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DEFINING SCIENCE FICTION

ONE DEFINITION

The term ‘science fiction’ resists easy definition. This is curious,
because most people have a sense of what science fiction is.
Any bookstore will have a section devoted to SF: shelves of
mostly brightly-coloured paperback volumes, illustrated on their
covers with photorealist paintings of intricate spaceships perhaps,
or of men and women in futuristic cities or bizarre alien
landscapes. Most of these novels are narratives that elaborate
some imaginative or fantastic premise, perhaps involving a
postulated future society, encounters with creatures from another
world, travel between planets or in time. In other words, science
fiction as a genre or division of literature distinguishes its fictional
worlds to one degree or another from the world in which we
actually live: a fiction of the imagination rather than observed
reality, a fantastic literature.

But when it comes down to specifying in what way SF is
distinctive, and in what ways it is different from other imaginative
and fantastic literatures, there is disagreement. All of the many
definitions offered by critics have been contradicted or modified
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by other critics, and it is always possible to point to texts
consensually called SF that fall outside the usual definitions. It is,
perhaps, for this reason that some critics try to content themselves
with definitions of the mode that are mere tautologies, as if ‘we’
all know what it is and elaboration is superfluous. Edward James
suggests that ‘SF is what is marketed as SF’ (although he concedes
that, as a definition, this is ‘a beginning, nothing more’) (James
1994:3). Damon Knight says that ‘science fiction is what we point
to when we say it’; and Norman Spinraid argues that ‘science
fiction is anything published as science fiction’ (quoted in Clute
and Nicholls 1993:314). There is a kind of weariness in this sort
of circular reasoning, underlain by a sense that the whole business
of definition is nothing more than a marketing exercise. Lance
Parkin suggests that ‘SF is a notoriously difficult term to define,
but when it comes down to it, a book appears on the SF shelves
if the publisher thinks they will maximize their sales by labelling
it as such’ (Parkin 1999:4). This mistrust of definition has interesting
implications for the self-image of SF as a genre, although it doesn’t
get us very far as a starting point.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines science fiction as
‘imaginative fiction based on postulated scientific discoveries or
spectacular environmental changes, frequently set in the future
or on other planets and involving space or time travel’, adding
that the term did not come into common usage until the 1920s.
The terms of this basic dictionary definition are instructive:
‘imaginative fiction’ differentiates SF from ‘realist’ fiction, in which
there is some attempt at a literary verisimilitude that reproduces
the experience of living in the world we recognise as ours. Where
the realist writer needs to focus on accuracy, the SF author can
use her imagination to invent things not found in our world.
These points of difference, the ‘scientific discoveries’ or
‘environmental changes’ of the dictionary definition, may be such
things as ‘space or time travel’ but they could be many other
premises not listed by the OED, to do with robots, computers,
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alternative histories and the like. This makes SF a literature of
ideas predicated on some substantive difference or differences
between the world described and the world in which readers
actually live.

The date is important too. Novels and stories written in what
is generally known as science fiction were certainly produced
before the 1920s—for example, in the late nineteenth century by
writers such as H G Wells and Jules Verne. Some critics assert that
the first SF story comes from even earlier than that. Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein (1818), the story of a strange new form of life created
by science, has been put forward as the first SF text by several
critics (Aldiss 1973). There are also critics who have argued for a
more ancient provenance even than that, to Thomas Mores Utopia
(1516) or the adventures of Baron Munchausen. Chapter 2 of the
present study explores these contested versions of the history of
SF. But none of these books just mentioned belonged to a
recognised genre—a specific type or species of literature—called
Science Fiction. In their own day they were called Gothic tales,
contes fantastiques (‘fantastic stories’), scientific romances and
other various designations. In other words, they were specific
and sometimes one-off examples of imaginative fiction. It was
not until the 1920s that these sorts of writing became identified
as belonging to a family of literature, Science Fiction.

But whilst SF is imaginative fiction, it does not follow that all
imaginative fiction can be usefully categorised as SF. Stories in
which the protagonists travel from Earth to colonies on Mars by
rocket ship are usually taken to be science fiction because no
such colonies, and no such available mode of transport, are
available to us today. But fairytales, surreal fictions (such as Andre
Breton’s Nadja, 1928), or magic realism (like Salman Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children, 1981) all involve substantive differences
between the world of the text and the world the readership actually
lives in, and they are not categorised as science fiction. For
example, there is a novel by Ian Watson called The jonabh Kit
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(1975), which involves a new technology that maps the brainwave
patterns of a human onto the mind of a whale. This human
consciousness then inhabits the whale. We might compare this
tale with Franz Kafka’s short novel Metamorphosis (1915), in which
the protagonist wakes up one morning to find himself transformed
into the shape of a giant insect. Watson’s novel is classified as SF,
where Kafka’s is not. Why should this be? Both are imaginative
fictions based on the premise of a radical change; neither are
concerned with space or time travel, or are set on other planets.
What makes them different?

There could be two answers to this question. The first would
assert that science fiction is a much broader category than is
usually admitted, and should be used to describe a wide range
of ‘fantasy’ literatures; according to this argument, Kafka’s
Metamorphosis is indeed a science-fiction tale, even if it is not
usually categorised as such. The second argument would deny
this, and stress the differences of approach of the two writers.
Kafka never explains how his hero turns into a bug: the
metamorphosis is literally inexplicable, a physical impossibility.
Indeed, Kafka isn’t interested in the change as such, which is
why he does not feel any need to explain how it has come
about. He is interested in the alienation his character subsequently
suffers, the reactions of his family to his new monstrosity. In
other words the transformation of man into bug is only a premise,
a symbolic facilitator for the subsequent narrative and not a focus
for narrative explication in itself. Watson’s metamorphosis of man
into whale, on the other hand, is placed in a context of scientific
research and is given a particular rationalisation, an explanation
for how it has come about. This change does not ‘just happen’,
it is made to happen via a machine that reads brainwave patterns
and reproduces them in another brain. This is not to say, quite,
that Watson’s metamorphosis is ‘scientific’ where Kafka’s is, we
might say, ‘arbitrary’ or ‘magical’. Science today could not effect
the sort of change upon which Watson’s book is premised, and
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it is a moot question whether it ever will be able to. It is equally
impossible, in strict scientific terms, to manipulate DNA to create
dinosaurs in the ways required by Michael Crichton’s book Jurassic
Park (1993), or to design spaceships that can travel between the
stars like Star Trek’s USS Enterprise. But it is part of the logic of
SF, and not of other forms of fiction, that these changes be made
plausible within the structure of the text. This means that the
premise of an SF novel requires material, physical rationalisation,
rather than a supernatural or arbitrary one. This grounding of SF
in the material rather than the supernatural becomes one of its
key features. Sometimes this materialism is rooted in a ‘scientific’
outlook—science is, after all, one of the dominant materialist
discourses of the present day. But sometimes the materialism is
not, strictly speaking, scientific. Stephen Baxter’s Titan (1998) is
a novel about a journey of space exploration to Jupiter. Everything
that happens in that novel adheres strictly to scientific laws as
Baxter understands them—his characters even re-use the tried-
and-tested technology of the Saturn V Moon programme from
the 1970s. Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars (1992) also begins
with a journey of exploration to another planet, again carefully
imagined so as not to violate the constraints of current science
and technology. Later in Robinson’s novel a technique is
discovered for hugely extending human lifespan. This is certainly
not within the discourse of current science, and may well be
impossible, but the plot development is integrated into the pseudo-
scientific idiom of the book. Instead of just asserting without
explaining, as a magic-realist or surrealist writer might, that his
characters can now postpone growing old for hundreds of years,
Robinson introduces a material device, a generesplicing bath, to
explain and make plausible this idea.

To give another example of the contrast between SF and other
fiction: John Updike’s magic-realist novel Brazil (1994) tells the
story of two lovers, a black boy and a white girl. In the course of
the novel, the skin colours of these two figures change such that
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by the end of the book the boy is white and the girl black. This
change is not rationalised in terms of the fictional world the
characters inhabit, which is in all other respects a closely observed
representation of contemporary South America; it is exactly the
kind of unexplained literary device we associate with magic realism.
On the other hand there is a novel by John Kessel called Good
News From Outer Space (1995) set in the near-future USA, one
part of which is concerned with a new drug which alters skin
pigmentation. Characters in the novel plan to release this drug in
the American water supply as a terrorist gesture to undermine the
ingrained racism of their society. Once again, we are tempted to
call Kessel's book science fiction and Updike’s not. Although
both books are making points about the arbitrariness of racial
definition by positing an interchangeability of skin colour, Kessel
provides a specific mechanism for this change and Updike does
not. Kessel’s imaginary drug is not scientific—it does not and
probably could not actually exist—but it is a material device and
within the realm of the discourse it inhabits it is a plausible
facilitator. Kessel’s science fiction depends upon a certain premise,
and that premise is symbolic of change. In other words, the drug
is a symbol in terms of the text, but it is a concrete and material
symbol that is integrated into a certain discourse of scientific
possibility. Updike’s text dispenses with the need for such a symbol.

It seems that this ‘point of difference’, the thing or things that
differentiate the world portrayed in science fiction from the world
we recognise around us, is the crucial separator between SF and
other forms of imaginative or fantastic literature. The critic Darko
Suvin has usefully coined the term ‘novum’, the Latin for ‘new’ or
‘new thing’, to refer to this ‘point of difference’ (the plural is
‘nova’). An SF text may be based on one novum, such as the
device that enables H G Wells’s hero to travel through time in
The Time Machine (1895). More usually it will be predicated on
a number of interrelated nova, such as the varieties of futuristic
technology found aboard the starship Enterprise in Star Trek,
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from faster-than-light travel to matter-transportation machines.
This ‘novum’ must not be supernatural, but need not necessarily
be a piece of technology. The central ‘novum’ of Ursula Le Guin’s
The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), for instance, is a different model
of gender, although there are other, more technological ‘nova’ in
that book, including interstellar transport and a hyperspace walkie-
talkie called an ‘ansible’. Unlike such premises as the human
inexplicably metamorphosed into an insect in Kafka’s story, these
nova are grounded in a discourse of possibility, which is usually
science or technology, and which renders the difference a material
rather than just a conceptual or imaginative one. The emphasis is
on difference, and the systematic working out of the consequences
of a difference or differences, of a novum or nova, becomes the
strength of the mode.

THREE DEFINITIONS

There have been a great many attempts to define science fiction
in more exact terms than these. Once we accept that the
particularities of the ‘novum’ distinguish SF from other forms of
imaginative literature, the urge is to elaborate the sorts of literary
context in which these nova are elaborated—to flesh out, in other
words, the broader features of the SF text beyond its notional,
material point of difference with our familiar world.

It is worth detailing three definitions of SF that have had a
great deal of influence on the study of the subject, from three
influential critics: Darko Suvin, Robert Scholes and Damien
Broderick. First there is respected elder statesman of SF criticism,
Darko Suvin, who in 1979 defined SF as:

a literary genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions are the
presence and interaction of estrangement and cognition, and whose
main formal device is an imaginative framework alternative to the
author’s empirical environment.

(Suvin 1979:8-9)
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‘Cognition’, with its rational, logical implications, refers to that
aspect of SF that prompts us to try and understand, to comprehend
the alien landscape of a given SF book, film or story. ‘Estrangement’
is a term from Brecht, more usually rendered in English-language
criticism as ‘alienation’; and in this context it refers to that element
of SF that we recognise as different, that ‘estranges’ us from the
familiar and everyday. If the SF text were entirely concerned
with ‘estrangement’ then we would not be able to understand it;
if it were entirely to do with ‘cognition’ then it would be scientific
or documentary rather than science fiction. According to Suvin,
both features need to be present; and it is this co-presence that
allows SF both relevance to our world and the position to
challenge the ordinary, the taken-for-granted. The main ‘formal
device’ of Suvin’s version of SF is the novum.

Suvin goes on to insist that this ‘alternative’ world of SF,
determined by ‘estrangement’ and ‘cognition’, must be possible,
by which he means it must reflect the constraints of science. This
is how he distinguishes SF from the looser category of ‘fantasy’.
Indeed, it seems from reading Suvin that, for him, ‘cognitive’ is
almost a synonym for ‘scientific’; that his phrase ‘cognitive
estrangement’ is just another way of restating the phrase that is to
be defined, ‘science fiction’. One of the strengths of Suvin’s
definition is that it seems to embody a certain common-sense
tautology, that science fiction is scientific fictionalising. But, as
we have seen, science is just as frequently represented in the SF
novel by pseudo-science, by some device outside the boundaries
of science that is none the less rationalised in the style of scientific
discourse. We might want to define ‘science’ as a body of
observations and derived laws established by experiment in the
real world; but, according to this definition, several of the
frequently deployed ‘nova’ of SF are things that ‘science’ has
specifically ruled out of court as literally impossible. The most
obvious example of this is faster-than-light travel, a staple of a
great many SF tales but something that scientists assure us can
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never happen. Rather than abandon the rationale of science,
though, SF stories that involve ‘faster-than-light’ travel slip into
the idiom of ‘pseudo-science’, providing rationalisations of these
impossible activities in terms that sound like scientific discourse.

For Suvin, the important thing about the ‘science’ part of ‘science
fiction’ is that it is a discourse built on certain logical principles
that avoids self-contradiction; that it is rational rather than
emotional or instinctual. Scientists sometimes like to assert that
they deal in ‘facts’ and ‘truth’, where fiction deals in ‘imagination’
and is a form of lying. But it is more accurate to describe science
as a discipline based on falsifiability, a discourse in which
hypotheses are tested by experiment. Accordingly, whilst a
scientific premise may be proved false, it cannot be proved true.
In science fiction it is not that the use of science gives the texts
a particular, privileged access to truth. Often the reverse is true.
Gwyneth Jones points out that Larry Niven’s Ringworld (1970),
‘one of the great, classic “engineering feat” SF novels, reached
print in the first instance with terrible mistakes in its science’
(Jones 1999:16). Niven revised the novel for subsequent
publication after fans pointed out a number of scientific
impossibilities, but Jones makes the point that ‘the challenge,
which had to be met, was not to Niven’s scientific accuracy, but
to his appearance of command over the language of science’.
Many early SF novels followed the scientific thinking of the day
and imagined canals on Mars, oceans on Venus. The fact that
more recent scientific experiment has concluded that there are
no such canals or oceans does not invalidate these novels, because
the point about the science in SF is not ‘truth’ but the entry into
a particular, material and often rational discourse. To quote Jones
again:

‘Science’ in Science Fiction has always had a tacit meaning other

than that commonly accepted. It had nothing in particular to say

about the subject matter, which may be just about anything so
long as the formal conventions of future dress are observed. It
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means only, finally, that whatever phenomenon or speculation is
treated in the fiction, there is a claim that it is going to be studied
to some extent scientifically—that is objectively, rigorously; in a
controlled environment. The business of the writer is to set up the
equipment in a laboratory of the mind such that the ‘what if’ in
question is at once isolated and provided with the exact nutrients
it needs.

(Jones 1999:4)

Jones sees SF as a form of thought experiment, an elaborate
‘what if”” game where the consequences of some or other nova
are worked through. In other words, it is not the ‘truth’ of science
that is important to SF; it is the scientific method, the logical
working through of a particular premise. This is precisely what
Suvin asserts: ‘SF is distinguished by the narrative dominance or
hegemony of a fictional “novum”...validated by cognitive logic’
(Suvin 1979:63). By this he means that the implications of the
‘novum’ dominate, or create a ‘hegemony’ (a term from Marxist
theory to describe the maintenance of power by indirect and
pervasive means rather than by direct force) throughout the text.
‘Cognitive Logic’ becomes for Suvin a crucial formal convention
of SE.

If Suvin takes his starting point from the ‘science’ part of
‘science fiction’, another highly influential critic has
concentrated more on the literary features of SF texts. Robert
Scholes, in his book Structural Fabulation, has stressed the
metaphorical strain of SF. He defines ‘fabulation’ as any ‘fiction
that offers us a world clearly and radically discontinuous from
the one we know, yet returns to confront that known world in
some cognitive way’ (Scholes 1975:2). This point of
‘discontinuity’ with the known world is the Suvinian novum,
but Scholes has a different emphasis. He wants to
acknowledge that SF is interested in things being different
from the world we actually inhabit, but does not want to
concede that this makes SF merely escapist or irrelevant.
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According to Scholes, SF is both different and the same, both
‘discontinuous’ from our world and also ‘confronting’ that world
‘in some cognitive way’. Scholes notes that ‘fabulation” is a
category including any and all fantastic or imaginative literature,
including non-SF writers like Borges, Thomas Pynchon and
Herman Hesse, to mention three of Scholes’s own examples.
Accordingly, Scholes adds ‘structural’ to his ‘fabulation’ definition
in order to pin things down more tightly. As with Suvin, there’s
a certain re-duplication here. ‘Fabulation’ seems synonymous
with ‘fiction’ in pretty much the same way that ‘structural’ is
with science: we could abbreviate both ‘science fiction’ and
‘structural fabulation’ to SF if we wanted to. In fact, Scholes’s
point is a little more subtle than that. For him, SF is permeated
by ‘an awareness of the universe as a system of systems, a
structure of structures’. Whilst he concedes that, for SF, ‘the
insights of the past century of science are accepted as fictional
points of departure’, he is none the less adamant that SF is
more than just a ‘scientific’ version of fabulation. ‘Structural
fabulation is neither scientific in its methods, nor a substitute
for actual science. It is a fictional exploration of human situations
made perceptible by the implications of recent science.” Damien
Broderick has praised Scholes as ‘one of the first American
scholars to recover SF from the trash can and announce a place
for it in the academy’ (Broderick 1995:29); and one of the
reasons Scholes thinks so highly of SF is because of the
possibilities it opens up as a distinctive, twentieth-century
‘scientific’ mode of literature. More particularly, ‘science’, which
is an observational method, is only the starting point for Scholes’s
SF. He is more interested in the fictionalisation of the premise,
and accordingly his emphasis is rather different from Suvin’s.
This ‘scientific’—cognitive, rational, categorical—approach to
the issues of defining the genre has the upper hand in much
critical discussion of SF. Damien Broderick, an SF author as well
as being a theoretically-engaged critic, concludes his analysis of
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the contemporary SF scene with the following definition of what
SF is now:

Sf is that species of storytelling native to a culture undergoing
the epistemic changes implicated in the rise and supercession
of technical-industrial modes of production, distribution,
consumption and disposal. It is marked by (i) metaphoric
strategies and metonymic tactics, (ii) the foregrounding of icons
and interpretative schemata from a collectively constituted
generic ‘mega-text’ and the concomitant de-emphasis of ‘fine
writing’ and characterisation, and (iii) certain priorities more
often found in scientific and postmodern texts than in literary
models: specifically, attention to the object in preference to the
subject.

(Broderick 1995:155)

The sheer complexity of this definition enacts the
pseudoscientific discourse that is also at the heart of much SF.
By ‘metaphoric strategies and metonymic tactics’ Broderick means
that, whilst the overall drift of any given SF text will be to
represent the world metaphorically, such that the whole SF-
imagined world encodes a part of the real world, the actual
elements in the novel itself will not be metaphorical but
metonymic. The difference is that in metaphor a whole things
stands in for another thing: in the phrase ‘the ship of state’, a
notional ship is figuratively representing the state. In metonymy,
a part of a thing stands in for the whole thing, as when a priest
refers to his congregation as ‘ninety souls’ rather than ‘ninety
people’. Structuralist critic Roman Jakobson has argued that what
he called the ‘vertical’ axis of metaphor and the ‘horizontal’
axis of metonymy between them describe the way language
signifies. Broderick explains that ‘the strategy of estrangement
uses one thing as a figure or stand-in for another’ as metaphor
does, and gives the example of ‘30 Heads of State’. This, he
suggests, is ‘the mechanism of poetry and allegory’. On the
other hand, he argues that ‘usually prose fictions employ a
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strategy of metonymy...part standing for whole, 30 Heads of
Cattle’ (Broderick 1995:34).

To put this another way, we might say the ‘novum’ of SF is a
part of the imagined world that stands in for the process of a
whole environment; whereas the whole SF text operates
metaphorically. Many of these devices, as Broderick mentions,
derive from a corpus of accepted ‘nova’, such as starships, time-
machines, robots and the like. Each of these connects with a
particular ‘estranged’ version of our reality. A film such as Blade
Runner (1982), for instance, contains androids, artificial humans
of great beauty and strength but whose existence is hollow because
their four-year lifespan does not give them the time to develop
full humanity. They are good-looking but shallow, and as nova
they symbolically connect with the overall logic of the film, which
is often taken as a ‘postmodern’ artefact more concerned with
style than substance, with surface rather than depth. But the film
as a whole, we might argue, stands as a metaphor for the alienated
existence of contemporary life. (I should add that this particular
example is not taken from Broderick’s work.) Broderick sees SF
as an open-ended cultural phenomenon, which is particularly
good at reflecting times of great cultural and technological change,
of which our present age is a good example.

Broderick develops and deepens the Suvinian sense of
‘cognitive estrangement’ and Scholes’s ‘structural fabulation’; but
he also brings in aspects not dwelt upon by either of those
critics. In particular, he is very aware of SF as a popular genre,
one that shares many features with other ‘pulp’ fictions and
popular modes: what he calls a ‘de-emphasis on fine writing’
and the use of a range of accepted or even worn-out
conventional ‘icons'—the mad scientist, say; or the robot yearning
for humanity. Lurking behind this is a sense that SF is popular
because it is populist, that it panders to the lowest common
denominator, that it is an adolescent mode of writing, that it is
not ‘serious’ or ‘high art’.

13
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Broderick’s perspective here is part of a larger critical unease
about SF as a genre, a sense that it does not provide readers with
many of the things that serious literature does—with, for instance,
beautiful or experimental writing styles, detailed and subtle
analyses of character or psychological analyses. Of course it is
possible to think of SF texts that do these things, but most do not.
Instead of style, SF texts often concentrate on concept, subject
and narrative. Instead of the abstract, SF texts prefer the concrete,
so, rather than meditate upon ‘alienness’, a SF novel is more
likely to present us with an actual, concretely realised alien, with
blue skin and bug eyes. According to SF author and critic Gwyneth
Jones, SF avoids the trappings of mainstream fiction so as not to
distract its readership from the conceptual experiment it represents;
fine writing is ‘de-emphasised’ in order to allow content and
concept to come more obviously to the fore. ‘A typical science
fiction novel has little space for deep and studied characterisation,’
argues Jones, ‘not because writers lack the skill (although they
may) but because in the final analysis the characters are not
people, they are pieces of equipment...the same reductive effect
is at work on the plot, where naked, artless urscenarios of quest,
death and desire are openly displayed’ (Jones 1999:5). This is a
version of Broderick’s suggestion that SF is more interested in
‘object’ than subject.

It is hard to deny that many SF texts are limited and narrow if
judged by the aesthetic criteria sometimes applied to other
literatures; that their characterisation often is thin, their style dull
and unadventurous, their plots hackneyed. Moreover, the nova
that differentiate the SF world from the recognisable world of
realist fiction are more often than not drawn from a fairly narrow
range of stock themes and situations. In fact it is possible to
categorise the major tropes of SF in half a dozen categories. Books
that take any of the following subjects, themes, trappings or props
are liable to be thought of as science fiction:
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e Spaceships, interplanetary or interstellar travel;

e Aliens and the encounter with aliens;

e Mechanical robots, genetic engineering, biological robots
(‘androids’);

e Computers, advanced technology, virtual reality;

e Time travel;

e Alternative history;

e Futuristic utopias and dystopias.

A body of literature built on so narrow a base of premises runs
the risk of becoming repetitive and crude in practice, and Broderick
sometimes gives the impression of picking only a few exceptional
texts from a morass of formulaic and mass-market examples. He
talks of ‘the poverty of mass-market SF’ being ‘visible even in the
new work of attested and once-fresh writers’ of the calibre of
Asimov.

There can be a wearying sense of deja vu in reading a new SF
novel. Broderick himself quotes the blurbs from recent SF
publishers’ catalogues to illustrate that SF nova have in large part
lost all newness because of their endless circulation and
recirculation:

CYBERSTEALTH, S.N.Lewitt—The cyberstealth pilots are the best
of the breed. But Cargo, the best of the best, needs more than
expert flying to seek and destroy a traitor.

REVENGE OF THE VALKYRIE, Thorarinn Gunnarsson—Here is
the blazing epic sequel to Song of the Dwarves.

GUARDIANS OF THE THREE VOL Il. KEEPER OF THE CITY,
Bill Fawcett—This is a magnificent epic of adventure, romance
and wizardry set in the unique world of the catlike mrem.

BROTHER TO DEMONS, BROTHER TO GODS, Jack
Williamson—From the test tubes of a dying humanity comes the
first of a race of gods.

(Broderick 1995:11-12)
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Broderick considers these ‘hilariously awful...blazing sequel to
dwarves, indeed!’, but there is a serious point, too. As he observes,
it is ‘one of the comforts of this list, for habituated readers’, that
‘the catlike mrem live in a world which is precisely 7ot unique’
(Broderick 1995:12). Many fans of SF seek out the comfort of the
familiar, and mask that desire under the illusory rhetoric of
difference, of ‘catlike mrem’ and their like.

This helps us draw these different definitions towards some
sort of common conclusion. It seems that one of the axes of
critical enquiry has to do with the degree of proximity of the
‘difference’ of SF to the world we live in: too removed and the SF
text loses purchase, or becomes merely escapist; too close and it
might as well be a conventional novel, it loses the force and
penetration the novum can possess when it comes to providing
newness of perspective. Balancing ‘cognition’ and ‘estrangement’,
or the continuities and discontinuities of the SF text, becomes the
index of success of the SF text. More than this, it seems that this
balance is focused through the novum. In other words, implicit
within these three definitions is a sense of SF as a symbolist
genre, one where the novum acts as symbolic manifestation of
something that connects it specifically with the world we live in.
This is the position of one of the genre’s most distinguished
practitioners, Samuel Delany, who sees SF as ‘a symbolist genre,
because it seeks to represent the world instead of reproducing it’
(Delany 1994:123). Suvin, too, puts the emphasis here, describing
SF as ‘a symbolic system’ which is ‘centred on a novum which is
to be cognitively validated within the narrative reality of the tale’
(Suvin 1979:80).

There are important differences in seeing SF as symbolist rather
than allegorical. Symbolism opens itself up to a richness of possible
interpretation, where allegory maps significance from one thing
onto one other thing. More than this, any symbolist movement in
literature, such as the late nineteenth-century movement of
symbolist poetry, will tend to re-use a set corpus of symbols. M
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H Abrams lists some of the recurring icons of nineteenth-century
symbolist writing, ‘such as the morning and evening star, a boat
moving upstream, winding caves, and the conflict between a
serpent and an eagle’ (Abrams 1985:186). He goes on to quote
symbolist poet Baudelaire to the effect that symbolism draws on
‘the correspondences’ between ‘the spiritual and the natural world’.
The point of SF, on the other hand, is to be less spiritual and
more material, and accordingly this line of criticism enables us to
look again at the limited range of nova deployed in most science
fiction not as a narrow and exhausted set of cliches, but as a
supple and wide-referencing body of material symbols. The catlike
mrem, for example, can be seen less as a feeble rehashing of
worn-out tropes and more as a fictional inhabiting—successful
or not depending on the skill with which the author deploys
these emblems—of a potent SF symbol of alienness.

The obvious point of contrast might be thought to be with a
deliberately non-symbolist mode of writing, such as ‘realism’.
Realist fiction seeks to reproduce the experience of living in a
particular milieu exactly and often exhaustively, and aims for a
sense of documentary verisimilitude. But in a strange way, SF
has more in common with realism than it has with other, more
obviously imaginative, mainstream literatures. To elaborate this
point it is worth noting that ‘realism’ is only one form of mainstream
writing: much ordinary fiction introduces ‘symbolic’ devices,
various imaginative strategies to provide ‘discontinuities’ with our
experience of the world, without thereby becoming science fiction.
But the textual function of these nova in SF sets them apart from
other usage. In other words, SF gives us a unique version of the
symbolist approach, one where the symbol is drained of
transcendental or metaphysical aura and relocated back in the
material world. For example, a ‘realist’ novel like Emile Zola’s
Germinal (1885) creates a sense of what it was actually like to
live in a nineteenth-century French mining community by
accumulating a great deal of accurately observed material detail.
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By contrast, a non-realist modernist novel like Virginia Woolf’s
The Waves (1931) is built around the stream-of-consciousness
meanderings of its six characters. Instead of a large amount of
realistic material detail, Woolf concentrates on certain recurring
symbolic images, such as the sun rising and setting over a seascape,
or the fin of a fish breaking the surface of the waves. Science
fiction is symbolic, but it usually adopts the realist mode of an
accumulation of detail, rather than the poetic and lyrical method
of a writer like Woolf. To quote Suvin again, the symbolic novum
‘has to be convincingly explained in concrete, even if imaginary,
terms, that is, in terms of the specific time, place, agents, and
cosmic and social totality of each tale’. Suvin goes on to note that
‘this means that, in principle, SF has to be judged, like most
naturalistic or “realistic” fiction and quite unlike [supernaturall
horror fantasy, by the density and richness of objects and agents
described in the microcosm of the text’ (Suvin 1979:80). The
attention to detail and the density of the described reality in
many SF texts mean that, very often, they read like realist novels;
or perhaps a better phrase would be pseudo-realist. But the crucial
point is that science fiction reconfigures symbolism for our
materialist age.

It is this materialism, once again, that distinguishes the
effectiveness of the SF use of symbol from the widespread use
of symbolism in other literatures. To take another example: the
trope of the ‘invisible man’ is one we might think of as a
classic SF novum. H G Wells wrote a short novel on this theme
in 1897. The difference between this SF text and Ralph Ellison’s
celebrated novel of Black American experience, also called
Invisible Man (1952)—a book never described as SF—has to
do with the operation of this novum in the text itself. Ellison’s
protagonist is invisible because people simply don’t see him,
and they don’t see him because he is black. Ellison’s point, in
other words, is to express metaphorically, through the trope of
the invisible man, the social invisibility and alienation that are
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part of the experience of being black in America. Wells’s
protagonist, on the other hand, is a scientist. His invisibility is
specifically rationalised as the result of scientific research. The
particular alienation experienced by Wells’s invisible man stems
from his own antisocial personality, which in turn is an
expression of the way science denies common nature and
humanity. Ellison’s invisibility is a transcendent device, in the
sense of being something that transcends or passes beyond
conventional literary expectations; it is a means of metaphorically
apprehending the experience of a whole group of people; Wells’s
is a concrete symbol of the dehumanisation of science, a
particular coding of the very materiality of science’s practice.
Both have things to say about the real world, but the two
works go about this in different manners.

THE SF NOVUM

It might make these issues of imaginative difference and continuity
clearer to look at some specific examples of nova, in specific
science-fiction texts. In each case it is not so much the ingenuity
of the novum, or the strangeness of it, that is important; it is the
symbolic purchase its point of difference provides on the world
we live in.

One classic example of a small-scale novum—which deserves
to be called classic because it crops up repeatedly in the criticism
of SF—comes from Robert Heinlein’s Beyond This Horizon
(published as a book in 1948, although serialised in the magazine
Astounding Science-Fiction in 1942). That novel starts with an
office worker called Felix going to work. He arrives at his office,
punches in a security code, and ‘the door dilated’. All it takes is
that little detail to evoke the particular response of the SF text.
Here is an SF author and fan, Harlan Ellison, remembering his
response:
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And no discussion. Just ‘the door dilated’. | read across it, and was
two lines down before | realised what the image had been, what the
words had called forth. A dilating door. It didn’t open, it irized! Dear
God, now | knew | was in a future world.

(Quoted in James 1994:115)

Samuel Delany is also impressed by the way so slight a detail can
shift our sensibilities into a different mode of world-perception.
In the terms of ‘realist fiction’, says Delany, a phrase like ‘the
door dilated’ is meaningless; but ‘as SF—as an event that hasn’t
happened, yet still must be interpreted in terms of the physically
explainable—it is quite as wondrous as Ellison feels it’ (Delaney
1994:228). For Delany the novum functions as a kind of trigger:
it alerts the reader to the fact that she can’t take things for granted,
can’t assume that the text she is reading reproduces the world in
which she lives. The phrase compels the reader to re-orient her
expectations. It is symbolic, in a useful way, of the point of entry
of the reader into the SF text; it is a door through which we step
into a different way of looking at things.

The difference that a concept such as a dilating door acquaints
us with may seem trivial, but in an important sense it is not,
because we can only make sense of a novum like this by placing
it in context, and much of the context is something we have to
imagine for ourselves. As a function of engaging our imagination
in a thoroughgoing manner, the novum puts us in the position of
rewriting, reconceptualising, the reality with which we are
familiar—of constructing a whole and wholly different society,
for instance, in which dilating doors might be a part. The more
expertly the ‘nova’ are deployed, the more thorough this
imaginative encounter with difference can be.

As with anything, this has its strong and weak forms in actual
literary representation. John Meaney’s To Hold Infinity (1998) is
a richly-detailed evocation of a strange and complex future
society; but the opening paragraph of this novel has the sort of
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clotted awkwardness that SF texts sometimes employ to suggest
alterity:

Flicker. Blindspin. Darkplunge. Golden light-fragments rip apart
cobra’s death-promise eyes. Laughter spirals. A muted discord:
cymbals clash. Light, and light, kaleidoscopic fireworks burst above,
below, drowning distant muttering.

(Meaney, To Hold Infinity (1998): 7)

This attempts to articulate the physical novum of the novel, a
virtual-reality environment, in a particular written style that strains
after ‘difference’ from the more familiar conventions of prose.
Over-exerted like this, Meaney’s style actually achieves only
bathos, the over-written excess of bad impressionist poetry.
Heinlein’s dilating door, on the other hand, succeeds by virtue of
being low-key; the almost throwaway manner in which he
introduces the detail is appropriate to the logic of the world he is
delineating. To a reader like Ellison the dilating door is startling
and wonderful, but we assume that for the people who inhabit
Heinlein’s imaginary universe it is just a door. To put it in the
terms of the definitions of Suvin and Scholes, the fantastic
perspective needs to be melded with the mundane in order to
function effectively; Meaney’s purple prose is too clumsily glittery
to manage this. The point of Broderick’s observation about SF’s
‘de-emphasis on fine writing’ may be relevant here also; it is
because SF, by definition, deals with various fantastic things that
it needs to be balanced by a certain mundaneness in content and
style. A plain, functional style may serve usefully to offset the
estranging power of the SF novum.

A stronger, more thorough example of the sorts of thing I
am talking about can be found in the first chapter of Gwyneth
Jones’s White Queen (1991), the James Tiptree Jr Award-winning
novel. This is set in the 2030s, in a grittily real crumbling series
of societies; the USA has recently become the USSA, the United
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Socialist States of America, whereas the United States of Europe
has become the dominant world power. A journalist, Johnny
Guglioni, has been infected with a new strain of virus, one that
is deadly both to human beings and to the semi-organic matter
that is now at the core of electronic and computing equipment.
He is living in what is effectively a quarantine in a small African
state. It so happens that Johnny is amongst the first to encounter
aliens from outer space. One of the most powerful aspects of
Jones’s deftly and intelligently written story is the way she relates
this narrative of first contact both from the perspective of humans
such as Johnny, and from the point of view of the aliens
themselves. In effect we are given two orders of alterity. It is
left to our imaginations to fill in the sort of details that might
plausibly underlie the political shift behind the change from
‘USA’ to ‘USSA’; but at the same time we find ourselves reading
a compelling but Other narrative, and trying to piece together
the sort of consciousness for which this would be the most
straightforward way of looking at the world. Partly this happens
on the level of what we might think of as ‘inverted novum’,
which is to say the unfamiliarity of ordinary Earth things to the
aliens.

The cars had been hired, with unlimited mileage, in exchange for
some baby toys.

There had been consternation when, after carrying them for two
days, the creatures collapsed in evident need of food. The captain’s
guardian had persuaded everyone to see the funny side. But the
cost of the liquid food had curtailed their exploration.

(Jones, White Queen (1991): 16)

The poet Craig Raine based a poem on this notion of the ‘inverted
novum’: ‘A Martian Sends a Postcard Home’ (1979) is a text we
might very well categorise as SF. Here, as in Jones’s novel, ordinary
things are represented as strange, such that a car is
reconceptualised:
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Model T is a room with the lock inside—
a key is turned to free the world
for movement, so quick there is a film

to watch for anything missed.
(Raine, ‘A Martian Sends a Postcard Home’)

Or a telephone is ‘a haunted apparatus [that] sleeps’ and ‘snores
when you pick it up’. We might very well want to describe this
poem, and the school of ‘Martian’ poetry it inspired, as science
fictional.

But there are deeper layers of strangeness in the narrative of
Jones’s novel. The alien ‘master at arms’ is angry at the need to
refuel the cars.

‘Unlimited mileage!’ he snarled, no less sore however often the liquid
feed transaction was repeated.

Agnés visited the sick and then went off by himself, taking
care to remain in sight. He sat between the roots of a huge
tree. The wooden fans made a house around him. He laid his
own hand next to the hand of a fallen leaf. Even to the stubby
fifth leaflet the shape was an echo, an echo of home; an echo
of self. To give and to receive the Self with open palms. He
shook hands with the fallen leaf, wondering what tiny faraway
contact the local people felt. Perhaps none: they were not
obliged to perceive him at all. He tasted the populated air, but
none of its tiny messengers carried news for Agnés. The
loneliness was dizzying. He took out his sketchpad and began
to compose. There, the shape and texture of loneliness...and
in loneliness a bodiless unity: the unity inescapable of the
WorldSelf.

(Jones, White Queen (1991): 17-18)

There is just enough that is familiar in this passage to make it
possible for us to read it without becoming bewildered: a ‘he’—
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although with a female name—is sitting under a tree,
contemplating a leaf, doing some ‘sketching’. But the detail belongs
to a very different conceptual pattern than the one we, as humans,
are in the habit of applying to the world around us. As the novel
continues, and we start to see things more from this alien
perspective, its collation of ‘home’ and ‘self’; its tasting of the air,
its bodiless sense of the WorldSelf, will introduce us to a different
way of seeing the world around us.

By bringing together these two perspectives, Jones neatly
reconceives the everyday world with which we thought we were
familiar. The sheer strangeness of these two cultures to one another
brings a sort of wisdom to the observation of even simple things.
One of the aliens, Clavel, falls in love with Johnny, and in a
lesser way Johnny reciprocates. Johnny also, more conventionally,
falls in love with the heroine of the piece, the flawed and intriguing
Braemar. Paralleling these two storylines allows Jones to delineate
the immense comfort and the startling strangeness of what it is to
be ‘in love’—something that is given a jolting, brilliant and
discomfiting dramatisation in the scene where Clavel makes love
to Johnny.

Clavel shucked off her underwear. The naked chicken-skin
baboon crouched over him. It took his hand and buried it to
the wrist in a fold that opened along its groin. The chasm inside
squirmed with life. Part of its wall swelled, burgeoning
outwards.

‘Ah—’

The baboon clutched his wrist and worked its bellyfold up and
down, its thighs slipped along his hips. It wasn’t female after all,
but a kind of hermaphrodite. Something slid out of the fold: an
everted bag of raw flesh, narrowing to a hooked end. It was
enormous. Johnny felt a jolt of horrible arousal, like the affectless
clutch in the groin he’d get from a glimpse of violent pornography.
Clavel's eyes were still fixed on his, still sweet and childlike.
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Suddenly, he lost his nerve completely. He struggled and
protested.
(Jones, White Queen (1991): 193)

This is close enough to a description of conventional human—
human sex to call forth a visceral response in us, but it is grotesque
enough to jolt us out of the merely conventional or conditioned
response to ‘the sex-scene’. There is genuine insight, I think, in
the way Jones grants Johnny his horrible sexual arousal before
the repulsion kicks in; mirroring the way this description of sex
deploys just enough of the standard ‘sex-scene’ vocabulary, such
as we might find in any shopping-and-sex novel: ‘groin’, ‘chasm’,
‘swelled’, ‘thighs slipped along hips’, whilst configuring them in
such a disorienting manner, with a sprinkling of startling terms,
such as ‘chicken-skin baboon’. All of it positions us, the reader,
in such a way as to prod us into rethinking our own attitudes to
sex and love. It is also true that Jones takes the chance here, as
many other female SF writers have done, to use the ‘alien’ as a
way of inverting traditional gender stereotypes. Here, alien
physiology means that a man can experience what it is to be
‘raped’ by someone of the opposite gender. This symbolic
purchase on questions of gender in SF is examined at greater
length in Chapter 3 of this book.

In other words, the key symbolic function of the SF novum
is precisely the representation of the encounter with difference,
Otherness, alterity. Not all these encounters with difference
articulate as subtle or open a discourse as Jones manages, of
course. A film such as the very successful Lost in Space (1998)
represents a number of ‘nova’ and a variety of versions of
difference; but at the same time it is so scared of difference that
all possible manifestations of it need to be fully demonised and
then utterly vanquished. Sameness in this movie is tightly defined
as ‘belonging to the Aryan family unit’; every good quantity
encountered in the film either belongs to the family or is adopted
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by it—from the cute baby-like alien adopted by the family to
the space pilot who is courting the blonde, blue-eyed, scientist’s
daughter. Everything that is not ‘of the family’ is represented as
evil and threatening. The hidden agenda here, it seems to me,
is racial. The Robinson family are so egregiously White that all
representations of blackness become freighted with particular
significance. When the fey, English villain is bitten by a being
from a breed of half-organic, half-machine, alien monsters, he
is metamorphosed into something terrible: ‘evil always finds its
true form’, as Papa Robinson puts it. Its true form in this instance
is that of a towering black man, who paces menacingly around
the margins of the family, having perpetrated some unspeakable
doom upon Will Robinson s mother and sister: ‘T can still hear
the screaming of the women, says Will. The Robinsons are
certainly encountering difference, but only in the limited sense
of racial caricature, a violent, sexually predatory libel on black
manhood. Difference, in other words, has been reduced to
stereotype, and stereotype is always at the bottom of racism,
sexism or any other bigotry. Ultimately, this black threat to the
White family is flushed down a cosmic plughole like the rubbish
he is represented as being, and the family is reunited to its
stifling conformity. Here the symbolic field of signification seems
racial, something that we examine in more detail in Chapter 4.
This is one example of many in SF of a refusal to think through
the implications of encountering difference. Not all SF is so
crude or bigoted.

The problematic of this encounter with difference, the difficulty
of representing the Other without losing touch with the familiar,
becomes exactly the point of some of the most celebrated SF
texts. It is possible to explore the strangeness and threat of the
Other without surrendering to two-dimensional caricature of
Otherness as evil. A classic example is Stanislaw Lem’s novel
Solaris (1961), set aboard a research station on another planet, a
planet almost entirely covered with a strange ocean. It seems
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that this ocean is sentient, making the whole world a sort of giant
brain. The scientist-protagonists of Lem’s tale are trying to
comprehend this unprecedented place; trying, in other words, to
reduce it to the sameness of scientific explanation. But the world
defies comprehension; it sends out hallucinations of people
important to the scientists. The contact drives some of them mad.
Snow, one of the occupants of the station, comes to an important
realisation late in the novel, and anatomises the human urge to
explore the universe:

We don’t want to conquer the cosmos, we simply want to extend
the boundaries of Earth to the frontiers of the cosmos. For us,
such and such a planet is as arid as the Sahara, another as
frozen as the North Pole, yet another as lush as the Amazon
basin...We are only seeking Man. We have no need of other
worlds. We need mirrors.

(Lem, Solaris (1961): 75-6)

The ocean-planet of Solaris, in its strangeness and unpredictability,
denies this devouring urge to transmute all alterity into versions
of sameness, and that is why the scientists cannot cope with it.
The perfectly judged tone of uncanny uncertainty in Lem’s novel,
the way it consistently refuses the straightforward explanation of
the characters’ situation, precisely captures the way encountering
the Other forces us to encounter ourselves, the way it can reveal
things about ourselves which are intensely uncomfortable. “We
arrive here as we are in reality, and when the page is turned and
that reality is revealed to us—that part of our reality which we
would prefer to pass over in silence—then we don’t like it any
more’ (p. 76).
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DIFFERENCE

What these various definitions of SF have in common, then, is a
sense of SF as in some central sense about the encounter with
difference. This encounter is articulated through a ‘novum’, a
conceptual, or more usually material embodiment of alterity, the
point at which the SF text distils the difference between its
imagined world and the world which we all inhabit. For Scott
McCracken, ‘at the root of all science fiction lies the fantasy of
alien encounter’. He adds that ‘the meeting of self with other is
perhaps the most fearful, most exciting and most erotic encounter
of all’ (McCracken 1998:102). This serves as the basis of many
critics’ affection for the genre, the fact that SF provides a means,
in a popular and accessible fictional form, for exploring alterity.
Specific SF nova are more than just gimmicks, and much more
than cliches: they provide a symbolic grammar for articulating
the perspectives of normally marginalised discourses of race, of
gender, of non-conformism and alternative ideologies. We might
think of this as the progressive or radical potential of science
fiction.

But it is not necessarily clear that SF is as positive a mode as this
optimistic assessment suggests. Even if we set aside the more
obviously retrograde examples of SF that introduce difference
only to demonise it, such as Lost in Space mentioned earlier, some
critics are not sanguine about the ability of the genre to access
Otherness. Damien Broderick, for instance, wonders if SF does,
‘above all else, write the narrative of the other/s?, but goes on to
say that even if we take that ‘in the spirit of description (though
hardly of definition)’ we still have to accept that ‘SF writes, rather,
the narrative of the same, as other’ (Broderick 1995:51). Could we
argue that all these SF nova, from aliens to machines, are merely
elaborations of a monolithic conception of Identity?

The demographics of the genre are not hopeful in this regard.
Until recently, SF was dominated by a fan culture of young
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white males. Science fiction’s tendency to fetishise technology,
particularly military technology, and its reliance on stock types
of character and plot that are often flat and caricaturing, surely
limits its engagement with any meaningful comprehension of
the marginal, of Otherness. But there are features of this
readership that start to redeem it: the energy of youth, for
example, has a part to play in constructing SF as, to quote
Roger Luckhurst, ‘an adolescent and exuberantly kinetic genre’
(Luckhurst 1997:4). Indeed, despite the strong attachment of SF
to its own canonical conventions, and despite the fact that until
recently most SF was produced and consumed by young white
males, the genre has always had sympathies with the marginal
and the different. Gary Westfahl admits that ‘science fiction [is]
regularly condemned as the quintessentially masculine genre,
long written almost exclusively by and for young men, filled
with muscle-bound macho heroes swaggering and bullying their
way through the galaxy’. But, Westfahl argues, the reality is not
at all like this, because in fact SF has what he calls a ‘feminine’
aura. He itemises the way that American SF from the 1940s and
1950s—the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of SF—demonstrated
remarkable sensitivities on the subjects of gender and racial
diversity and contact, and asks:

Why should this be, given the undeniable fact that most of the
writers and readers were male? Well, the young nerds attracted
to science fiction may have shared the gender and skin-colour
of the era’s dominant class, but in every other way they were
alienated and marginalized members of society, dreaming of
domed cities and Martian canals when most people longed for
an idealized past and idolized [cowboy icons] Gene Autry and
Andy Hardy. If, at that time, you read magazines with pictures
of squid-like monsters and built miniature rockets in your
backyard, you undoubtedly felt rejected, ridiculed, and out of
place. Such people often bond with, and adopt the attitudes of,
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other members of society who feel rejected, ridiculed and out
of place. By this logic, one would expect to find in early science-
fiction stories passionate arguments against prejudice and
racism, celebrations of oppressed workers struggling against
evil bosses, and proto-feminist tracts applauding the abilities
and sentiments of women. And if you look carefully, you will
find, in the science fiction of the 1930s and thereafter, numerous
examples of all the above.

(Westfahl 1999:32)

Reading SF, in other words, is about reading the marginal
experience coded through the discourses of material symbolism;
which is to say, it allows the symbolic expression of what it is to
be female, or black, or otherwise marginalised. SF, by focusing
its representations of the world not through reproduction of that
world but instead by figuratively symbolising it, is able to
foreground precisely the ideological constructions of Otherness.
In other words, in societies such as ours where Otherness is
often demonised, SF can pierce the constraints of this ideology
by circumventing the conventions of traditional fiction.

PREDICTION AND NOSTALGIA

The difficulties of defining SF with which this chapter opened
are, in part, a function of the sheer number of SF texts that need
to be brought beneath the bar of any notional inclusive definition.
Where SF once upon a time constituted a small body of texts—
nearly all of them novels and short stories—which most fans
could be expected to have read, nowadays SF texts are impossibly
legion. Scott McCracken points out that ‘Science Fiction is
enormously popular. It accounts for one in ten books sold in
Britain, and in the United States the number is as high as one in
four’ (McCracken 1998:102). John Clute has pointed out that the
number of texts classified as SF has ballooned since the early
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years of the twentieth century. According to Clute, even at the
height of the ‘Golden Age’ the number of separate novels
published as science fiction was a few hundred. Nowadays, taking
together science fiction and fantasy, thousands of novels are
published each year. Now, ‘what was once a field [has] become
the Mississippi Delta’. In Clute’s opinion, if Golden Age SF could
be perceived as ‘a family of books which created (and inhabited)
a knowable stage (or matrix) of possible worlds’, then
contemporary SF has exploded that family: ‘no longer could an
ostensible definition of SF...even begin to match the corrosive
intricacies of the exploded genre’ (Clute 1995:17-18).

SF, then, clearly constitutes a wide range of varying discourses,
so wide a range indeed that it becomes difficult to assert that all
the different manifestations of ‘SF” actually belong under the one
umbrella term: not merely in terms of genre or mode, from short
stories, novels, films, TV shows, comics, video games, pop music
and so on, but in the broader sense of cultural discourse. Talking
about NASA’s space programme, or the present construction of
the International Space Station, automatically, it seems, inhabits
the idiom of SF; and the number of New Age or mystical belief-
systems that have replaced conventional religion with a belief in
one or another SF prop is remarkable, from abduction-enthusiasts
who believe the Earth to be in the care of spiritually intense
aliens, to cults who practise mass suicide in the belief that their
souls will be carried away by an alien spacecraft hidden in a
comet.

This was not always the case. In the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of
science fiction, from the late 1930s through to the early 1960s,
the term ‘Science Fiction’ had a greater degree of coherence. It
referred to a particular body of texts that were, specifically,
founded in science and the extrapolation of science into the
future. Hugo Gernsback, founder of a number of influential SF
magazines, inserted an editorial into the first number of his Science
Wonder Stories (June 1929) in which he declared his ‘policy’ to
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be the publishing of ‘only such stories that have their basis in
scientific laws as we know them, or in the logical deduction of
new laws from what we know’. He went so far as to announce
that a panel of experts would judge the scientific correctness of
stories submitted to the magazine. But there has been a shift in
the role of the scientific novum; it now connects its readership
less with a particular discourse of ‘science’ and rather, as I have
been arguing, with a materialist, symbolic fiction for reconsidering
the world. The balance, to re-use Scholes’s distinction, has shifted
towards the fabulation and away from the structural. As we have
seen, the term ‘science fiction’ today suggests an imaginative
fiction in which one or more of the contemporary constraints
upon the business of living are removed or modified. John Clute
sees 1957 as the significant historical moment, with the launch of
the Russian satellite Sputnik.

There may have been a time, in the morning of the world, before
Sputnik, when the empires of our SF dreams were governed
according to rules neatly written out in the pages of Astounding,
and we could all play the game of a future we all shared, readers,
writers, fans...But something happened. The future began to
come true.

(Clute 1995:17)

This has something to do with a certain shift in cultural sensibilities.
Space flight changed from being a thing of a gleamingly imagined
future to being real, and then went on to pass that by and become,
as it is nowadays, a thing of the past. A film such as Ron Howard’s
Apollo 13 (1996) illustrates this neatly enough. It is a film about
the adventures of the crew of a spaceship, off on a perilous
mission, who have to battle with near-fatal malfunction, and
accordingly it is a film that follows a standard SF trajectory, one
seen in such classic films as 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) and
Dark Star (1974). But this is a text that looks backwards, not
forwards. The key thing, it seems to me, is less that the film is
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‘true’ —although, of course, it is—but that the film is so specifically
historical. The astonishing special effects that recreate what lift-
off in a Saturn 5 and a journey through space must have been
like, are paralleled in the film by a precise recreation of the early
1970s milieu that is the setting for the picture. Watching Apolio
13 is an experience that parallels more straightforwardly science-
fictional films in interesting ways; but watching it also creates an
acute awareness that ‘going to the Moon’ was something our
ancestors did, not something we do today or are going to do in
the future.

What Apollo 13 does, in fact, is epitomise an important argument
about SF made by several critics: that, although many people
think of SF as something that looks to the future, the truth is that
most SF texts are more interested in the way things have been. SF
uses the trappings of fantasy to explore again age-old issues; or,
to put it another way, the chief mode of science fiction is not
prophecy, but nostalgia. That SF is not prophetic seems clear
enough. There have been hundreds of thousands of SF texts
throughout the twentieth century, but only very rarely—statistically
no more than would be expected by the operations of chance—
have any of those texts accurately predicted anything. Jules Verne
predicted that men would fly to the Moon, blasting off from a
location very close to Cape Canaveral in Florida; but he also
thought that firing capsules out of cannons would be a good way
of propelling people on this space voyage, when in fact the
suddenness of the acceleration would squash the astronauts like
bugs. H G Wells predicted the inventions of tanks and aerial
bombing. But he didn’t anticipate computers, didn’t realise that
life in space would be weightless, and confidently predicted that
a worldwide government of scientists and rational men would
create a global utopia by the 1950s. SF prediction is wrong far
more than it is right, but we needn’t be embarrassed on this
account, because the recent developments in ‘Chaos Theory’ have
taught us that the business of accurate prediction in a chaotic
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system like “The World’ is literally impossible. So, despite a surface
attachment to ‘the future’, it seems clear that SF actually enacts a
fascination with the past for which ‘nostalgia’ is the best
description. Star Wars (1977) begins with the caption ‘A Long
Time Ago in a Galaxy Far Away...’; and the action of that film
owes more to the past, and specifically to director George Lucas’s
youth, than to any coherently imagined future. His spaceships
are more like warplanes, going off on sorties straight out of 633
Squadron or The Dam Busters than spaceships: this is why they
make screaming and whooshing noises when flying though the
noiseless vacuum of space. A spaceship would be silent, but the
X-Wing fighters aren’t really spaceships, they’re Spitfires and P-
51s. Frank Herbert's Dune (1965), one of the most famous SF
novels of the postwar period, is also thoroughly grounded in this
retro-vision. Despite being set in the 211th century, it introduces
us to a world that owes more to a dream of Arabia in the Middle
Ages than to any future we can plausibly conceive: a world without
computers or science, a religious, mystical and superstitious world,
a reactionary and intensely old-fashioned world. T could run
through all the classic SF texts in a similar fashion. Philip K Dick,
seen by some as the most significant writer of SF in the American
postwar tradition, sets his books in a future that almost exactly
resembles 1950s American suburbia; Sheri Tepper’s Grass (1989)
takes us to a distant future and a faraway planet in order to
express a storyline about Catholic guilt and fox-hunting. There
are a great many examples such as these.

Let me restate this point with another, extremely popular,
example. When the television series Star Trek was first aired in
the late 1960s, it worked hard to produce a design of futuristic
living that seemed plausibly of the future. But watching original-
series Star Trek today is an interesting temporally-dislocated
experience. It is a show that purports to be set in the 23rd century,
and which includes many things—faster-than-light travel, matter-
transportation beams and so on—that are more advanced than
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current technology. In that regard, it is ‘futuristic’. But it is also,
and at the same time, egregiously dated, in a rather quaint and
unmistakably 1960s fashion. The clothes worn, the spaces
inhabited, even the relative crudity of the special effects, constantly
remind us that we are looking backwards, not forwards. T
remember watching Star Trek: the Next Generation when that
show first aired in the 1980s and being struck only by how suave
and futuristic it looked. Watching re-runs, we are amazed by
how extraordinarily dated and of its time it seems. The effect, I
think, is to problematise in an interesting way our attitudes towards
the temporal component of SF.

According to Fredric Jameson, the older cultural genres have
‘spread out and colonised reality itself (Jameson 1990:371). This
is more true of SF, I think, than any other genre. Just count the
number of ways in which we can think about the world today
that have been shaped by science fiction. The symbolic purchase
of SF on contemporary living is so powerful, and speaks so directly
to the realities of our accelerated culture, that it provides many of
the conceptual templates of the modern Western world. The
complex debates surrounding the genetic engineering of
foodstuffs, for instance, enter popular consciousness in SF terms
as ‘Frankenstein foods’. The dangers of asteroid impact on our
world find expression in such SF texts as the films Deep Impact
(1997) and Armageddon (1998). Our feelings about computers
have been rehearsed by every SF text that includes Artificial
Intelligence; actual exploration of our solar system seems tame
to us because our expectations have been raised by the thrills of
the SF imagery; many people regard the trope of UFO abductions
to be fact rather than science fiction, partly because of the
expertness of SF texts such as 7he X-Files. As Istvan Csicsery-
Ronay Jr puts it, ‘SF has ceased to be a genre per se, becoming
instead a mode of awareness about the world’ (Csicsery-Ronay
1991:308). SF does not project us into the future; it relates to us
stories about our present, and more importantly about the past
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that has led to this present. Counter-intuitively, SF is a
historiographic mode, a means of symbolically writing about
history.

CASE STUDY: FRANK HERBERT, DUNE (1965)

This chapter will close with a more detailed reading of one of the
classics of postwar SF, Frank Herbert’s novel Dune. This novel is
only one of the more obvious examples of the problematic way
SF embodies alterity, the conceptual and material inhabitation of
Otherness that also encodes issues relevant to the present:
environmentalism, religion, culture and heroism. It is also very
clearly rooted in a sense of the past.

Dune grew out of two separate ideas. After the fact, Herbert said:

It [Dune] began with a concept: to do a long novel about the
messianic convulsions which periodically inflict themselves on
human societies. | had this idea that superheroes were disastrous
for humans.

(O'Reilly 1981:38)

During the early 1960s Herbert began accumulating facts on world
religions, trying to comprehend the psychology of mass
phenomena, to understand why people gave themselves up to
the juggernaut of messianic myth. The second prompt to the
story was more particularly rooted in Herbert’s journalistic career.
A newspaper commissioned him to go to Florence, Oregon, to
write a feature story about a government project on the control
of sand dunes. A real problem in some parts of the overgrazed
Midwest, dunes would move under the pressure of wind,
swallowing roads, houses, even whole towns. The traditional
methods of dealing with them—building walls—had little effect;
but 1957 saw a new approach, the fixing of dunes by planting
them with hardy grasses, an ‘ecological’ approach to the question.
Herbert found himself fascinated by the subject:
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| had far too much for an article and far too much for a short story.
So | really didn’t know what | had—but | had an enormous amount
of data and avenues shooting off at all angles to get more...I finally
saw that | had something enormously interesting going on for me
about the ecology of deserts, and it was, for a science fiction writer
anyway, an easy step from that to think: What if | had an entire
planet that was desert?

(O’Reilly 1981:38)

These all-consuming dunes neatly embody the on-rolling,
devouring force of messianic myth that is the theme of the novel.
We can see, then, why Herbert seems to have decided to combine
these two stories. ‘I decided to put the two together because I
don’t think any story should have only one thread. I build on a
layer technique, and of course putting in religion and religious
ideas with ecological ideas you can play one against the other.’
The effect of linking these two discourses in the novel is to make
explicit the symbolic burden of the whole. Landscape, pared down
to a singular quantity, acquires symbolic resonance that links it
to the messianic theme. It encourages us to read past the surface
of the novel, to explore its correspondences and ideological
codings.

The novel as we have it is divided into three parts: Dune,
Muad’'Dib and The Prophet, which is a rough index of how
Herbert orchestrates his components. Paul Atreides, the hero,
comes to Dune as an outsider; he is born on the Earth-like planet
Caladan and arrives on Arrakis (Dune) at the age of 16 with his
father Duke Leto. This enables the first part of the book to
introduce the world and culture of the desert planet, thus
arranging our encounter with the difference through the device
of the initiation of the protagonist. At the end of this first part,
the evil Baron Harkonnen seizes the planet and murders Paul’s
father, forcing Paul to flee. The second part, which takes as its
title the name Paul adopts among the Fremen, the desert
dwellers, details his Lawrence-of-Arabia-style encounter with the
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ways of the desert tribes, his acceptance by the Fremen, his
adoption of the position of ruler and his taking of a Fremen
wife. The third section is where the religious strand takes centre
stage; in terms of basic narrative the final third of the book is a
return: Paul takes his revenge against Harkonnen and the
Emperor and the book comes full circle.

In many senses, then, this is an old-fashioned book. As critic
Timothy O'Reilly describes it: It is a heroic romance of the best
kind. Good and evil are clear-cut. The growth of young Paul to
a heroic figure who can snatch victory from overwhelming defeat
is a growth in awareness and self-mastery, as well as power.
What reader is not heartened when Paul triumphs over all the
forces massed against him?’ (O’Reilly 1981:150). And, of course,
the whole universe that Herbert creates is almost medieval in
terms of its technological non-sophistication. To put it another
way, the nostalgic cast of this novel inflects its representation
of technology. Herbert’s universe is one without much by way
of machinery, and with nothing at all by way of thinking
machines or computers: these were wiped out in the ‘Butlerian
jihad’, ‘the crusade against computers, thinking machines, and
conscious robots’ (Herbert, Dune (1965): 594). Generally
speaking, most of the technology in this novel would not be
out of place in a shop today. More particularly, there are only
two areas in which Dune introduces items that we might think
of as technological nova; and even these are compromised by
the logic of the novel. One is interstellar travel, a necessary
precondition for the book we might think; and yet this premise
is explained not scientifically but mystically, with the spaceships
depending upon pilots who are Spice-addicted (drug-addicted)
mutants and therefore no longer human: ‘The Guildsman was
an elongated figure, vaguely humanoid with finned feet and
hugely fanned membranous hands...his tank’s vents emitted a
pale orange cloud rich with the smell of the geriatric spice,
melange’ (Herbert 1967, 11). The Spice and the Guildsman’s
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mutated form enable him to somehow sense his path through
‘foldspace’, the SF-standard hyperspace, and guide a spaceship
on its path. We are given no sense of the mechanics or
technology of space flight apart from this peculiar quasi-religious
staging; and there are no scenes set in space in Dune or the
next three of its sequels (Dune Messiah, Children of Dune and
God Emperor of Dune). The effect of this is to defamiliarise
technology, to characterise it as ‘magic’ or ‘religion’ rather than
quotidian machinery.

The other technological novum of the novel has to do with
weaponry and war. We are introduced to a variety of alarming-
sounding weapons in the novel—the ‘Lasgun’, a ‘continuous wave
laser projector’, the ‘Maula Pistol’ with its poisoned darts, the
five-centimetre-long Hunter-Seeker, ‘a common assassination
weapon that every child of royal blood learned about at an early
age. It was a ravening sliver of metal guided by some near-by
hand and eye. It could burrow into moving flesh and chew its
way up nerve channels to the nearest vital organ’ (Herbert, Dune
(1965): 84). We also learn about Defensive Shields, which can be
worn individually or arranged about buildings or whole cities,
that ‘will permit entry only to objects moving at slow speeds’ and
that have rendered the use of lasguns almost irrelevant, since a
lasgun fired at a shield will result in ‘explosive pyrotechnics’
powerful enough to destroy both attacker and defender. But at
the same time that Herbert is detailing these fancy war
technologies, he is undercutting the futuristic burden. An early
chapter sees Paul being trained in knife-fighting by the Atreides
weapons-master Gurney Halleck. As with Star Wars (a film which,
as several critics have noted, owes a great deal to Dune), a
fascination with the toy-like ingenuity of machine technology is
ultimately undercut by a deeper sense of satisfaction at a retro-
defined sense of chivalric conflict. This happens on a personal
level, so that the battles in Dune are fought by individuals with
knives and swords; this includes two crucial scenes, Paul’s fight
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with the Freman Jamis that establishes his place in the Sietch,
and his climactic knife-fight with the evil Feyd-Rautha. But it also
happens on a larger one: Paul eventually defeats the Emperor
and captures the planet by resorting to antique weaponry, namely
atomic bombs, that had been long outlawed.

In both these senses, then, Dune is a novel built around a
sense of stepping backwards; it portrays a world supposedly
immensely removed from us in time and space, thousands of
light years away and in the year 10,190, but actually intensely
familiar to us because of its groundedness in a medieval Arabian
paradigm made familiar to us through literature and film
(particularly through David Lean’s film of Lawrence of Arabia,
1962). Tts familiarity depends upon its old-fashionedness, and
the old-fashioned heroic-romance storyline and old-fashioned
props only reinforce this. Nor, to be clear about this, am I
suggesting that this is entirely a bad thing. It helps explain why
Dune is so effective: the sense of detail and completeness, of
an imagined universe that is larger than the bits that happen to
be presented to us in the novel, gives the book a breadth most
novels, let alone SF novels, lack; and that sense of verisimilitude
in turn depends upon the fact that the book is rooted in actual
experience. To mention an example from a parallel mode of
writing, Fantasy, J R R Tolkien does something similar in 7he
Lord of the Rings by writing a personal and idiosyncratic
mythology that is firmly rooted in the actual mythologies of
northern Europe.

But this begs certain questions about Dune in respect of its
encounter with Otherness or the alien. A world so familiar,
with so little that is radically new to us, could easily be a stale
and imaginatively poor world. This situation is made more acute
by the way Herbert uses a binarism at least as old as the novel
itself to propel his story onwards. What I mean by this is that
the motor for this story is a straightforward moral battle, a battle
between good and evil. The good is the family Atreides, and
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Paul in particular; and their ‘goodness’ is emphasised by a
hundred details—they are humane, civilised, cultured, intelligent.
When Paul’s mother, the Lady Jessica, realises that the physician
Yueh’s wife had been killed by Harkonnen, her reaction is one
of instinctive compassion: “forgive me,” Jessica said. “I do not
mean to open an old wound.” And she thought 7hose animals!’
(Herbert, Dune (1965): 79). In a key scene Duke Leto, flying
over the desert to inspect one of his own Spice-mining
operations, saves the crew from attack by the ravenous giant
sandworms that infest the desert. The ecologist Kynes, watching
the bravery and humanity of the action, is impressed despite
himself:

This Duke was concerned more over the men than he was over
the spice. He risked his own life and that of his son to save the
men. He passed off the loss of a spice crawler with a gesture.
The threat to men’s lives had him in a rage. A leader such as
that would command fanatical loyalty...Against his own will and
all previous judgments, Kynes admitted to himself: I like this
Duke.

(Herbert, Dune (1965): 150)

After the Duke is betrayed and killed, Paul survives by virtue of
physical strength and bravery, ingenuity and determination. He
is unambiguously heroic.

By way of contrast, the ‘evil’ half of the moral equation is
painted in utterly despicable colours. The villains of the piece
come close to caricature. ‘Beast’ Rabban, with his unspeakable
(and unspoken) wickednesses; Feyd-Rautha, who is fond of
fighting to the death in—once again—old-fashioned ‘Roman
Empire’ gladiatorial-style combats, but, so as not to risk getting
hurt, only ever fights carefully chosen opponents who are drugged
beforehand to render them almost helpless; the Padishah Emperor
Shaddam IV, a two-dimensional mixture of decadent obsession
with the splendour of court and a brutally oppressive tyranny,
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enforced by his SS-like shock troops the Sardaukar. But worst of
all is the grotesque figure of the Baron Harkonnen, and it is the
Baron’s overweight body that is the most obvious focus for the
limitations of the representation of Otherness in Dumne.
Harkonnen is a very effective villain, but his very villainy is a
direct function of his Otherness. He is, to begin with, foreign: his
name (Vladimir Harkonnen) suggests that he is coded as Russian:
as O'Reilly points out, ‘the Russian sound’ of the Baron’s name
‘was clearly meant to engage our prejudices—which, it must be
remembered, were much stronger when Dune was written in the
early sixties than they are now’ (O’Reilly 1981:55). He is physically
grotesque, enormously fat, so obese that he can only move around
with ‘suspensors’ strapped to his body to carry most of its weight.
It is his physical repulsiveness that is most consistently dwelt
upon. His first appearance is crudely if effectively orchestrated,
as he plots the downfall of the Atreides house in the shadows
like a Bond villain: ‘a relief globe of the world, partly in shadows,
spinning under the impetus of a fat hand that glittered with rings’
(Herbert, Dune (1965): 25). The point of this goes beyond a
class-based characterisation of Harkonnen as ‘decadent’, although
he is that. The response is more visceral. ‘As he emerged from
the shadows, his figure took on dimension—grossly and
immensely fat’ (p. 33). But in addition to being coded as repulsive
because racially and physically different to the heroic ‘norm’
established by Paul, the Baron is also negatively portrayed as
sexually different. This amounts to a crudely worked-through
homophobia. A few pages after presiding over the deaths of
Yueh and Piter with utter cold-bloodedness, and after consigning
Arrakis to, as he thinks, sixty years of tyranny, Harkonnen is
explicitly compared to the Devil, or at least the Beast of Revelation:
‘Leto suddenly recalled a thing Gurney Halleck had once said,
seeing a picture of the Baron: And I stood upon the sand of the
sea and saw a beast rise out of the sea...and upon his hands the
name of blasphemy’ (p. 213). And at the end of the same chapter,
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apparently as a means of climactically reinforcing just how
repulsive and despicable the

Baron is, we discover not only that he is homosexual but that
he has lustful designs upon Paul Atreides himself:

‘I'll be in my sleeping chambers,’ the Baron said. ‘Bring me that
young fellow we bought on Gamont, the one with the lovely eyes.
Drug him well. | don’t feel like wrestling.’
‘Yes, m’Lord.’
The Baron turned away...Yes, he thought. The one with the lovely
eyes, the one who looks so much like the young Paul Atreides.
(Herbert, Dune (1965): 219)

Perhaps this was less marked in the more automatically
homophobic 1960s; today it strikes an odd note. Why should the
fact that Harkonnen is gay, or that he finds Paul attractive—Paul
is certainly presented as being attractive—be in itself a reason to
detest him? The point reflects uneasily, I think, on just how old-
fashioned a novel Dune is, how unquestioned its moral schema
and therefore its prejudices are. We are given a world of few, if
any, moral ambiguities; right is clearcut and wrong signals its
presence by being repulsive or effeminate or, indeed, both.
Otherness, or ‘the alien’, is in the first instance represented through
the perspective of a tribal culture based on the medieval Bedouin,
for whom any person or thing from outside the tribe was to be
treated with suspicion and even hatred. This might be thought
fatally to compromise the novel’s ability to represent the alien.
The characters we encounter are, if anything, rather two-
dimensional, rather ordinary, familiar to us from countless other
novels.

But there is one crucial novum in Dune which steps outside
the restrictive binary of ‘good versus evil’ in which much of the
rest of the novel is trapped: the giant sandworms, the enormous
serpent-like alien creatures that are crucial to the ecology of the
planet. And here I think Herbert does something very clever. He
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is able to throw the alien into relief against a background of
familiarity, and therefore make the Otherness all the more striking,
all the more powerful. This is why the giant sandworms stand
out so powerfully in the imagination of the readers of Dune.
The sandworms live beneath the surface of the sands of the
desert; non-sentient, but drawn to the pockets of the drug ‘Spice’,
and to any regular sound made on the surface. Most of the
inhabitants of the planet fear these monstrous, alien beasts; but it
is a sign of his religious destiny that Paul is able to see past this
shallow response. The worm is connected with Paul’s acceptance
by the Fremen, because he must learn to ride one as they do to
become truly one of the tribe. As he faces this test, the Otherness
of the beast becomes beauty: ‘Come up you lovely monster, he
thought. Up. You hear me calling’ (p. 463). The enormous worms
are segmented, and a rider can compel them to stay on the surface
of the desert by prising back the edge of one of these segments
with a grappling hook; rather than get sand under its skin, the
worm will carry the rider over the surface of the desert. Once he
succeeds in mounting the worm, Paul revels in his power:

He felt exultant, like an emperor surveying the world. He suppressed
a sudden urge to cavort there, to turn the worm, to show off his
mastery of this creature.

(Herbert, Dune (1965): 464)

This may be poorly written (‘cavort’ is an especially ugly touch),
but it does at least dramatise the symbolic pertinence of this
novum. At the book’s climax, the Fremen army ride into battle,
and victory, on the back of the sandworms: Paul turns his empire
from dream to reality. In other words, we understand what
epistemological riddle the worms stand for: what they stand for
symbolically. They represent Power, the power to devour and
terrify. They represent man’s power over nature in that they are
ridden by men; they represent the power of the army as they
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carry the Fremen troops to victory; and most important of all, for
the universe Herbert has created, they represent political power
on the grand scale, because they are specifically implicated in
the creation of Spice, the drug on which all political power rests.

It is the sandworms that dominate Dune. They are the most
potent and the most memorable of Herbert’s inventions in the
novel, the thing readers carry away with them. And it seems clear
to me that the reason for this is that it is in the figure of the
sandworms that Herbert found his most powerful and least flawed
embodiment of alterity. The worms are utterly different from us,
or from anything we know; and that they are located in a world
that is familiar enough from cultural representations of medieval
Arabia only serves to highlight the beautiful strangeness of the
beasts. They embody alienness in themselves, as well as carrying
with them the connotation of the strangeness of the desert
landscape that Herbert evokes so well. And more than this, as T
have been arguing, they encode the operation of power as itself
strange, not as natural or ordinary but as outlandish. It is this
level of signification that renders Dune an effective novel, I think;
that underlies all the cruder ethical binarism of good versus evil
that otherwise lumpishly separates and condemns alterity in the
text. There is, in other words, enough genuine encounter with
difference in this novel, particularly the striking sandworms and
the intriguing Spice, to carry the text beyond its otherwise
disfiguring condemnations of racial, physical and sexual difference.
And as a novel it can put together an oblique and suggestive
coding of the operation of Power as the revaluation of all value,
the encounter with Otherness.

The mysticism of Dune coalesces around gender distinctions.
A mystical sect that is exclusively female, the Bene Gesserit
Sisterhood, has been operating a breeding policy for thousands
of years, hoping to produce a specific individual with tremendous
powers of insight into the future and the past. Although this
mystic spirituality is something they reserve for women, it seems
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that this messiah-figure, called in the novel the Kwisatch Haderach,
can only be a man. In other words, potent though the female
purchase on these mystical abilities is, there is something a woman
lacks that this man has, something that will empower him to do
things that a woman cannot do. On a symbolic level, it seems
clear that there is some transcendental signifier being alluded to
here. As the novel progresses, and it becomes apparent that Paul
is indeed the Kwisatch Haderach, his triumphant Power-symbolic
experience on the unavoidably phallic sandworms takes on the
connotations of a particular discourse of gender—of masculine
gender. This in turn connects the symbolism of this novel to
lived experience. Its symbolic nova open up fertile avenues of
interpretation that work into the discourses of Power and
masculinity. The limitations of the novel’s ethical schema can be
seen in this light as a critique of the narrowness of masculine,
phallic power; the anxieties it expresses about male homosexuality
being nothing more than the inherent contradictions of the
masculinist ideology. SF, according to Peter Lev in The Cyborg
Handbook, is ‘a privileged vehicle for the presentation of ideology.
Because it is less concerned than other genres with the surface
structure of social reality, science fiction can pay more attention
to the deep structures of what is and what ought to be’ (Gray et
al. 1995:30). Dune provides a good example of this.



