16 percent. When considering clichés,
his analysis relies on Christine ammer’s The Dictionary of Clichés: A Word
Lover’s Guide to 4,000 Overused Phrases and  Almost- Pleasing Platitudes (2013),
which compiles some 4,000 clichés. examining hundreds of novels by fifty
authors, Blatt places James Patterson at the top of the list, with 160 per 100,000
words, while Jane austen, with only 45 per 100,000 words, is at the lower
extreme. Stephen King, like Patterson, is on the high end, with 125, while J.K.
rowling, with 92, is roughly at the same level as Dan Brown, with 93. exam-
ples of clichés favored by famous sf/f writers include ray Bradbury’s use of
“at long last,” George r.r. Martin’s use of “black as pitch,” rick riordan’s rep-
etition of “from head to toe,” and tolkien’s reliance on the phrase “nick of time.”

“nod” words Blatt describes as  non- proper-nouns appearing at the rate
of at least 100 per 100,000 and occurring in all of an author’s works. these
may be considered tantamount to stylistic tics or affectations. ray Bradbury’s
top nod words are “someone, cried, boys”; Cassandra Clare’s are “blood, hair,
looked”; George r.r. Martin’s are “lady, red, black”; and Lemony Snicket’s
are “siblings, orphans, children.” Blatt denotes as “cinnamon words” specific
words used by an author much more frequently than other authors. Bradbury
uses  spice- related terminology quite often: “spearmint,” for instance, appears
in his work fifty times more frequently than it does in the Corpus of Historical
american english.10 “Mauve,” meanwhile, is Vladimir nabokov’s top cinna-
mon word, thus inspiring the title of Blatt’s book, and is followed by “banal”
and “pun.”

Having expounded on these  already- proven applications of stylometry,
we can now return to Slusser’s contention and attempt to conceive an exten-
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sion of today’s methods that might prove or disprove Slusser’s idea about the
centrality of style to sf. Besides the three elements of style remarked upon
earlier, Slusser’s essay emphasizes the importance of  ontologico- stylistic con-
tent in sf, and the particular ways in which first lines are different from those
in other texts. these two categories, then, may tentatively define the param-
eter space for our thought experiment. next we need sample data.

Locus, the trade journal of sf, tallies yearly totals of new, original books
(not reprints) that are considered sf. From 2008 through 2017 this total comes
to 19,089 volumes that might make for a suitable, statistically meaningful
data set. If we wish to proceed with a less ambitious body of work, we might
limit ourselves to Locus’s recommended sf novels; in 2017 there were  twenty-
eight such titles, or approximately 1.5 percent of new books published. assum-
ing a comparable  recommended- to-published ratio for our 2008–2017 total,
we might reasonably confine our study to some 294 sample texts. We should
note that these books don’t include collections, which Locus lists separately,
or first novels, which are also awarded their own category. In order to prevent
our survey from becoming recursive (limiting our sample data to  agreed-
upon sf texts we find that they are, stylistically speaking, sf) we would need
to complement our approximately 300 volumes with other texts, for example
novels having won the arthur C. Clarke award or nebula award, or perhaps
books covered by Locus reviewers but not included in the recommended lists.
alternatively, one might follow any number of historical approaches, or delib-
erately select for inclusion  non- genre books published by mainstream pub-
lishers but nevertheless containing known sf tropes.

Having defined our sample data, we might then begin by using software
to count the number of neologisms in said texts. Comparing these frequencies
with those found in  non- genre-specific data sets, such as the aforementioned
Corpus of Historical american english, might establish  neologism- related
thresholds related to generic identity.

Beyond this element, we might inquire as to how precisely we should
measure our data’s  ontologico- stylistic content, the particularities of its first
lines, its use of metaphors, and its uprooting of ordinary syntax. Clearly such
evaluations are much more complex than counting neologisms. Currently
available language software does not appear to be up to these tasks. However,
future natural language processing (nLP) techniques, harnessing the power
of artificial intelligence and vast quantities of natural language data, may
come to the rescue. In this scenario, we can envision a “Slusser test” for
generic identity. In the same way that an unknown entity answering carefully
selected questions in a way indistinguishable from humans may be thought
of, per the turing test, as human, a text exhibiting certain quantities of stylistic
distinction in a way indistinguishable from those of known sf texts would,
per the Slusser test, perforce be considered sf.
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We could apply this Slusser test to increasingly borderline cases in an
attempt to find the borders of genre. naturally this raises the questions of
genre hybridization and porousness. these subjects have been studied, and
at least  semi- formally documented, in Gary K. Wolfe’s Evaporating Genres:
Essays on Fantastic Literature (2011) and elsewhere.11 Key notions in this sur-
vey relate to the escaping into general culture of sf tropes, and to artists break-
ing categories rather than helping to build them, a process which often occurs
retrospectively. More specifically, we can use this survey to propose a starter
list of authors that might yield intriguing results when  Slusser- tested: Peter
Straub, Jonathan Carroll, Jonathan Lethem, M. John Harrison, China Mié -
ville, Kelly Link, elizabeth Hand, and Jeffrey Ford. Further author suggestions
may be located in recommended bibliographies of various literary movements
at least tangentially connected with sf, such as “slipstream,” “new Wave fab-
ulism,” “Weird,” and the “new Weird.”

Pursuing such studies, we may well find that the Slusser test may be, in
light of the inherent limits of genre categorization, of limited use for a binary
yes/no identification of a given text as sf. However, given certain trends in
genre over the last fifteen or so years, we may envision a slightly more subtle
application of the test. Prose sf and fantasy have spawned a multitude of sf
subgenres, such as alternate history, military action, and paranormal romance.
Further, within such subgenres, readers tend to gravitate to particular author
cohorts. Further still, many contemporary readers, while enmeshed in over-
lapping cohorts, exhibit particular loyalty to specific authors, regardless of
those authors’ movements between cohorts, sf subgenres, or even out of sf
and into other arenas. the concept of author branding is prevalent in
 modern- day marketing and recommendation algorithms. the Slusser test
might then be used to determine whether a particular text resides inside a
given subgenre or cohort, or whether it can be associated with a particular
author brand, regardless of its  sf- ness.

Following this train of thought, let us consider recent work done on
what we might term the topology of literature. Franco Moretti’s theory of
“distant reading” emphasizes measureable aspects of texts not contingent on
traditional techniques of subjective literary criticism.12 Moretti, together with
Matthew Jockers, founded the Stanford Literary Lab, some of whose areas of
statistical inquiry include: the “loudness” of novels, geographic distributions
of emotions, the evolution of bureaucratic doublespeak, distinguishing
aspects of the Gothic novel (which turn out to be not just castles and ghosts,
but more frequent use of certain verb tenses and prepositions), and the curi-
ous finding that from 1785 to 1900 the language of the British novel steadily
shifted away from words relating to moral judgment to words associated with
concrete description.13 Following this and related examples that emphasize
visual depictions of literary features and textual relationships,14 we might

208 Part Three: The Business of Science Fiction Scholarship



imagine using the Slusser test in combination with data generated through
reader surveys to construct a genre map.

Such a map might take the form of a proximity graph whose constituent
elements would be either individual authors,  pre- defined author cohorts, or
approximately defined subgenres. In order to assemble this proximity graph
we would rely principally on circles, or nodes, and connecting lines. First,
the size of a given node would be directly proportional to how many readers
of a given survey indicated that the element represented by the node—author,
cohort, subgenre—was one of his or her favorites. Second, the proximity of
nodes on the map would indicate how much their respective fanbases overlap:
the closer two nodes, the more similar their fanbases. after constructing the
proximity graph based purely on reader survey responses, we could then
interpret clusters of nodes in a particular way. For instance, if we take nodes
to represent authors, then node clusters might indicate subgenres, and the
emerging concentration of a given  super- cluster might represent sf as a genre
itself. the Slusser test, aided with other emerging forms of textual data analy-
sis, might then be used as a predictor of that text’s nodality. examining the
node network would likely suggest further testable hypotheses, for example
relating to the traditional “commerce versus craft” debate. One such hypoth-
esis might entail positing that certain authors or cohorts have larger nodes
because of the commercial efforts to promote their works rather than due to
their stylistic genre markers or distinctiveness. It may indeed be found that
for an author’s work to live inside a given cluster of nodes, such work may
not surpass critical values of  ontologico- stylistic density. relationships
between the economics of publishing and book distribution and the content
of texts could thus be at least partially quantified.

Interesting test cases that might push against the limits of these tech-
niques would likely include book series taken over by one author from
another, satires, or genre  meta- commentaries.

at any rate, we can imagine a host of provocative—and perhaps amus-
ing—results deriving from this dual line of attack involving  survey- based
proximity mapping and data  analysis- driven variants of our proposed Slusser
test. Such results, if ever pursued by future scholars, would naturally be of
intrinsic interest to genre students and critics. not only would this approach
directly extend George Slusser’s own work, by manifestly bridging the divide
between the sciences and humanities, but it would also echo the unique func-
tion of sf itself, leading to what Slusser would term “a communal act of dis-
covery” (21).
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the early Life 
of the eaton Collection 
and Dr. George Slusser’s 
Invaluable Contributions

Julia D. ree

Librarians know how to research. We revel in the literature search and
in the gathering of data. this essay, however, is more anecdotal and obser-
vational than heavily researched. I joined the University of California, river-
side (UCr) Library staff in 1979 and, throughout my career there, was
involved in almost every aspect of collecting, acquiring, processing, preserv-
ing, and  relationship- building for the J. Lloyd eaton Collection of Science
Fiction, Fantasy, Horror, and Utopian Literature. While I was not present at
the very start of this remarkable collection, I had the good fortune to be asso-
ciated with the eaton Collection and its ancillary activities in one form or
another since the mid–1980s. I can attest that it was a long and difficult road
to making the eaton Collection a  world- class science fiction repository and
that Dr. George Slusser was at the apex of giving that collection its fine rep-
utation. For information on the collection’s nascent beginnings, I have relied
on the memories of Mary Burgess and Leslie K. Swigart. In fact, it is Swigart’s
unflinchingly generous provision of her dissertation draft on the History of
the eaton Collection and her studies of eaton that I have consulted in order
to fill in some of the blanks to this narrative.1 I am indebted to both of these
women for their support. they prove above all else that library people are
truly collaborative.

this exploration is decidedly  library- centric. and so, a little background
information is in order to set the stage. there are thousands of libraries, big,
small, local, global. We depend on many of them to satisfy the general needs
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of their community, but, what is it that makes a library truly special, truly
great? the Hemet Public Library, for example, is a small,  city- run, typical
 small- town public library. It makes every effort, budget willing, to accom-
modate the local community by making available the current best sellers and
volumes for the DIY  project- minded. It also has the single, most compre-
hensive special collection of books and articles on the ramona Pageant, which
is based on Helen Hunt Jackson’s novel Ramona (1884). the outdoor play
that is based on that novel is a mainstay for the community and an annual
event for the whole city. no other library in the area, or indeed the world,
has the depth and breadth of coverage for that one event. So, whether it is a
room, a closet, a whole floor, or an entire building, what distinguishes a
library ultimately is its Special Collections.

now, not every great library has the resources or longevity to have a
spectacular collection. not every library can achieve the status of a “Harvard”
or a “Yale.” So, without that sense of prominence, how does any library even
hope to achieve that designation of being a destination for scholars and
researchers? If the management of a library has some measure of forward
thinking, they can begin to collect in areas that might seem newer or perhaps
unusual. If a library is attached to a university, they may wish to acquire more
heavily toward the subject areas covered by the curriculum. Or they may
want to move toward a specific subject area, with the clear understanding
that the subject might be taught sometime in the future. a special collection
can develop if what is being collected is something unique. It can grow, if the
items are relatively inexpensive. It can set itself apart by striving for compre-
hensive coverage. It can entice researchers if there is educational and research
value, and ultimately, if it builds a reputation, it can perpetuate itself in crazy
good ways. a good collection will incorporate one or two of these points. a
truly great collection will effectively use all of them. Of course, when speaking
of great collections, what we are really talking about are great public collec-
tions. these are the institutions and businesses that take the initiative to be
a public resource. there are untold private collections out there and only a
relative few of us have a notion of the depth of what those private collections
might hold.

So let’s talk specifically about the eaton Collection. J. Lloyd eaton was
a  Bay- area physician with a fan boy’s heart. an avid collector of first editions
from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, eaton was a frequent attendee of
science fiction conventions and firmly a part of the science fiction fandom
community. His death, in 1968, opened up the possibility that his 7500 vol-
umes of science fiction, fantasy, and adventure stories might be made avail-
able. In fact, the collection was in danger of being broken up by booksellers
and sold piecemeal. the family wanted the collection sold. the University
Librarian for UC riverside at that time, Mr. Donald Wilson, recognized that
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this collection might just satisfy some of those traits that make a special col-
lection shine. It was certainly unique. there was virtually no scholarship in
science fiction at the time and certainly not at UCr. In 1969, the cost for the
7500 volumes was within the purchasing parameters of the library’s budget;
otherwise, the purchase would not have received the green light. the value
to future research, especially in 1969, could be considered exceptional, and
ultimately it would give UCr Library the means to build a reputation.

Unfortunately, campus leadership at that time was not as  forward-
thinking as Mr. Wilson. So, that initial collection, named after the man who
painstakingly collected those volumes, sat in a closet dubbed “the Freezer”
until the middle of the following decade. according to Mary Burgess, she
and her husband Mike Burgess (who published as robert reginald) were
allowed to look over the items in the collection, sometime during the mid–
1970s, to come up with ideas about fully processing the pieces. When the
UCr Library cataloging department finally began their work of processing
the materials, only one person was initially assigned to the task of adding
records to the library catalog. the Burgesses were friends with and supportive
of Dr. George Slusser in those early days. Slusser had been a member of the
staff at California State University, San Bernardino, as had Mike. the
Burgesses, as the publishers for Borgo Press, would come to publish several
of Slusser’s works and were instrumental in recommending that Slusser be
named curator of the eaton Collection. the Special Collections librarian at
the time, Clifford Wurfel, was able to advocate for the position of curator,
and so Slusser began his relationship with the eaton collection and the UCr
Library.

Slusser was an academic, first and foremost. In the policies he put for-
ward and the measures he took to ensure the health of the collection, he
showed himself to be more a raconteur than a librarian. He established rela-
tionships. He hated the  day- to-day mundane tasks that librarians endure and
only sometimes enjoy. Collection Development departments determine the
needs of the community they serve. they have the responsibility to work
with a sometimes meager budget to supply research materials for students,
scholars, and the community. a Collection Development librarian should
strive to fill in gaps with a careful and vigilant eye. they watch their budget
and adhere to the bottom line. Slusser, however, wanted it all! and as a person
willing to develop relationships, he was responsible for allowing the growth
that would ensure a richness and reputation that made the eaton Collection,
at least for a time, the single finest publicly accessible science fiction collection
in the world.

Slusser contributed heavily to the establishment of policy statements on
collecting science fiction for the UCr Library. One such document, dated
2002, shows that the intent of the collection was to be comprehensive. any
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worthy collection development policy should be a living, fluid document and
should be nurtured and changed to fit the needs of evolving scholarship. I
remember the day that Slusser rather emphatically stated: we will never collect
comic books! It was a sound decision at the time. It is prohibitively expensive
to keep current in comic book collecting and as a current collector I can
attest to this. to comprehensively gather back issues is simply too costly for
any library’s budget without some specific and extensive financial support.
It would have been a poor decision to collect any comic books at that time.
and then, the edwin Casebeer donation came in. Suddenly, the UCr library
was in the business of collecting comic books. One collection begets another
and another and now the UCr Library has a fairly substantial comic book
collection. they still do not use the purchasing budget to fill in gaps and
there is no systematic effort to purchase new titles. the comic book collection
will never be on par with that of Michigan State University, but it is certainly
one of the top 10 libraries that offer comics as a part of their research collec-
tion.

In the 1980s, few outside of science fiction fandom had heard of fanzines
until Slusser brokered the purchase of 71 linear feet of terry Carr’s fanzine
collection. the UCr library is now one of the preeminent gatekeepers of
fanzines, and the library is currently in the process of more fully cataloging
those issues. Having the Carr fanzines prompted others to donate their sizable
fanzine collections and thanks to that initial foresight on Slusser’s part, the
UCr Library is one of the preeminent repositories for fanzines published in
the United States.

also during the 1980s, three grants were filed and awarded to UCr
Library. these national endowment for the Humanities grants provided for
the purchase of materials for the purpose of filling in gaps and the processing
of those materials. Slusser would have provided expert justification for these
lucrative opportunities to augment the eaton Collection which, at the time,
was still struggling to be comprehensive. the three grants added thousands
of titles to the existing collection. although I had been a member of the UCr
Library staff before, I came on board as a cataloger for the third of these
grants and stayed more closely connected to eaton from that point forward.

Slusser created relationships with book vendors in other countries and
would often go outside the normal channels of the library to establish
approval plans: the kind of collecting where the vendor chooses what titles
a library must have, based on a profile established with those vendors. that
is how the UCr library’s French and russian science fiction titles became
prominent within the collection.

Slusser also brokered the acquisition of ace Science Fiction paperback
books and the genre of proto science fiction, known as boys’ books. But he
did not stop there. Slusser was tasked to build the collection, to make it sus-
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tainable, and to make it thrive. He accomplished these tasks in a variety of
ways.

In terms of acquiring new materials, that raconteur Slusser engaged the
services of two different and unconventional vendors. For paperback books,
Slusser sought out a local distribution company, arrowhead Paperbacks. this
warehouse, located in San Bernardino, California, distributed to local super-
markets and stores like 7-eleven but not to places like the University of Cali-
fornia. Slusser asked the employees to pull one copy of anything that had sf,
F, or H on the spine. then, once a month, he would go to the warehouse,
pick up the books collected, and deliver the month’s acquisition to the library
himself. this was hardly collection development in the librarian sense, but
very much in keeping with Slusser’s style. the other vendor was a former
librarian with UCLa who had gone into the  book- selling business after retire-
ment. Slusser’s only instructions to him were, you guessed it, to deliver every-
thing that was science fiction, fantasy, or horror in nature. establishing a
relationship with this particular vendor would prove to be a fortuitous act.

remembering that one donation helps to build the reputation of a special
collection and that one donation begets another, Slusser established relation-
ships with key members of the Los angeles area science fiction fandom. In
the years leading up to his retirement and due solely to Slusser’s  relationship-
building, the eaton Collection was the recipient of the collection of that
retired UCLa librarian, Bruce Pelz. Pelz’s collection of science fiction was
enormous, but his collection of fanzines was priceless in terms of the richness
of potential scholarship. Once the UCr Library had the Pelz collection, the
rick Sneary collection soon followed. not only did Sneary have thousands
of fanzines, but he also kept a treasure trove of correspondence between him-
self and hundreds of fans and authors and fans who would become authors.
this archive of correspondence shows great promise for researchers as a
potential for providing deeper understanding of science fiction fandom cul-
ture as it was developing in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.

the ultimate donation came to the UCr Library, however, with the Fred
Patton collection. When Fred suffered a massive and debilitating stroke, his
40 years of collecting in the areas of furry fiction, Japanese anime and manga,
and general science fiction had to leave his tiny apartment. He wanted his
collection to go to the one place he knew it would be appreciated and used:
the eaton Collection. the collection had a new home 820  moving- sized boxes
later. the process to create discoverability for this massive donation still con-
tinues. Others in the Los angeles science fiction fandom community know
and appreciate the reputation of eaton and have plans in place to contribute
to the collection in the future. thanks to the early reputation building that
was Slusser’s forte, the eaton Collection has the potential to be first in line
for critical  one- of-a-kind donations.
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as a scholar and as the  co- founder of the eaton Conference with Mike
Burgess, many will argue rightly that Slusser’s legacy is firmly established and
forever intertwined with the eaton Conference. these  boutique- style,  one-
track,  three- day annual events allowed future scholars the opportunity to
present papers alongside noted academics in the genre and renowned authors
of science fiction, fantasy, mystery, and horror. thanks in large part to
Slusser’s  relationship- building with those scholars and writers during those
20 plus conferences, the UCr Library was able to establish amazing archives
for the eaton Collection. Gregory Benford continues to be a major donor.
David Brin, Sheila Finch, Paul alkon, robert L. Forward, and anne McCaf-
frey are but a few of the authors who have donated their archives to the UCr
Library. these are  one- of-a-kind treasures and priceless to the study of sci-
ence fiction and fantasy. they would not be an integral part of the collection
had Slusser not urged and influenced these writers and scholars to donate to
the eaton Collection.

It is a rare thing to have a complete history of any collection, and insti-
tutions in general are terrible about preserving their own history. there are
many gaps in the telling of this tale of the eaton Collection. We sometimes
overlook what may be a key area in some future historian’s footnote. But an
affirmation of Slusser’s influential status of building the eaton Collection
came in January of 2006 when the journal College and Research Libraries
published the article entitled “Science Fiction Collections in arL academic
Libraries,” written by Kevin P. Mulcahy.2 Mulcahy wanted to know to what
extent science fiction was being actively collected in academic settings. He
tailored his survey to include award winners and/or “Best of ” materials from
the time period from 1950 to 2000. Out of 112 academic research libraries
listed, the eaton Collection was number one by a huge margin. this distinc-
tion was made possible, thanks in large part, to George Slusser.

the eaton Collection has had its share of nurturers and detractors. It
really does take a village to make sure that what is considered excellent stays
that way, no matter how much your definition of excellence changes. the
signs may be pointing to a determined change in the collecting trends for
the eaton Collection and some very vocal and perhaps former champions of
the collection are already envisioning its demise. to them and to you I would
ask you to remember this: the eaton Collection began slowly and with many
fragile steps. It took pioneers, like Slusser, willing to take chances to ensure
that the collection was purchased, augmented, processed, and celebrated. It
took decades to be the best and it might very well take far less time to fall
from that high perch. If what is happening to the eaton Collection today is
a natural progression, it may be that it no longer serves scholars and
researchers the way it once did. But if there are still vibrant aspects to the
collection, it is up to those same scholars and researchers to take a stand and
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make their voices heard. Staffing comes and goes. the collection endures.
But it endures only if those stakeholders demand the kind of excellence that
they need. We still face struggles with administrations that don’t understand
the value of science fiction as a legitimate course of study. this roadblock
that many of us face must be challenged. It is up to all of the scholars, the
experts in the field, to advocate on behalf of the eaton Collection, to explain
why this comprehensive collection is so important to the study of the genre
and that it has lasting value. If the questions of space and money come up,
it is up to us to counter with solutions that involve acquiring that space and
having that money provided. Whether the eaton Collection is number one
right now is not as important as finding the champions who will insure the
future of the collection as a comprehensive research center. It is up to all of
us to take a page from Slusser’s philosophy to establish relationships and cre-
ate lasting connections for the sake of future scholarship. In this way, the
eaton Collection will continue to thrive and Slusser’s legacy will be secured.
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the Odd Couple
Blending Disciplines of Science

and Humanities Through Teaching

robert L. Heath

neil Simon wrote The Odd Couple (1965), where he paired a “neat freak”
with an “untidy slob.” although very different, they found a strong and lasting
friendship. that “odd couple” relationship was repeated at the University of
California, riverside, where two of us with very distinct backgrounds found
a common goal of teaching sf. I (a professor of Plant Physiology and Bio-
physics in the College of natural and agricultural Sciences) and George
Slusser (a professor of French Literature and Science Fiction Studies in the
College of Humanities, Fine arts, and Social Science) joined together to
attempt a fusion of the disciplines of science and humanities. Which is the
“neat freak” or “untidy slob” will remain unsaid, but the UCr couple managed
to survive over 15 years of working together, writing proposals and even pub-
lishing a paper as a team.

the story started in 1990 when I was invited to lunch to meet George
at the faculty club by  Jean- Pierre Barricelli, a Classics professor of George’s
department.  Jean- Pierre and I served on several academic Senate committees
and he must have felt that I could be in some way a fit with George. George
at that time was under a fair amount of stress because he had two very dif-
ferent positions: professor in Literature and Languages and the Curator of
the eaton Science Fiction Collection in UCr’s tomás rivera Library. Both
groups wanted him to perform solely for them, of course at full time. What
 Jean- Pierre wanted was never really stated, but he did want two people who
loved sf to meet and that must have meant something to him.
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Varied Teaching Courses
the first few years I was a “tag along” in George’s courses, listening and

adding some small notes, but I loved what I was hearing. I had been to a few
eaton Conferences, but I could not understand nor appreciate how people
in the humanities approached sf. I learned that I was a “hard sf ” person and
worried more about the science that was the hub of the story. Over time, I
saw what George was saying: it is the humanity of us in the stories and how
the stories were constructed that are important. the science is and should
be the bedrock of the story and must be maintained as honest as possible. as
Gregory Benford has said, writers must “play[ ] tennis with the net up.”1 Sci-
entific rules and laws must be followed throughout the story. But the char-
acters, plot, and meaning of the story must also come through. It is the
blending of science and humanity that is critical; sf came into its own when
science and engineering were creating a new world for humanity. the ques-
tion then and now remains: will science retain its humanity or overwhelm
it? as a scientist you can discover the world and make it different, but must
be careful of what is done to us humans.

What this also means is that stories that were somewhat correct science
in the 1920s can still serve a function of describing human actions, even after
the science was shown to be “incorrect.” George used two stories somewhat
constantly in his courses: “the Cold equations” (1954) by tom Godwin and
Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818, 1831) by Mary Shelley. His
concept was there was an element of horror in all sf stories. Science in itself
can lead to horror if it is not controlled. Something happens in the flow of
the story that will shock you; “the horror of it all” was a common phrase of
his. Of special note was C.L. Moore and Henry Kuttner’s “Vintage Season”
(1946), which showed how easily people could disconnect themselves from
horrors happening to others—the rich ignore the poor, especially with dif-
ferences of when they existed in time.

Interestingly, students reacted to “the Cold equations” illogically. they
did not wish to see a young girl seemingly kill herself needlessly when clearly
one should be able to find a technological solution. they argued that this
waste of a good life should not be; “technology should be able to solve such
a simple problem,” they shouted. even when it was pointed out that this was
“just a story,” they continued to argue. technology should not and cannot let
this happen! Yet as George continued to state, “technology can have some
very bad side effects.”

Other old faithfuls of his, such as The Time Machine by H.G. Wells (1895)
and Journey to the Center of the Earth by Jules Verne (1864), were often used
to show the concept that even if the sciences wasn’t quite correct, it still could
be used to show that the story was the master driver as long as the science
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was nearly correct and good for the time. those stories could also be used
to give a sense of history of both civilization and science.

Of course George could never let his early hero rest and used him in
nearly every course, especially robert a. Heinlein’s “By His Bootstraps”
(1941). But we together did progress to current literature. We found and used
ted Chiang’s “Story of Your Life” (1998) in 2000. It gave the students trouble
in terms of how we, as humans, look at how our lives move forward in time,
while aliens may have very different ways of thinking about a life. Unfortu-
nately George did not live to see that story as a film (Arrival, 2016); yet I am
sure he would complain that it lost much of its meaning with all of the Hol-
lywood special effects.

as time went on, George brought me more into the discussion. I
described how orbital mechanics worked, what are truly  alien- like biological
organisms here on earth, and that we know only of the n = 1 case of biology
on earth. I could easily lead the discussion of how computers worked and
were different from our brain, and what “time” is. these courses led us into
a real cooperation that was finalized by the Hewlett Course of Sf in the very
early 2000s.

Part of the concept of our joint work was my understanding of the stu-
dent psyche from my years as an associate Dean of Student affairs. One way
of dividing students is: those students who only wish to major in science (and
engineering), those who only wish to major in humanities (and the subjects
linked to them at UCr), and those who do not know what they wanted. Hard
science students did not want to take english or history, as those courses
were a waste of time. Hard humanists did not want to take science as it was
boring, hard, and worthless. the “lost ones” needed to see a range in order
to find their “love.” Both George and I saw that and tried to change it. Since
sf consists of both science and humanities, and requires discussions of both
disciplines, it can help some make a decision about what major they actually
would love.

Our real concept was a course that incorporated a bit of all of human
endeavors, which would allow students in the two areas to communicate with
each other, including arguments as to what is important. to George and me,
it was obvious that such a course was the way to go. Perhaps we were just a
bit naïve, as it turned out.

The Two Cultures Problem

In 1959, C.P. Snow articulated a major problem of  twentieth- century
education in his rede Lecture in the Senate House of the University of Cam-
bridge (“the two Cultures and the Scientific revolution,” May 7, 1959). He
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saw two cultures in the intellectual world (the sciences and the humanities)
separated by fundamentally different methodologies and world views. as
Snow said,

I believe the intellectual life of the whole of the Western society is increasingly being
split into two polar groups … at one pole we have the literary intellectuals … at the
other scientists, and as the most representative, the physical scientists. Between the
two a gulf of mutual incomprehension—sometimes (particularly among the young)
hostility and dislike, but most of all lack of understanding….

the  non- scientists have a rooted impression that the scientists are shallowly opti-
mistic, unaware of man’s condition … the scientists believe that the literary intellec-
tuals are totally lacking in foresight … the scientific culture really is a culture, not
only in an intellectual but also in an anthropological sense. that is, its members need
not … always completely understand each other … but there are common attitudes,
common standards and patterns of behaviour, common approaches and assumptions
… the pole of total incomprehension of science radiates its influence on all the rest
[of society and culture and] gives an unscientific flavour to the whole “traditional”
culture, and that unscientific flavour is often, much more than we admit, on the point
of turning  anti- scientific.2

Snow’s lecture set out to show that this gulf between two cultures was not
merely an obstacle to scientific progress but even represented a threat to the
survival of western civilization.

Snow argued that, though bringing these two cultures together seemed
an impossible task, the attempt should still be made. today it seems that little
progress—and sometimes even less effort—has been made in uniting these
cultures. Human thought and experience are increasingly fragmented; and
the humanities and the sciences are separated by a large gulf—a gulf of vocab-
ulary, methods, and values. George and I made it our goal to bring these cul-
tures together at the undergraduate level through courses that not only
educate participants of each culture in the other’s concepts, but also through
a literature or a process which can be appreciated by both, even if on different
levels and addressing different needs.

It is difficult for faculty to cross it, but some do in their later years as
they finally see the unity of humankind. It is more important, indeed critical,
that that gulf be made small in the younger minds. a small opening can be
easily leaped across, while a large gulf, widened over many years, is often
impossible to span. Certainly communication is part of the answer—discus-
sions on what are the common denominators of humanity are useful.

Unfortunately the problem elucidated by Snow is still with us. In 2009,
the 50th anniversary of Snow’s talk, Lawrence M. Krauss, writing in Scientific
American, reviewed what had been done to bring both cultures together,
found that actually nothing had been done and, if anything, the divide still
existed and was widening.3

George and I worked to bring the two cultures together via sf. First we
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tried to obtain a grant from UCr’s Center for Ideas. Our idea was to run a
year-long endeavor with invited speakers, symposiums, local meetings, and
 mini- courses. We requested the funding of this proposal in order to establish
a  multi- year project for understanding and addressing the differences
between scientific and humanistic views. the primary purpose of this project
was to be to bring together a diverse group of people and disciplines in order
to formulate a basic set of questions concerning various ways the sciences
and humanities perceive and conceive the world. the result of formulating
questions and setting forth tentative answers to these questions would be the
beginning of a formal dialogue between the sciences and humanities. It was
a failure because evidently ideas could only come from those in humanities,
since that was where the Center was housed. Proving Snow and us correct
but doing little to bridge the gap, they maintained their “purity of humani-
ties.”

However, as we said in our grant, “It [a series of discussions between
scientists and humanists] cannot stop with only faculty. the students must
be brought into the discussions. the young must be exposed to the problem
of the two cultures and understand why it exists. then the young can be
shown that we all are part of the same society. Ideas and problems come from
both cultures and both cultures must be part of the solutions of those prob-
lems. an educated person cannot be only one cultured. thus, both the sci-
entist must appreciate all of the humanist portion of society and the humanist
must appreciate all of the scientific portion of society. We cannot have half
trained students, no matter what their culture may be.”

Hewlett Grant in the College of Humanities, 
Social Sciences, and Arts

refusing to give in, we then put a successful proposal for the Hewlett
Grant, run by the same College of Humanities. But here our proposal was
for a course, not a mixed approach.

In 2001–2002, George and I ran a new course (HaSS 23 at UCr) that
combined science fiction and hard science, which was a segment of the  year-
long multidisciplinary Hewlett Cluster sequence “Bridging the two Cultures:
Science and the Humanities through Speculative Fiction.” two segments on
the physical and biological sciences would have been of interest to a large
body of students on campus, including those in premed, physical science,
philosophy, english, and history. Participating faculty and teaching assistants
would be involved in all three segments of this  year- long course, and hence
could encourage students to make connections with material introduced in
earlier courses. this in turn would link parallel issues in the physical and
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biological sciences, and further connect those issues with the history of sci-
ence in its broader cultural contexts.

It was to be an exploration of the concepts and development of the phys-
ical and biological science through the medium of science fiction stories. Sf
stories introduce themes or problems which can only be understood in light
of the fundamental concepts of physics, chemistry, and their technological
extensions in engineering, medicine and other “applied sciences.” the course
would explore ways in which new scientific concepts and inventions interact
with fundamental areas of human inquiry, such as ethics, religion, philosophy,
and the arts. Science fiction was to be the “workshop” in which new ways of
seeing the physical world were studied in terms of their impact on human
beings and institutions, in their historical and mythical sense.

the course was to have been a  full- year sequence of three quarters, each
somewhat  self- contained. Of course this would have been impossible since
it would force redundancies. Yet a full year of sequenced sf, while good, would
have been impossible for most students to take, due to limits upon total units
for graduation and major requirements. We found that we had to have redun-
dancy so that different students could take any quarter course.

the original concept was to be:

1. Historical linkage to sf. this was to be led by an engineer and a
historian, with some lectures from a political scientist, an economist, or
a pure scientist. It would combine the development of technology with
the development of political and economic forces during the 19th cen-
tury and the 20th century, concentrating on the flow of history and the
topics of science fiction. Older science fiction stories would be linked to
what was occurring during that particular time period. alternate histo-
ries were to be used to explore early historical developments and how
they could be changed by some alteration of technology and/or political
thought.

2. Physical sciences in sf. this was to be led by a philosopher and
physicist, with some lectures from a geophysicist, an astronomer, and a
professor of comparative literature. the role of hard science fiction was
to be investigated for understanding both philosophical and scientific
thought, especially during the end of 19th century and the beginning of
the 20th century. Concepts of the universe were to be described in terms
of how humankind thought of them with respect to time travel (forward
and reverse) and space travel (faster-than-light drive). topics would
include the types of worlds which may exist within the universe, how
generation starships travel through space at  near- light speeds, and how
the terraforming of planets interrelates with ecology.

3. Biological sciences in sf. this was to be led by a biologist and a
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professor of literature with some lectures from an engineer, a computer
scientist, and/or professors of religion and philosophy. the discussions
would center on the fundamental questions of what is alive and how is
sentience measured and formed. Of special concern would be the mind
and soul interaction from a religious point of view and how evolution
aided the shape of their current interaction. robots and artificial intelli-
gence would be examined to understand human existence and the role
that they may play in human civilization. the stories would center upon
computers versus intelligent beings and nanomachines versus biological
organisms for control of human diseases and evolution itself.

the course did not turn out to be exactly what we hoped. We could not
find enough professors with free time to teach to be involved with the courses.
the syllabus of the course in the original concept was too excessive to be fit
into a single series of courses. Cuts were made and a  three- quarter sequence
was planned.

the first quarter was the physical sciences and sf run by George and
me. It did center upon the universe as written in literature following Con-
cept 2 above. the third quarter was the biological sciences, run again by
George and me and followed Concept 3 above. Both Concept 2 and 3 were
substantially cut because our choices of literature were too vast and we could
not cover all of the proposed topics. the second quarter was turned over to
another professor of languages and literature who gave a normal sf course
reading classic literature.

Improving the Hewlett Course Concept

Unfortunately, the course did not work well, though not because of the
topics or sequence. the students taking the course found it exciting and inter-
esting. Several took both quarters and wanted more. However, the Hewlett
concept demanded that we offer the course to only freshmen, some of whom
did not have enough background to probe deeply into the segments. Students
beginning college have a background of schooling, yet many have not been
able to, or have not had the time, to develop critical analytical skills, even
though high schools proclaim that they are now doing just that. Furthermore,
most freshmen have not yet settled into a major. they say what they are
majoring in but they have not yet really tried it. Many students have told me
as a counselor or a Dean that “my mother wants me to be a doctor,” or some
variation on that statement. they are young. after several years they settle
into a field in which they are comfortable. that is the time to branch out with
thoughtful and logical discussions of other diverse fields.
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More problematically, the course was made up of two major disciplines
(corresponding to two major and competitive colleges); thus, the course had
no focus according the campus reviewing agents. therefore, no credit could
be given for either discipline and so the course did not count towards grad-
uation credit. the bridging of the “two Cultures” was not very important
compared with what course requirements had to be met. the solution to this
problem seemed to demand rational and probably lengthy discussions with
all campus agents to show them that it is important to bridge cultures, so
such courses could be allowed as “countable” courses. It could be that for sci-
ence students the course would count as a humanities course, and for human-
ities students it would count as a science course. In addition, the  age- old
university battles over who gets credit for student head count would have to
be worked out, perhaps determined by the professor or professors who teach
the course. nonetheless, this is not a trivial problem, as George and I found
out.

the Hewlett Course was also supposed to be an integrative and sequen-
tial series of courses. Based upon the above problems and the course loads
of students, it would be impossible to offer a  year- long sequence that the stu-
dents must take. It would have been better to have a series of independent
courses, a  mix- and-match group, that could be taken in any order. this could
allow a student to fill in with one course when they had time in their schedule.
One course would give the “Hewlett experience” to more students and would
be better than nothing towards solving the “two Cultures” problem.

Of course, as is usually the case when launching the “beta version” of
any course, mistakes were made in terms of the speed of topics covered and
how each lecture was run by two faculties from different disciplines. these
errors could have easily been corrected. Yet the competitive nature of faculty
on campus regarding courses could not allow corrections to be made.

also the discussion and/or lectures should have been more strongly
based upon reading, with fewer short stories and several novels. the funda-
mental discussion should have focused upon why it is a good story, how does
it hold your attention, and how do the characters evolve with the plot. a
 counter- discussion of what is wrong with the story with regards to writing
style, the philosophy expressed, fundamental scientific theories, and the
future direction of science should also occur. In essence, we should have
broached the concept of how the story could have been improved more rig-
orously. Other areas, from specific areas of science to history and creative
writing, could have been solved by involving guest lecturers to explain their
approach to the story. Such an approach was done, back in the late 1970s with
richard Wing (a chemist) and me (a biologist) jointly leading a discussion
of Michael Crichton’s The Andromeda Strain (1969).

Finally, technology has changed and improved greatly since we formu-
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lated our course in 1999. We xeroxed our stories and articles and had them
bound into a  hard- copy by the bookstore, which took care of the possible
copyright problems. the book was large, expensive, and quite variable with
regards to the presentation of each story. new technology would allow stories
online (from the internet or previously scanned and stored) and movies could
be streamed over the internet with the establishment of  chat- rooms for stu-
dents. this would also allow a better monitoring of who actually read the
stories and what they really thought of them.

After the Hewlett Course

Before the retirement of both of us (in 2007 and 2008), we worked
together on graduate courses, run out of the Department of Languages and
Literature. those courses, by nature, are more casual and more fun. as they
were populated by graduate students of the humanities, not merely those of
Languages and Literature, with little background in sciences, I became more
active with discussions of basic science and current scientific investigations
and thoughts. We used many of the short stories that we found during the
Hewlett Course but did not follow the Hewlett Course outline. George
became more interested in historical and non–anglophone sf stories such as
“the Horla” (1887), a short horror story written in the style of a journal by
the French writer Guy de Maupassant. He turned more to investigations of
the French world of horror and sf in his writings at the same time. after the
work and problems that were associated with the Hewlett Program, he seemed
to be retreating into his own topics. Furthermore, this was the time of his
battle with cancer and I was his  fill- in from time to time in “our” Courses.
as luck would have it, my long association with George made it easy to follow
him. For me, it was a breather outside of my science investigations (of avocado
growth and production).

Conclusion

We have spoken in the abstract of two cultures. But society does not
continue and progress in the abstract. Society has problems which must be
solved by both cultures. How should agriculture use plants and animals for
food and fiber? to feed the world we must use recombinant Dna technology,
breeding, and nutritional protocols which may be “unnatural.” Humanists
who see us as part of the whole of life on earth may not understand why we
must use those protocols, but they certainly do not wish to see third World
cultures collapse from the want of food. How do we eliminate pollution of
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our lands and waters, yet maintain normal productivity in economic work
so that the arts and literature can be supported? What is the place of
humankind in a universe which is stranger than newton’s clockwork system
and even more fearful to the individual psyche?

there is no doubt that increasingly all students must understand the
full aspects of our society and what forces mold it. We should not have gaps
in education; the classical and narrowly focused education of the past and
currently offered will not best serve the future of humankind. Further each
small piece of education (the course) must not de facto eliminate knowledge
from other segments of education. Integration must be the key word for edu-
cation.

Modern economic and business needs require both a concept of human-
ities (what is good for humans in terms of support for humanities) and a
blend of science and humanities (technology versus humanity). It is an  age-
old question; just because you can do something, should you do it? net neu-
trality, new transportation units (self-driving cars), exploration of outer space,
and modification of humans by our own science are all looming problems
which have not been broadly discussed. the current interaction between
internet communication and the alteration of our political institutions was
not discussed until it become a really obvious problem that now seems impos-
sible to solve. and even now, with the problem obvious, the discussions are
mostly shouting matches between polarized groups—groups ignorant of each
other’s defining foundation, precisely what Snow decried long ago.

Sf writers have been asked to meet with governmental officials to give
new approaches to problems confronting civilization (such as the storage of
radioactive waste for thousands of centuries).4 Certainly one can use sf stories
of the past to help gain new insight into future directions. Perhaps the Hewlett
concept can be relaunched.

In the end, the Odd Couple did work well together, just as in Simon’s
original play. Yet I believe it is mainly due to our personalities, and it would
not do to place just any two professors, especially from such distinct profes-
sions, together. Both must understand and respect what each has to offer.
Both have to work together to blend their disciplines, as each discipline has
very different methods of education. In my opinion, I had worked well with
many in my College to jointly teach courses that were in both our areas. Yet
there are academics who are very  self- centered, believed that what they work
on is the only important area of research and therefore it should be what is
taught.

One of the Deans in my college once said, as I was trying to form some
sort of a  long- lasting connection between us and the other college, “yes, I
also liked science fiction … when I was 12.” For him science fiction was much
like comic books; something you read before you were an adult. He could
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not see how the connection of science with humanities could be made
through sf. He lacked vision, I thought, and that failure went into other of
his endeavors.

the “two Cultures” are alive and well, and they absolutely require some
sort of a solution because most of the world’s problems will require people
with scientific and engineering knowledge to work seamlessly with people
who understand and can express the ethics of, and heart and soul of, human-
ity. One can argue, as Snow did, that this division of civilization into two
seemingly distinct groups of people will ultimately lead to major problems
in our economy. the human problems of intolerance, food supply, war, and
happiness, then, can only be addressed with a true blend of science and
humanities.
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Profiting from Prophecies
Science Fiction Scholars

and Their Textbooks

Gary Westfahl

It was once believed that literary scholars should have absolutely no
need to make money. Like other tenured professors, they enjoyed generous
salaries enabling them to easily maintain a comfortable lifestyle, and unlike
experts in other fields, their research usually involved nothing more than the
careful perusal of freely available materials, so they had no need to scramble
for grants or other types of financial support—except, perhaps, an occasional
travel grant to gain access to elusive documents.

today, of course, everything has changed. tenured positions may not
seem as lucrative as they once were, and it is no secret that even people who
are making enough money are often keenly interested in making more money.
Furthermore, it has become increasingly difficult to garner a tenured position,
so aspiring professors routinely choose areas of specialization that advertising
universities most frequently mention, and even  market- savvy scholars may
never find a  full- time position, requiring them to eke out a living by teaching
at multiple universities as lecturers, or even by taking jobs outside of academia
and occasionally contributing to the critical literature as “Independent Schol-
ars.” In other words, many contemporary literary scholars probably have an
intense desire to increase their income.

there are many ways they might do. Some science fiction scholars, for
example, have dabbled in writing science fiction, written book reviews for
newspapers and magazines, or worked as editorial consultants for publishing
companies. However, the scholar’s most respectable and most reliable mech-
anism for generating additional income is to write or edit a textbook. a typical
university press book will sell only a few hundred copies at best, providing
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only minimal royalties, but a textbook that students are required to purchase
for college classes across the nation might sell thousands of copies, and it
might do so for several years or even decades. In addition, while university
presses are increasingly selective in the critical studies that they choose to
publish, a book that seems likely to become a widely adopted textbook will
always be an attractive proposition; indeed, whenever I submit a book pro-
posal to such a press, I am always asked to address the subject of whether
the book might be employed as a textbook.

to be sure, professors can make eccentric choices when deciding which
books to assign as textbooks, and virtually any sort of scholarly book about
science fiction might occasionally appear on a course syllabus; thus, when I
recently observed a huge and anomalous increase in sales for one critical
anthology I had long ago edited with George Slusser, Nursery Realms: Children
in the Worlds of Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror (1999), it was evident
that some professor was employing it as a textbook. But there are two types
of books that numerous professors might regularly assign to students in their
science fiction classes, books that are clearly designed primarily to be text-
books: comprehensive anthologies of science fiction stories, and “handbooks”
or “companions” consisting of scholarly essays on various aspects of science
fiction. One does not need to survey thousands of college campuses to deter-
mine that, in contrast to earlier decades, there are now innumerable science
fiction classes being offered; rather, one only has to look at the modern pro-
liferation of such books prepared for classrooms to prove that there must be
a significant market for such publications.

Without personally interviewing all of the editors who have worked on
these books, one cannot say anything definitive about their motives, and one
can charitably imagine an idealistic professor, dissatisfied with the quality of
the available textbooks, altruistically resolving to develop her own textbook
in order to offer her and others’ students the best possible resource in coming
to understand science fiction. However, there are reasons to believe that filthy
lucre might also be a factor in their decisions. For one thing, some univer-
sities—like those that are part of the University of California—discourage
professors from writing or editing textbooks, and refuse to count them as
publications when making decisions about tenure and promotions. thus, the
royalties represent the only way that these sorts of books might benefit pro-
fessors working for such institutions. Some of the books also include language
aggressively promoting their contents as ideal for classroom use, suggesting
the editors’ desire to increase sales. In any event, while the individuals respon-
sible for these anthologies and handbooks may or may not be interested in
making money, the fact remains that in some cases their books have clearly
generated significant profits for their editors, though in other cases they
apparently have not, for reasons to be discussed.
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excluding anthologies devoted to particular topics, authors, or periods,
science fiction anthologies might be generally divided into two categories:
descriptive—endeavoring to portray the nature of the genre as it has been
and is today—and prescriptive—aimed at promoting particular sorts of sci-
ence fiction that the editors wish to identify as representing the direction sci-
ence fiction should take in the future. For the purpose of teaching a science
fiction class, one would imagine that descriptive anthologies would be most
desirable, and surveying the history of these classroom anthologies does indi-
cate that, as a rule, descriptive anthologies are likely to enjoy the most suc-
cess.

as it happens, the first anthology to be widely used in science fiction
classes—robert Silverberg’s The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, Volume I
(1970)—could be accurately described as descriptive, though it was not pri-
marily created to represent the genre and was not designed to be employed
as a textbook. rather, after establishing their nebula awards in 1965 to honor
each year’s best novel and short fiction, the members of the Science Fiction
Writers of america (SFWa), who had not yet added “and Fantasy” to their
name, decided that it would be fitting to recognize the most meritorious sto-
ries published before the nebula awards existed by compiling an anthology
that would informally grant them retrospective nebula awards. accordingly,
the current members voted to select the best short stories and best novellas
from those earlier times, and editors were assigned to compile anthologies
of the highest ranking titles, though they were given the right to make minor
adjustments and include a few stories that received fewer votes than other
stories that were excluded. Only these decisions reflected specific concerns
that the volume include all of the genre’s major writers and thus best encap-
sulate the genre.1 While Ben Bova’s compilations of the most popular novel-
las—The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, Volume IIA and Volume IIB (both
1973)—never garnered much popularity, Silverberg’s collection of short stories
struck a number of pioneering instructors as the best available anthology for
their classes, and at late as 1996, when the journal Science Fiction Studies con-
ducted a survey of textbooks used in science fiction classes, it was the anthol-
ogy most frequently assigned in those classes.2

It is easy to see why The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, Volume I proved
so appealing to college professors like myself, who used the book as a required
textbook in the occasional science fiction classes that I taught during the
1990s. Virtually all of the major science fiction writers active before 1960 were
represented, and most of the included stories were widely acknowledged clas-
sics that had already been anthologized on numerous occasions. However,
its limitations were obvious: writers who had almost universally written sto-
ries for american science fiction magazines had almost universally chosen
stories that had originally appeared in american science fiction magazines,
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so there were no stories published before 1926—the year when the first science
fiction magazine, Amazing Stories, appeared—and no stories by  foreign-
language writers; indeed, except for the British arthur C. Clarke and Cana-
dian a.e. van Vogt, all of the represented writers were american. the absence
of any stories by H.G. Wells—who produced many memorable short stories
during his first decade of work—is particularly striking (although Wells’s The
Time Machine [1895] was included—along with another venerable story from
a British author, e.M. Forster’s “the Machine Stops” [1909]—in Bova’s anthol -
ogies of novellas). Further, since writers in the milieu of pulp magazines had
been predominantly white and male, there were no stories by minority writ-
ers, and only two stories by women. Still, instructors could always add more
diversity to their syllabuses in the novels they chose for their classes, and the
anthology usefully provided a capsule history of the american tradition of
magazine science fiction that virtually everyone would agree merited close
attention; in fact, to analyze that tradition, John Huntington’s critical study
Rationalizing Genius: Ideological Strategies in the Classic American Science
Fiction Short Story (1989) chose to focus exclusively on the stories in Silver-
berg’s anthology.

Despite its virtues, however, it may have rankled professors in the 1970s
that the book had not been edited by one of their own; Silverberg’s anthology
lacked the sorts of added pedagogical material—such as questions for dis-
cussion, possible topics for research papers, and a bibliography of useful
resources—that anthologies designed for students typically include; and of
course, there had been many fine stories published after 1964 that professors
might want their students to read. So it was only to be expected that there
would emerge anthologies edited by academics that were specifically designed
for use in the classroom. the surprising thing is that the first book of this
kind—Sylvia Z. Brodkin and elizabeth J. Pearson’s Science Fiction (1973)—
was aimed exclusively at high school english classes, and it was edited by
two high school teachers who had assembled similar high school anthologies
of plays and essays but had no background in science fiction. Online com-
mentators have recalled using the book in their high school classes, and the
appearance of a second edition in 1979 also indicates that it had been
employed in numerous classrooms; but the book remained entirely unknown
to the larger science fiction community. (I recently became aware of it solely
because, while researching the bibliography of my book Arthur C. Clarke
[2018], I found a reference to a Clarke interview that the editors had repub-
lished in the revised edition.)

Considered as an introduction to science fiction, the book is not impres-
sive; about half of the stories are defensible but not ideal choices to represent
the genre and its major authors, such as Stephen Vincent Benét’s “By the
Waters of Babylon” (1937), robert a. Heinlein’s “‘—and He Built a Crooked
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House’” (1941), a.e. van Vogt’s “the enchanted Village” (1950), Isaac asimov’s
“Green Patches” (1950), and two of ray Bradbury’s and Clarke’s better stories.
But the rest of the book is filled with forgettable stories from minor authors
and, oddly, 15 science fiction poems and an asimov essay; the revised version
adds a second essay and the aforementioned Clarke interview. even if college
instructors had been aware of the book, it seems unlikely that any of them
would have preferred this spotty collection to Silverberg’s anthology. But high
school textbooks are selected not by individual instructors but by senior
administrators, who in the 1970s almost surely knew nothing about science
fiction but were willing to adopt the book because it came from a  well- known
publisher and experienced editors who could be trusted to include no stories
that some parents might find objectionable.

One year later, as it happens, three academics who were far more knowl-
edgeable about science fiction—two college professors in Wisconsin, Martin
Harry Greenberg and Patricia S. Warrick, and a college administrator in
Florida, Joseph D. Olander—decided to team up to edit a series of anthologies
that would be suitable for use in college classrooms. Collectively, these editors
and additional collaborators produced fifteen volumes in what is described
by the online encyclopedia of Science Fiction as the “through Science Fic-
tion” series. It may surprise some contemporary science fiction scholars,
accustomed to the  now- supportive attitudes they encounter regarding their
field of study, that their anthologies were not designed for classes in literature
departments, but rather for classes in other disciplines of the humanities and
social sciences. their plan reflected the simple fact that at the time, with rare
exceptions, departments of literature simply did not want to offer classes in
science fiction, believing that the genre did not merit their students’ attention.
Beleaguered science fiction scholars then developed a strategy that I heard
articulated by legendary scholar thomas D. Clareson when I served with
him on a panel at the 1990 Science Fiction research association (SFra) Con-
ference about “the Future of Science Fiction in academia”: since there were
few classes explicitly devoted to science fiction, he explained, works in the
genre must be “smuggled in” to other sorts of classes where they ostensibly
did not belong.3 So, if english and foreign language professors were not being
permitted to teach science fiction, the reasoning of these editors went, it
might be possible to persuade professors in other fields like psychology and
sociology, seeking some new way to interest students in their subjects, to
assign an anthology of science fiction stories that were relevant to their dis-
cipline.

the first anthology that Greenberg and Warrick edited, Political Science
Fiction: An Introductory Reader (1974), was perhaps most explicit in articu-
lating its pedagogical agenda. Its “Preface” explains that
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the student who encounters political theory only in a textbook tends to see it as
already determined, fixed, and static…. this book offers an additional approach….
the student is asked to participate in the inductive thinking that yields generaliza-
tions by examining these particulars and abstracting the elements that will allow him
to formulate the concepts functioning in the story. He is asked to become an active
learner rather than a passive learner.4

Language clearly designed to persuade government professors to employ the
anthology as a textbook also dominates their “Introduction”:

the ways in which science fiction can be effective as a device for studying the con-
cepts of political science become immediately apparent … when the resultant theo-
ries are studied, it is not always easy for the student to relate them back to his world
and see them functioning. Here the science fiction story, because it usually isolates
and handles only one theme, functions well as a means of illustrating concepts not
readily discernible in society…. Science fiction can focus the attention of the student
and teacher of political science on the future course of political life, enriching our
awareness of the alternatives that may be available [4, 5, 8].

to further emphasize the educational value of the included stories, each of
the anthology’s six sections concludes with a bibliography of nonfictional
studies of political science, entitled “For Further reading”; bibliographies of
this kind are also found in several of their later titles.

Similar arguments about the pedagogical effectiveness of science fiction
appear in other books in the series. the dust jacket of Greenberg, Joseph D.
Olander, Warrick, and John W. Milstead’s Sociology Through Science Fiction
(1974) announces that “this exciting new anthology uses contemporary sci-
ence fiction to add a fresh new dimension to the study of sociology,” and the
editors’ “Introduction” notes that “to the development of sociological con-
sciousness, or sociological imagination, science fiction is particularly well
suited.”5 the “Introduction” to Greenberg, Olander, and Warrick’s School and
Society Through Science Fiction (1974) maintains that “Science fiction can
contribute to this study [of school and society] in several distinct ways…. By
depicting the potential development of trends in society today and by con-
ceptualizing alternatives to those trends, science fiction offers the student of
school and society a methodological tool by which man and his relation-
ships—actual and possible—can be studied.”6 the “Preface” to Greenberg,
Olander, and Warrick’s American Government Through Science Fiction (1974)
improbably asserts that the “purposes” of the book include

1. enabling the student to describe, explain, and evaluate american
government and politics on the basis of fiction;

2. familiarizing the student with a selected number of science fic-
tion writers whose work contains rich insight into political processes;

3. encouraging the student to exercise the powers of his imagina-
tion in relation to a serious analysis of american government.7
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the “Introduction” to Val Clear, Greenberg, Olander, and Warrick’s Marriage
and the Family Through Science Fiction (1976) states that “there are several
ways in which science fiction effectively augments conventional marriage
and family textbooks…. Since the student generation of today will be making
decisions and setting patterns a few years hence, it is appropriate to encourage
students to use their imaginations as experimental laboratories in which to
create new alternatives and weigh suggestions.”8 and the “Introduction” to
Greenberg and Olander’s Criminal Justice Through Science Fiction (1977)
claims that “Since criminal justice is an important human activity involving
socially significant institutions, is an increasingly serious public policy area
in need of continuing analysis and criticism, and is an integral part of our
civilization that is undergoing rapid change, the appropriateness of science
fiction for the study of criminal justice becomes evident”; speaks enthusias-
tically about “the conceptual richness and the theoretical insights that can
be developed about criminal justice from the literature of science fiction”;
and goes to describe five “specific reasons for the use of science fiction in the
study and teaching of criminal justice.”9

another of the early anthologies in the series, Anthropology Through
Science Fiction (1974, edited by Greenberg, Warrick, and Carol Mason), also
asserts the educational values of its contents in its “Introduction”: “It is only
natural that science fiction should be used as a vehicle to explore some of the
ideas of anthropology.”10 Yet its “Preface” includes what amounts to an apology
for its inclusion of section introductions and suggestions for further reading:
“Such pedagogical apparatus, however, is meant merely to point in useful
directions; it should never stand between the reader and the stories them-
selves. For we believe that, more often than not, it is a genuine impulse to
exploration and discovery that motivates students to choose courses in
anthropology, and we very much hope that students will find their experience
with the imagined cultures presented here just as fascinating, challenging,
and stimulating as we have” (v). It is possible to read this passage as a sug-
gestion that students ignore all the ancillary material and simply focus on
enjoying the stories; perhaps one or more of the editors were already having
second thoughts about the wisdom of burdening science fiction stories with
introductory language and bibliographies endeavoring to recast them as les-
sons.

In any event, despite such strenuous efforts to promote these books as
essential additions to the college classroom, there are excellent reasons to
suspect that they were only rarely employed as textbooks—with one excep-
tion. One first notes the way that the series kept moving from publisher to
publisher, most probably because disappointing sales kept causing publishers
to lose interest in these volumes. Second, whenever a textbook is successful,
publishers usually rush to produce a second edition, so that students are
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obliged to purchase expensive new books instead of acquiring the less expen-
sive used books that become widely available; yet only one book in this
series—Greenberg, Warrick, and Harvey Katz’s Introductory Psychology
Through Science Fiction (1974)—generated a second edition (in 1977), with a
new “Preface” indicating that it had indeed been employed by a number of
psychology professors:

We are gratified that professors in many excellent schools saw the expansive vistas
that the use of science fiction for introductory psychology promised. We are happy
that a whole new audience could experience the imagination and human understand-
ing with which our authors fill their stories. We are pleased that our introductions
and other editing contributions has [sic] enabled students to learn introductory psy-
chology in a new and interesting way. Hopefully, students have been able to take with
them a feel for the psychological problems of modern man today and tomorrow.
Finally, we are excited over the fact that the level of acceptance of our first edition
has warranted a second one.11

as to why this particular book sold so well in the academic market, a
passage explaining the changes made in the Second edition offers interesting
clues: “We have had the benefit of using the book in introductory psychology
classes, intuiting which stories worked better than others by student reactions
as well as the constructive comments of our own critics and friends like Pro-
fessor Charles Waugh” (vi). the editorial “we” in this sentence surely cannot
be trusted; since they respectively taught in government and english depart-
ments, Greenberg and Warrick would not have been able to teach any “intro-
ductory psychology classes.” Yet Katz was indeed a professor of psychology
at Suffolk University, and he undoubtedly assigned his own textbook as fre-
quently as possible. and Waugh was another psychology professor with an
interest in science fiction who had met Greenberg in 1974 at a Boston science
fiction convention, probably heard about the book from him, and needed no
further encouragement to use the book in his own classes. and if they were
each teaching hundreds of students each year, these two professors might
have been able to generate enough sales to justify a new edition all by them-
selves.

Still, even if their other books were not becoming popular textbooks,
the fact that Greenberg and various colleagues persisted in editing these vol-
umes indicates that they were generating income for their editors, though
they must have been purchased by general readers, not students mandated
to purchase them for their classes. Indeed, there are indications that the edi-
tors were gradually shifting their focus to this other market, as the references
to pedagogical goals in Greenberg, Olander, Warrick, and Milstead’s Social
Problems Through Science Fiction (1975) and Greenberg and Olander’s Inter-
national Relations Through Science Fiction (1978) are few and understated,
and five of the later books in the series that I examined—Greenberg and War-
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rick’s The New Awareness: Religion Through Science Fiction (1975), Greenberg,
Olander, and Warrick’s Run to Starlight: Sports Through Science Fiction (1975),
Greenberg, Olander, and ralph S. Clem’s The City: 2000 A.D.: Urban Life
Through Science Fiction (1976), Greenberg, Olander, and Clem’s No Room for
Man: Population and the Future Through Science Fiction (1979), and Green-
berg, Olander, and robert Silverberg’s Dawn of Time: Prehistory Through Sci -
ence Fiction (1980)—contain absolutely no language or extra features
suggesting any use as a textbook. In fact, The City: 2000 A.D. was even pub-
lished as a mass market paperback, virtually defining its intended audience
as general readers.12

In the 1980s, Warrick only edited anthologies on a few occasions, focus-
ing on a scholarly career that produced two books; but Greenberg and Olan-
der must have reached two conclusions: they had a genuine talent for editing
science fiction anthologies, and such volumes could provide them with sig-
nificant profits by targeting science fiction readers, not instructors and stu-
dents. accordingly, the two men abandoned any interest in scholarly writing,
made connections to major writers and publishers, and launched a career of
editing innumerable science fiction anthologies for general readers, usually
in collaboration with a major writer like Isaac asimov, their old academic
colleague Waugh, and/or various others. they thus lost interest in editing
textbooks for college classes, having broken into a much more lucrative mar-
ket.

Still, during the 1970s and 1980s, Greenberg and Olander would occa-
sionally return to their roots by working on anthologies aimed at academia.
One of these projects, edited by Greenberg, Olander, and Warrick, was inter-
estingly the first anthology designed specifically for college classes in science
fiction,  co- sponsored by the SFWa and the SFra: Science Fiction: Contem-
porary Mythology: The  SFWA- SFRA Anthology (1978). However, despite the
impressive endorsement of those two organizations and the knowledge and
experience of its editors, the book proved to be very disappointing, largely
because of the unwise decisions that governed how it was assembled.

In the first place, instead of merely endeavoring to select the very best
science fiction stories available, the editors resolved to devote their anthology
to illustrating what they termed ten “mythic patterns” in science fiction—
Science Fiction Myths and their ambiguity, the remarkable adventure,
Beyond reality’s Barriers: new Dimensions, aliens, the Scientist, the
Machine and the robot, More than Human: androids, Cyborgs, and Others,
the City, Utopias and Dystopias, and apocalypse. a critical observer might
immediately note that their list of “mythic patterns” was actually a strange
and incomplete mixture of science fiction subgenres, characters, and settings,
but the editors themselves were so thrilled by their taxonomy of science fic-
tion that they blithely recommended in their “Introduction: Mythic Patterns”
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that instructors using the anthology “might in addition select a novel from
each category. the reading of the essay, the short stories, and novel in each
mythic pattern would give the student a good overall view of the ideas and
literature of the science fiction genre.”13 Surely, one reason that the anthology
failed was the indefensibility of the structure they were attempting to impose
on both the genre and its classes, making it a peculiar but clear example of
the prescriptive anthology.

Yet the larger problem was that, in the process of choosing a few stories
that would best illustrate these “mythic patterns,” editors might prefer inferior
stories that best matched those “patterns” instead of superior stories that did
not fit neatly into their categories. the most egregious example of this prob-
lem, perhaps, was that one “story” chosen to exemplify science fiction’s
“Utopias and Dystopias” was actually an excerpt from Hugo Gernsback’s
novel Ralph 124C 41+: A Romance of the Year 2660 (1911–1912, 1925)—and
even his most enthusiastic admirers would agree that this terrible writer had
no business appearing in an anthology purportedly devoted to the very best
that science fiction could offer. and many of the acknowledged classics that
had appeared in Silverberg’s anthology, like Isaac asimov’s “nightfall” (1941)
and robert a. Heinlein’s “the roads Must roll” (1940), could not be included
because they were square pegs that could not be fit into the round holes that
the editors had devised.

next, for each of the ten sections, the editors recruited one science fiction
author and one science fiction critic to write an introduction (though the
introductions to two sections only had one author, and one introduction had
three authors); the policy was reasonable, but the editors then proceeded to
allow each team to actually select the stories that would appear in their sec-
tion. the result was an anthology that effectively had nineteen different edi-
tors with highly varying degrees of expertise and experience in editing
anthologies.

Finally, after the editors chose authors who seemed especially qualified
to discuss each of their “mythic patterns”—presumably because they had
characteristically addressed them in their own stories—the authors were
advised that they were not allowed to select any of their own works. thus,
despite the fact that Isaac asimov had undoubtedly written more admirable
stories about robots than any other author, one of them could not be pre-
sented in the section he introduced on “the Machine and the robot.” and
Frederik Pohl’s “the Midas Plague” (1954), selected to appear in one of Bova’s
anthologies, might have been one good choice for the “Utopias and Dystopias”
section—certainly, it was far superior to Gernsback’s work—but Pohl was
assigned to  co- introduce that section so none of his stories could be included.

thus, even though in their “Prefatory Comments” Pohl called the book
“a useful teaching guide for any science fiction course, anywhere” (xi) and
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thomas D. Clareson said that it would “provide readers with a selection of
some of the best science fiction written” (xiii), the overall quality of the
anthology, compared to Silverberg’s, seems very poor; indeed, the editors
only chose two stories—John W. Campbell, Jr.’s “twilight” (1934) and Fritz
Leiber’s “Coming attraction” (1950)—that the science fiction writers had
voted for. Of their other selections, in my view, only two of them, robert
Sheckley’s “Specialist” (1953) and J.G. Ballard’s “Billennium” (1961), might be
credibly advanced as stories that members of the SFWa should have chosen.
there are also a disproportionate number of stories from 1965 and thereafter,
though only three of those stories—Ursula K. Le Guin’s “nine Lives” (1969),
Poul anderson’s “Goat Song” (1972), and Larry niven’s “the Hole Man”
(1974)—had won Hugo or nebula awards, further contributing to the sense
that the genre’s finest stories were not being presented in the collection.

One has to suspect that this anthology was not particularly popular
among science fiction instructors because one decade later, instead of pro-
ducing a second edition, Warrick, Greenberg, and Waugh assembled an
entirely new anthology, Science Fiction: The Science Fiction Research Associ-
ation Anthology (1988). this time, as announced in their “Preface,” they
decided to emulate the SFWa by asking their members “to nominate and
select novelettes and short stories they wanted to appear in a definitive anthol-
ogy. the 26 stories in this book are the result.”14 Still, instead of simply asking
those members to choose their favorites, the editors put their thumbs on the
scales “for the purpose of historical perspective” (ix). after compiling a list
of “the 75 stories most frequently mentioned” in the original survey, “for the
final ballot” they divided them into three categories—before 1926, 1926–1970,
and 1971–1979—and the members were told to “vote[ ] for 3 of the 10 stories
in the first era, for 20 of 55 stories in the second era, and for 3 of 10 stories
in the third era” (ix). they also exercised some “editorial discretion” (x): since
“Many respondents suggested reducing potential overlap with the first three
Science Fiction Hall of Fame anthologies … we decided to limit ourselves to
no more than four stories from the first volume (of a total of 26 stories) and
no more than one from each of the other anthologies (containing eleven sto-
ries each)”; the editors also did some additional “fiddling” with the results
(x). Imposing such arbitrary chronological restrictions undoubtedly distorted
some of the results; perhaps, for example, six of the earlier stories actually
merited inclusion, and their inclusion would have made the book a stimu-
lating alternative to Silverberg’s anthology, which had no stories from that
era, but only three were allowed to appear in the anthology.

Still, one has to acknowledge that the overall result was an anthology
that did a better job of representing science fiction, and it also offered some
retrospective criticism of the earlier, more idiosyncratic 1978 anthology
because the members’ choices included only two stories—Cordwainer Smith’s
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“the Game of rat and Dragon” (1955) and Le Guin’s “nine Lives”—that had
appeared there. the editors also hit upon what might be regarded as an ingen-
ious marketing device, as they recruited some noted science fiction scholars
to write afterwords to each story, increasing the chances that those scholars
would employ the book in their own science fiction classes. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that the 1988 anthology finished second to The Science Fiction Hall
of Fame, Volume I in the 1996 survey, assigned in 36 classes, while Silverberg’s
anthology had been assigned in 42 classes.

Still, suggesting some lingering dissatisfaction with their 1978 and 1988
anthologies, the Science Fiction research association did try one more time
to assemble a definitive anthology of science fiction, recruiting noted editor
David G. Hartwell to team up with scholar Milton t. Wolf to edit Visions of
Wonder: The Science Fiction Research Association Anthology (1996). to justify
its existence, the editors’ “Introduction” recast its predecessors—both
designed to be comprehensive surveys of the genre’s history—as volumes
solely focused on their own decades: “the first two, in the 1970s and 1980s,
each used by a generation of teachers, reflected the current concerns of SF
and the SF field in those decades”; for that reason, as the book’s dust jacket
claimed, this anthology “was created to fill an urgent need for a thoughtful,
readable classroom anthology that focuses on science fiction as it is today, in
the 1990s.”15

Surveying its contents, all one can say is that the book is bizarre: limiting
itself to stories published after 1960 and emphasizing recent works, it inter-
mingles acknowledged classics, obscure and sometimes forgettable stories
from the previous decade, and random essays from several editors and critics
that only imperfectly relate to the volume’s other contents. as if to defend its
peculiar contents, the “Introduction” acknowledges that “Visions of Wonder
is, then, an unusual anthology of SF, a bit quirky, full of juxtapositions, inten-
tionally  off- center” (12). Bluntly, however, it is impossible to imagine that
any knowledgeable instructor would consider such an inchoate anthology to
represent a proper introduction to the genre, which would explain why it
quickly vanished from sight, and probably why the SFra collectively resolved
to permanently remove itself from the business of overseeing and endorsing
science fiction anthologies for the college classroom.

Prior to Greenberg, Warrick, and Olander’s 1978 anthology, another col-
lege professor who was also a noted science fiction writer, James Gunn, had
launched his own series of anthologies aimed at classrooms with The Road
to Science Fiction: From Gilgamesh to Wells (1977), soon followed by The Road
to Science Fiction #2: From Wells to Heinlein (1979), The Road to Science Fic-
tion #3: From Heinlein to Here (1979), and From Here to Forever (1982). With
his experience in both teaching and writing science fiction, Gunn seemed
unusually well qualified to select material for students; his choices were con-
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sistently judicious, reflecting consensus opinions; he made an effort to include
one work by every major science fiction writer, either a short story or an
excerpt from a novel; and he preceded each selection with a brief and intel-
ligent essay about the author. the problem with this effort to be comprehen-
sive, of course, was that he could not offer professors what they would
normally prefer for their classes, a single volume of stories, which would
explain why none of these books appear in the Science Fiction Studies list of
most frequently assigned anthologies. Still, suggesting that they had found
favor in some circles, all four anthologies were republished at least once in
the 1990s and 2000s, and while the book in the series that I reviewed, the
1996 republication of The Road to Science Fiction #3: From Heinlein to Here,
contained no language regarding its use in classrooms, its back cover does
present a telling quotation from The Science Fiction & Fantasy Book Review:
“[t]he most valuable text/anthology for the instructor, regardless of the
level.”16 even as they remained in print, Gunn must have heard complaints
that he had been insufficiently attentive to science fiction not originally pub-
lished in america, because he added two additional volumes to the series,
The Road to Science Fiction Volume 5: The British Way (1998) and The Road
to Science Fiction 6: Around the World (1998).

thus, by the early 1990s, college instructors teaching science fiction
classes did have a few credible options in choosing anthologies of science fic-
tion stories for their classrooms; yet one major publisher that specialized in
publishing literary anthologies for college students—W.W. norton—had not
yet entered this market. It is at this time that George Slusser and I, very tan-
gentially, become a part of this story, because at the time I vividly remembered
all of the massive norton anthologies I had purchased for my own literature
classes and decided it was high time for that venerable company to add a sci-
ence fiction anthology to its offerings. I accordingly prepared a detailed pro-
posal for The Norton Anthology of Science Fiction; while I have not been able
to locate a copy of this typewritten document, I recall that I strived to compile
a proposed table of contents that was lengthy and comprehensive. Since I was
virtually unknown in the early 1990s, I recruited Slusser, a colleague who was
already renowned in the field, to serve as its ostensible lead editor, though he
probably suspected (correctly) that it had little chance of success. as best I can
recall, I was not primarily interested in the royalties that the book might pro-
vide, hoping instead that such a publication might finally inspire some university
to hire me as a  full- time,  tenure- track professor, so I could be financially
rewarded in another way; Slusser, who would be the beneficiary of a generous
inheritance, was surely only motivated by his recurring desire to support the
efforts of aspiring science fiction scholars. thus, I can provide personal tes-
timony that these projects are not always directly driven by a desire to make
money, even if that is one easily anticipated result of their publication.
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In response to our proposal, a norton editor sent us a long and friendly
letter praising the quality of our proposal but blandly stating that the project
did not accord with their current plans. at the time, I suspect, they were
already working with a more renowned editor—veteran author Ursula K. Le
Guin—on the compilation that she and Brian attebery would publish in 1993
as The Norton Book of Science Fiction: North American Science Fiction, 1960–
1990. In fact, the first line of Le Guin’s “Introduction” to that volume—“When
the publisher invited me to edit this book…”—indicates that norton specif-
ically sought her out to perform the task of preparing their groundbreaking
science fiction anthology.17 More so than any other anthology yet published,
this was clearly designed to become the definitive anthology for college sci-
ence fiction classes; for as someone who sometimes taught such classes, I was
one of undoubtedly innumerable scholars who received a mailed message
offering to provide me with a complementary copy of the book for consid-
eration as a possible textbook for my science fiction classes. (I declined the
offer as a matter of principle, and still do not possess a copy of the book,
because I knew from published descriptions that I would never assign it as
a textbook in any of my classes.) Still, the book as published contained only
one specific reference to that intended purpose—Le Guin’s recommendation
that readers concerned about defining science fiction “should obtain Brian
attebery’s teaching Guide to this volume” (21).

Based on any examination of its contents, there were two obvious prob-
lems with The Norton Book of Science Fiction as a textbook for science fiction
classes. In the first place, its announced inclusion of only works published
after 1960—on the grounds stated in Le Guin’s introduction that this repre-
sented the era of the field’s “maturity”—dubiously excluded any number of
authors, ranging from icons like edgar allan Poe, Jules Verne, and H.G. Wells
to science fiction’s “Big three” of Isaac asimov, arthur C. Clarke, and robert
a. Heinlein, whose classic short fiction mostly predated 1960, though Le Guin
took pains to carefully defend that decision on these grounds:

Without in the least dismissing or belittling earlier writers and work, I think it is fair
to say that science fiction changed around 1960, and that the change tended towards
an increase in the number of writers and readers, the breadth of subject, the depth of
treatment, the sophistication of language and technique, and the political and literary
consciousness of the writing [18].

Second, even within the time frame defined in the volume’s subtitle, it was
painfully evident that the editors were endeavoring to disproportionately
represent female and minority writers and to deemphasize authors who were
unfortunate enough to be white males, as persuasively demonstrated by a
statistical analysis in one essay that criticized the anthology, Joseph D. Miller’s
“Popes or tropes: Defining the Grails of Science Fiction” (2002).18 as one
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egregious sign of editorial bias, the editors chose to ignore any number of
 award- winning stories by Harlan ellison and instead represented his work
with a story that had never been nominated for any awards—“Strange Wine”
(1976)—presumably so that his superior stories would not outshine the female
and minority writers that were included. another prominent scholar, Slusser,
attacked the anthology on similar grounds in “the Politically Correct Book
of Science Fiction: Le Guin’s norton Collection” (1994), and he was surely
not driven by any bitterness over the rejection of a competing proposal that
he was only minimally involved in.19 In sum, unusually for a volume aimed
at a broad range of college professors, The Norton Book of Science Fiction was
clearly a prescriptive anthology, not a descriptive anthology, as Le Guin effec-
tively attempted to enlist college professors and students in a campaign to
reshape the genre more to her liking; her introduction explicitly announced
such a goal when she declared that “I wish science fiction were not as white
as it is…. I wish science fiction were not as male as it is” (17). It was therefore
unsurprising that the book met with harsh criticism, and that it ultimately
failed in its obvious aim to become the default textbook for science fiction
classes.

to be sure, one cannot say that Le Guin and attebery’s volume was a
complete failure, since the aforementioned survey listed it as the  third- most
frequently assigned anthology in college classes—yet with 25 mentions, it fell
significantly behind two other, more comprehensive anthologies that had
been published earlier. another sign of its relative unpopularity is that, in
contrast to other norton anthologies, there was never a second edition of
The Norton Book of Science Fiction. I vaguely recall reading a Le Guin inter-
view in which she attributed this to the fact that attebery had conveyed his
interest in preparing such a second edition while she had declined to partic-
ipate; yet surely, if norton had expressed a keen desire for a second edition,
attebery could have done the necessary work of updating and expanding the
volume without Le Guin’s active participation. One has to conclude that the
executives at norton were disappointed by the volume’s sales and therefore
had no incentive to produce a new version of the anthology. the lesson to
be learned for subsequent anthologists aiming at the college classroom, then,
is that they should respect consensus opinions about the genre’s nature and
classic stories, rather than being governed by the personal opinions of one
famous editor.

around the time that The Norton Book of Science Fiction was making a
conspicuous effort to establish itself as a textbook, another major publisher,
Oxford University Press, offered its own anthologies as additional alternatives:
The Oxford Book of Science Fiction Stories (1992) and The Oxford Book of
Fantasy Stories (1994), both edited by tom Shippey. the first volume contains
only two muted references to its possible use as a textbook: the dust jacket
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statement that it is an “outstanding anthology that will appeal to established
science fiction readers as well as to students and other readers coming to the
form for the first time,” and a concluding comment in Shippey’s “Introduc-
tion” that “Over the years, and entirely by their own efforts, its authors have
created the devoted and participatory readership which, collectively, they
deserve. I hope this anthology may help to make that achievement more
widely recognized and, in institutions of literary education, more sympathet-
ically, but more analytically, understood.”20 Shippey’s science fiction anthology
was also a prescriptive anthology, although of a more idiosyncratic nature
than Le Guin and attebery’s espousal of a more diverse genre. For as he
explained at length in a paper first presented in 1994 that discussed that
anthology, Shippey had developed the theory that science fiction, in contrast
to pastoral literature that celebrated the simple pleasures of rustic living, was
a form of what he termed fabril literature, dedicated to “makers” who con-
structed artifacts and machines, and he freely admitted that he had chosen
some stories because they best illustrated that thesis.21 the result was yet
another anthology that did not seem to be presenting the very best that the
genre had to offer. though Shippey did include some acknowledged classics,
like Stanley G. Weinbaum’s “a Martian Odyssey” (1933), Ballard’s “Billen-
nium,” Cordwainer Smith’s “the Ballad of Lost C’Mell” (1962), James tiptree,
Jr.’s “the Screwfly Solution” (1977), and William Gibson’s “Burning Chrome”
(1982), his other choices were generally less defensible. Few would argue, for
example, that “the Land Ironclads” (1903) was Wells’s best story; instead of
Campbell’s renowned “twilight” (1934), Shippey included its less esteemed
sequel “night” (1935); and Le Guin was strangely represented by one of her
obscure early stories, “Semley’s necklace” (1964). Shippey also excluded a
number of major authors ranging from robert a. Heinlein and Isaac asimov
to Harlan ellison and Octavia e. Butler. all things considered, it is not sur-
prising that by 1996, the book only ranked seventh in the Science Fiction
Studies survey, chosen by only eight instructors, and as was the case with The
Norton Book of Science Fiction, there never appeared a second edition, further
evidence of its relative unpopularity.

norton’s and Oxford’s apparent lack of success in conquering this market
may have made competing publishers reluctant to offer their own entries in
the competition, fearing that their sales would also fall short of expectations.
But in the years after Le Guin and attebery’s anthology appeared, there had
emerged an obvious need for new science fiction anthologies designed for
the classroom. there were more science fiction classes than ever, as young
scholars rushed into a field that was now emerging as a marketable specialty
in seeking a  tenure- track position, and their interests were different from
those of their precursors: they were no longer impressed by  long- admired
stories like Lester del rey’s “Helen  O’Loy” (1938) and tom Godwin’s “the
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Cold equations” (1954), both included in Silverberg’s anthology, and they
wanted to focus their attention on more recent science fiction from outside
the magazine tradition, especially ethnically diverse and international writers.
Signs of such a generational shift were evident even in 1996, as the less fre-
quently assigned anthologies listed in Science Fiction Studies’s survey included
Bruce Sterling’s compilation of cyberpunk stories from the 1980s, Mirror-
shades: The Cyberpunk Anthology (1986), chosen by 22 instructors; Pamela
Sargent’s collection of science fiction stories by women, Women of Wonder
(1975), chosen by ten instructors; and what was at the time the most recent
edition of Gardner Dozois’s annual anthologies of the best science fiction
stories of the year, The Year’s Best Science Fiction: Eleventh Annual Edition
(1994), chosen by ten instructors. Professors during the decade after the sur-
vey were undoubtedly making similar choices; in my own case, seeking to
appeal to my young students with more recent material, I began in classes
after 2000 to use Pat Cadigan’s anthology The Ultimate Cyberpunk (2002),
which I found appealing because, unlike Mirrorshades, it include some mer-
itorious stories published before 1980 that were arguably precursors of cyber-
punk as well as stories that had first appeared after Sterling’s anthology.

the next science fiction anthology specifically designed for the class-
room, Garyn G. roberts’s The Prentice Hall Anthology of Science Fiction and
Fantasy (2000), came from a prestigious publisher, but it was burdened by
one obvious liability: while its editor roberts had some background in pop-
ular culture, he had mostly written about detective fiction, displaying a par-
ticular interest in Chester Gould’s comic strip detective Dick tracy; he thus
had no demonstrable expertise in science fiction, and his name was entirely
unknown to scholars in the field (like myself). Indeed, the online Science
Fiction and Fantasy research Database lists only three minor roberts pub-
lications related to science fiction prior to the publication of his anthology.
there are subtle indications of roberts’s lack of familiarity with science fic-
tion: his “Preface” consistently capitalizes “Science Fiction” and “Fantasy,” a
practice found nowhere else in the critical literature; displaying a peculiar
fastitiousness about rendering authors’ names completely and correctly, the
table of contents incorrectly renders the real name of Hal Clement—Harry
Clement Stubbs (for that was literally his name, like Harry S truman)—as
“Henry Clement Stubbs”; and no one would with experience in the field
would ever refer to William Gibson’s groundbreaking story “Johnny
Mnemonic” (1981) as “Johnny neumonic.”22

Suggesting that his research into the field’s scholarship was incomplete,
he provides these examples of “the best scholars of Fantasy and Science Fic-
tion of all time”: e.F. Bleiler, august Derleth, and Sam Moskowitz. Yet while
all three men did make substantive contributions to science fiction research,
anyone relying primarily on their work as sources would obtain a rather odd

Profiting from Prophecies (Westfahl)  245



and incomplete picture of science fiction, and the absence of references to
any more recent scholars with an academic background is striking.

as for the stories he chose for the anthology, there seemed to be an inor-
dinate number of late nineteenth- and early  twentieth- century stories (per-
haps because they were in the public domain and hence required no expense
to republish); reflecting his background, roberts’s historical surveys tend to
emphasize the general history of popular literature more than the specific
histories of science fiction and fantasy; many of the genre’s classic stories
were conspicuously absent; and the stories he chose to represent major
authors sometimes were manifestly inferior to others they had written, such
as asimov’s “robbie” (1940) and Heinlein’s “the Long Watch” (1949), which
absolutely no one would consider their authors’ best works. In its favor, the
book did feature an introduction by veteran science fiction author Jack
Williamson, who graciously opined that “this may be the best  one- volume
library of science fiction that I have seen” (xi); a republished Sam Moskowitz
essay on “How Science Fiction Got Its name” (1957); and reproductions of
several pieces of artwork that had accompanied the original publication of
some stories. Overall, though, pondering its erratic selections, I never would
have considered this volume as a textbook for any of my classes, and all one
can say in roberts’s defense is that he seemed to be working reasonably hard
to properly epitomize a form of fiction that he was not particularly knowl-
edgeable about. One’s major complaint, then, is not that roberts did an inad-
equate job, but rather that Prentice Hall hired him to do this job in the first
place. In any event, as in other cases, the absence of a second edition suggests
that roberts’s volume never became widely popular among college science
fiction professors.

In stark contrast is another anthology intended for college classrooms,
The Wesleyan Anthology of Science Fiction (2010). Its six editors—arthur B.
evans, Istvan  Csiscery- ronay, Jr., Joan Gordon, Veronica Hollinger, rob
Latham, and Carol McGuirk, then the editors of the field’s most prestigious
journal, Science Fiction Studies—were undeniably qualified for this task, and
I can personally testify that, as the “Introduction” states, lead editor evans
did solicit “many suggestions from our colleagues” (though my own recom-
mendations were ignored, as perhaps is to be expected).23 the book’s peda-
gogical intention was explicitly announced: “It reflects … a consensus among
us that a good anthology should … represent both the best and—not always
the same thing—the most teachable stories in the field…. this anthology was
created for the purpose of teaching sf at many levels” (xi, xviii). the stories
the book included are generally exemplary, clearly representing widely shared
opinions about the best that science fiction has to offer, and I was happy to
assign the book as a required textbook in the classes I taught from 2012 to
2017. Further, while its stories are presented in chronological order, so as to
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provide a sort of historical survey, the book also has a thematic table of con-
tents, and materials in its teacher’s Guide (available online) offered all the
pedagogical support that an instructor might ask for. Granted, the suggested
questions in its Guide were not always ideal, but I have never relied on such
material in seeking student responses to stories, and I generally found that
its stories both sufficiently represented the genre and provided solid bases
for classroom discussions. to this day, although I am not currently teaching
any science fiction classes, I consider The Wesleyan Anthology an excellent
textbook for such classes, perhaps the best one ever assembled. My positive
response to this anthology is not unique, since lead editor evans has reported
in a private message that its sales have been “averaging between 2500 and
3500 copies per year,” and he guesses that it is being employed in “at least a
couple of dozen universities in the U.S. and Canada, probably more.”24

Given the proliferation of science fiction classes, it might seem surpris-
ing that there have not been greater numbers of recent anthologies aimed at
that market. Before offering possible reasons why they have not been appear-
ing, though, I first must briefly discuss the other type of book that scholars
assemble as a potential textbook, the handbook or companion.

there is a long tradition of such books, devoted to various forms of lit-
erature and other topics, and they generally follow this format: an expert edi-
tor or editors recruit experienced scholars to write essays about various
aspects of the subject to assist students in understanding primary texts. the
first one devoted to science fiction, edward James and Farah Mendlesohn’s
The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction, was published in 2003; since
then, several others focused on the genre have appeared or have been
announced as future publications. I was asked to contribute to four of these
volumes: The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction, David Seed’s A Com-
panion to Science Fiction (2005), rob Latham’s The Oxford Handbook of Sci-
ence Fiction (2014), and eric Carl Link and Gerry Canavan’s The Cambridge
Companion to American Science Fiction (2015).25 I was not asked to contribute
to two others—Mark Bould, andrew M. Butler, adam roberts, and Sherryl
Vint’s The Routledge Companion to Science Fiction (2009) and nick Hubble
and aris Mousoutzanis’s The Science Fiction Handbook (2014)—and I also
did not contribute to two related volumes—James and Mendlesohn’s The
Cambridge Companion to Fantasy Literature (2012) and Mark J.P. Wolf ’s The
Routledge Companion to Imaginary Worlds (2017). I have been privately
informed about two other forthcoming volumes about science fiction that
will also not include my work, and there may be others that have already
been published or are now being prepared. the fact that publishers have kept
producing these science fiction handbooks and companions suggests that
they are proving profitable, and in a private message  co- editor Mendlesohn
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reported that, as of 2019, The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction had
sold almost 9000 copies, making it one of Cambridge’s  top- selling compan-
ions.26

One obvious question to ask about these handbooks is why they are
edited collections featuring numerous contributors instead of books entirely
authored by one or a few respected scholars. after all, surveying the names
of the editors of the listed handbooks, they have (with the exceptions of Hub-
ble, Mousoutzanis, and Wolf, whom I had never heard of) published exten-
sively about a wide variety of science fiction texts and subjects, and they seem
capable of writing a textbook about science fiction entirely by themselves (a
few of them, like roberts and Vint, have actually done so); such an authored
volume, planned and written entirely by one person or a small team, would
further seem more likely to prove genuinely comprehensive, lacking the gaps
or overlapping analyses that almost invariably appear in a book with multiple
authors. Indeed, I deliberately neglected to mention another handbook, 
M. Keith Booker and  anne- Marie thomas’s The Science Fiction Handbook
(2009), precisely because it broke the mold in being authored solely by one
veteran scholar and a younger colleague, demonstrating that a credible hand-
book can be produced in this manner.

From one perspective, of course, recruiting a number of credible scholars
is only sensible: different experts have different specialties, and one would
presumably get the very best information and insights on a given topic from
someone who has already researched and published in one particular area.
In my own case, I had already written, sometimes at great length, on the four
subjects that I was asked to address in handbooks (space opera, hard science
fiction, the science fiction marketplace, and the development of american
science fiction) and thus could properly be considered especially qualified to
deal with them again. Yet this policy also creates problems: asked to write
about something that they have already written about, scholars are necessarily
tempted—perhaps even compelled—to simply repeat what they have said
before, so that a considerable amount of authorial and editorial energy is
being devoted to the task of simply presenting regurgitations of facts and
ideas that are already available in print. In writing my own four essays, I
always did some additional research and strived to come up with new things
to say, but it remains true that some equally qualified scholar with less expe-
rience in those fields might have offered a fresher perspective and thus made
a more substantive contribution to the scholarly literature on science fiction
as a whole.

If enlisting dozens of experts to collectively address science fiction is
not necessarily the best policy as a matter of principle, though, the practice
can be defended on cynical grounds. When publishers market these books,
it is helpful to emphasize that numerous renowned scholars are among its
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contributors, and listing their names might attract customers who are not
familiar with the editors but recognize the names of some contributors. Yet
there is an even more cynical reason why multiple contributors to such vol-
umes may be preferred. after all, prominent science fiction scholars are likely
to also teach science fiction classes on a regular basis, and they might be
especially inclined to assign books that they have contributed to as textbooks.
So, making conservative estimates, one might assume that a given handbook
has ten contributors who each teach one science fiction class a year with
about fifty students; further suppose that five of them decide to assign the
handbook as a required text. the result would be 250 copies sold in a given
year, a figure that would impress any scholarly press struggling to profit from
dwindling sales to university libraries and general readers.

For the record, however, I myself never assigned any of the handbooks
I contributed to as a course textbook, and the reason I did not is also the rea-
son why both anthologies of science fiction and handbooks for college classes
may be becoming less common: for I was able to assemble and employ my
own textbook.

In the past, only a limited number of instructors had the ability to put
together textbooks for their own classes, because getting published was diffi-
cult, and the process of obtaining permission to republish stories and essays
was complex. today, this is no longer the case. at most universities, instruc-
tors can assemble all of the stories and/or essays that they want their students
to read and send them to their bookstores; usually working with an outside
publisher, the bookstores then contact copyright holders to determine how
much they will charge for limited republications of their works, add up the
sums and the costs of publication to determine a price, and print the resulting
collection as a required course “packet.” Instructors can also charge their stu-
dents a royalty for each packet sold, an amount which may be dictated by the
bookstore or chosen by the instructor. What this means is that, as a matter
of pedagogy, college instructors no longer have to depend on the judgments
of the editors of particular books; instead, they can chose for themselves the
stories and essays that they believe will best instruct their students about the
nature of science fiction.27 and, as a matter of income, they can consistently
receive at least a few hundred dollars each semester by creating, and requiring
their students to purchase, their own packets.

For my own classes at the University of La Verne, as noted, I relied upon
The Wesleyan Anthology to provide my students with excellent science fiction
stories to read, but recognizing that I had written a growing number of mostly
unpublished essays aimed at general readers which addressed aspects of those
stories, I assembled them into a packet, entitled Wonderful Worlds: essays
on the tropes of Science Fiction, added some handouts on writing, and had
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it printed as a required textbook that students had to read and reference in their
own essays. and yes, I did add a royalty to its purchase price, not feeling guilty
at all because the resulting price was still far less than what students would have
had to pay for a collection of essays in a handbook from a scholarly press.28

this practice, while in part diminishing the income of academic pub-
lishers who might otherwise sell their books to students, does at least occa-
sionally compensate them for republications of excerpts from their works;
yet a cursory survey of recent science fiction syllabuses indicates that some
instructors are avoiding such expenses altogether by the strategy of posting
texts on Blackboard and similar classroom websites, protected from paying
for their use because only students in their classes can access these texts, and
because policing such postings for copyright violations is virtually impossible.
In the age of the internet, such postings will probably become the system
preferred over the printing of packets, since it diminishes the money students
must pay to attend classes even as it also diminishes the income that should
properly be earned by authors and publishers. It also diminishes the income
of instructors, who cannot profit from the materials that they post online,
but some may prefer to make their classes as inexpensive as possible for stu-
dents in an era when student debt represents an  ever- increasing problem.

Overall, pondering the future of science fiction pedagogy and its prac-
titioners, one can observe both positive and negative trends. On one hand,
given all of the issues that they must deal with today, it is hard to object to
any system that provides science fiction scholars with additional income,
whether it comes from editing published anthologies and handbooks for
broad audiences or assembling unique anthologies and handbooks for their
own classes. One might also celebrate the democratization of this process: in
the past, only a few prominent scholars could publish and profit from pub-
lications of such books, but today, virtually any college instructor can do so.

On the other hand, anthologies and handbooks edited by experts may
have their deficiencies but they usually represent consensus opinions about
science fiction that students should arguably be exposed to; yet contemporary
students purchasing an instructor’s packet or visiting a course website can
be absorbing idiosyncratic viewpoints that may not benefit them if they pur-
sue an interest in science fiction. Yet a variety of opinions is generally superior
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Fiction Research Association Anthology (new York: Harper & row, 1988), ix. Page references
are to this edition.
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tion,” Foundation: The Review of Science Fiction, no. 60 (Spring, 1994), 67–84.

20. tom Shippey, editor, The Oxford Book of Science Fiction Stories (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), left dusk jacket, xxvi.

21. See Shippey, “Literary Gatekeepers and the Fabril tradition,” Bridges to Science Fic-
tion and Fantasy: Outstanding Essays from the J. Lloyd Eaton Conferences, edited by Gregory
Benford, Westfahl, Howard V. Hendrix, and Joseph D. Miller (Jefferson, nC: McFarland,
2018), 178–194. Originally presented at the 1994 eaton Conference and originally published
in 2002.

22. Garyn G. roberts, editor, The Prentice Hall Anthology of Science Fiction and Fantasy
(Upper Saddle river, nJ: Prentice Hall, 2003), xvi. Page references are to this edition.

23. arthur B. evans, Istvan  Csicsery- ronay, Jr., Joan Gordon, Veronica Hollinger, rob
Latham, and Carol McGuirk, editors, The Wesleyan Anthology of Science Fiction (Middletown,
Ct: Wesleyan University Press, 2010), xvii. Page references are to this edition.

24. evans, email message to Gary Westfahl, January 31, 2019. as an aside, I should note
evans’s comment that a second edition of his anthology is unlikely because of difficulties in
obtaining rights to publishing its stories in an eBook, which evidently is increasingly the
preferred format for college textbooks.

25. For the record, these are the chapters in question: “Space Opera,” The Cambridge
Companion to Science Fiction, edited by edward James and Farah Mendlesohn (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 197–208; “Hard Science Fiction,” A Companion to Science
Fiction, edited by David Seed (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2005), 187–201; “the Market-
place,” The Oxford Handbook of Science Fiction, edited by rob Latham (London: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2014), 81–92; and “the Mightiest Machine: the Development of american
Science Fiction from the 1920s to the 1960s,” The Cambridge Companion to American Science
Fiction, edited by eric Carl Link and Gerry Canavan (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2015), 17–30.

26. Farah Mendlesohn, email message to Gary Westfahl, January 29, 2019.
27. to mention Slusser one more time, I can report that when I examined the uncata-

logued George Slusser Papers in the eaton Collection, I came across numerous copies of var-
ious stories and essays, indicating (like robert L. Heath’s essay above) that he also preferred
to choose his own materials for his graduate classes in science fiction instead of relying upon
published compliations.

28. I do hope to eventually publish this packet as a book, to perhaps be employed as a
textbook by other instructors, though I will first have to write additional chapters that, dis-
tracted by other projects, I have not had the time to complete.
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